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  Preface

  
    Every biographer should write on the first page of his manuscript: ‘Thou shalt not judge’.


André Maurois, Aspects of Biography, 1929

  

  THE NAME of David Collins is recorded in one of the best-known streets in Australia, but the man himself is seldom remembered. If Collins is recalled at all it is as the author of the first substantial history of New South Wales and as the founder of the city of Hobart. Yet Collins was a significant figure in the European settlement of Australia. Apart from his role as a dependable witness to historical events and his association with influential figures like Sir Joseph Banks and the governors Phillip, Hunter, King and Bligh, Collins’s life in many ways typifies the experience of a group which has received little attention: the English officers. In this context Collins was a man of his times, but the story of his life is also timeless and familiar, presenting a rich field for those who search for lessons in the aspirations, failures and human frailty of others.

  Because this book is an attempt at biography, readers seeking explanations of the historical events of Collins’s times will not find them here. Nor have I attempted to analyse or evaluate Collins’s career as a colonial administrator. And while the book reveals much of the man, it inevitably leaves many questions unanswered. The sources for the biography of a man born in the middle of the eighteenth century consist almost entirely of documents—mainly letters. Unfortunately many letters are missing and others are incomplete, and when letters are missing the portrait becomes indistinct. Like many people, David Collins adopted a somewhat different persona for each of his correspondents. When he wrote to his mother he was the doting, dutiful even devout son; to his male colleagues he exuded a terse masculinity; to his overlords he could be sycophantic and full of assumed humility. But how did he speak when he wrote to his wife, as he did regularly from the Australian colonies over a period of fifteen years? We know from one of her letters to him—of which a significant number have been preserved—that he was accustomed to write with ‘tenderness’, but beyond that we can only guess or draw inferences from her own correspondence, for none of his letters to her appears to have survived.

  What have survived are more than 600 pages of Collins family papers in the Mitchell Library and Collins’s official correspondence in the Colonial Office files in London. These papers, which provide the main sources for this book, offer many insights into the inner life of David Collins, but it must be conceded that in many respects he may always remain an enigma.

  What we know of David Collins we owe to those who have collected and preserved the records of his life. This biography is based on original sources but I have often been guided to those sources by the works of other scholars whose contributions demand to be acknowledged. In particular I am indebted to John Earnshaw for the role he played in enabling the Mitchell Library to obtain the Collins family papers almost forty years ago, and to the Library and John Trelawny Ross for permission to quote from them. Professor Brian Fletcher’s scholarly annotations to the 1975 edition of An Account of the English Colony in New South Wales, together with his comprehensive bibliography, have often been the starting points for further research, and Marjorie Tipping’s exhaustive work on the Calcutta convicts has pointed the way to additional sources.

  Official correspondence by or about Collins in his role as colonial administrator is held in the Public Record Office, London, and other collections in the United Kingdom, sources which have become more accessible to Australian scholars in recent years through the field work of Phyllis Mander-Jones and the Australian Joint Copying Project.

  My thanks are also due to numerous individuals, many of whom are scholars of distinction. Needless to say they cannot be held accountable for the fact that I have, on a few occasions, neglected to follow the good advice they have offered me. Anne-Maree Whitaker’s research into the life of Joseph Foveaux often intersected with my own studies, and her suggestions, assistance and knowledge have been of enormous benefit to me. Lucille Andel, Robert Barnes, Peter Clark, Jan Barkly Jack and Marjorie Tipping provided me with copies of documents or gave me access to material unearthed during their own research, and Tony Marshall has been a wise and willing guide to manuscript collections over many years. Others who responded to my requests for assistance included Alison Alexander, Alan Atkinson, Lord Bathurst, Geoffrey Bowden, Peter Chapman, Andrew David, Michael Flynn, M. J. Gandy, Terry Goss, Kathy Koslowski, Keith Lloyd, Richard Lord, Betty Miller, Barry Milne, John Nagle, Dianne Reilly, Henry Reynolds, Mary Reynolds and Michael Roe.

  Most of my research was carried out over fifteen years at the State Library of Victoria (La Trobe Collection) but other institutions which gave me access to their collections included the Mitchell and Dixson libraries of the State Library of New South Wales, the National Library of Australia, the Archives Office of Tasmania, the University of Tasmania Archives, Tasmanian Survey Department, the Royal Archives Windsor, the British Library, the Natural History Museum, the Buckinghamshire Record Office, the Hereford and Worcester Record Office and the Devon Record Office.

  During the preparation of my manuscript I received support and valued advice from Barbara Burton, Jean Dunn, Alan Frost, Teresa Pitt, my colleagues at Melbourne University Press, and Caroline Williamson who edited the text. My copy of Muarois’ Aspects of Biography, a gift many years ago from Dr Bryan Egan, has time and time again offered wise counsel.

  As an independent scholar without access to the services and resources normally associated with an academic environment I am particularly grateful to my parents, family and friends for their forbearance and sacrifices over many years, and for the encouragement given to me by my mentors, Forbes Millar, Brian McArdle and Lloyd O’Neil.

  Most of the original correspondence quoted in this book can be viewed on microfilm in public collections. For that reason, and in the interests of commonsense and accessibility, the passages printed in this book have been lightly edited. Punctuation has been modernised, ordinary nouns have not been capitalised, abbreviations and contractions have been spelled out, and the archaic long’s has been converted to the modern small s. The spelling has not been changed unless it seemed likely to cause confusion. Editorial insertions are in square brackets and omissions are indicated by an ellipsis. To avoid unecessary digressions from the narrative, I have incorporated any comments or additional information into the notes at the end of the book.




Conversions






	
Length
	One inch (1 in.)
	2.54 cm.



	 
	One foot (1 ft)
	30.5 cm. approx



	 
	One yard (1 yd)
	0.91 metres



	 
	One mile
	1.61 km.



	Area
	One acre
	0.405 hectares



	Capacity
	One gallon
	4.55 litres



	 
	One bushel
	36.4 litres



	Weight
	One ounce (1 oz)
	28.3 grams



	 
	One pound (1 lb)
	454 grams



	 
	One ton
	1.02 tonnes









	Currency
	It is difficult to express the value of the sterling currency of Collins’s time in today’s Australian metric currency. Twelve pence made one shilling, twenty shillings made a pound, and twenty-one shillings made a guinea. One penny could be divided into two halfpence or four farthings. In the text, the sum of four pounds, five shillings and sixpence, for instance, is shown as £4.5.6.
	 








  Colonial Secretaries

 




	     
	Lord Hobart
	March 1801 – May 1804



	     
	Lord Camden
	May 1804 – July 1805



	     
	Lord Castlereagh
	July 1805 – February 1806



	     
	Hon. William Windham
	February 1806 – March 1807



	     
	Lord Casdereagh
	March 1807 – October 1809



	     
	Lord Liverpool
	October 1809 – June 1812









PRELUDE A Forgotten Man


I . . . hope that the colony will not remain under the just reproach of being either too poor or too penurious to afford a block of stone that may record the death of its founder.

George Weston Gunning, 1835



For ALMOST a century after his death the grave of David Collins went unmarked. His funeral in Hobart Town in 1810 saw the greatest display of official mourning in the Australian colonies since the beginning of European settlement, but Collins faded steadily from public memory, and in the decades that followed he was almost forgotten in the city he had founded.

He was buried in the rising ground overlooking the cove on the River Derwent where he had first stepped ashore into virgin forest six years earlier. After his death a small wooden chapel was built above the grave, and intended to mark its site, but the structure was blown down in a storm shortly afterwards, and when a new church—St David’s—was built further up the hill, the old burial ground was abandoned. In 1834 the brick vault in which Collins had been interred was repaired after it had begun to subside; it was not located again until 1925, when workmen were converting the old burial ground into a park. There was little doubt at the time that the unmarked vault would contain Collins’s remains, but the discovery roused long-dormant rumours about the first lieutenant governor of Van Diemen’s Land and the contents of his burial place. One of these concerned the fact that many official records of Collins’s administration had never been found. Had Collins literally taken them with him to the grave? Another suggested that a second corpse had been interred with Collins in the vault. Speculation was revived; members of Hobart’s scientific and legal communities were notified, so were the Governor of Tasmania, the Anglican archbishop, the city father’s and the chief of police. On Wednesday, 25 March 1925 the vault was opened and examined.1

About twenty official witnessess were present when workmen opened the tomb.2 Inside they found a sturdy casket of Huon pine, the lid of which bore a tarnished silver plate engraved with the name of the dead man. The coffin was found to contain an inner receptacle, sealed air-tight with sheets of lead, containing a second coffin, also of Huon pine but of a lighter colour. When the lid of the inner coffin was removed, the observers were confronted not with a corpse but with a tangle of long-dead leaves, twigs and vegetation: the remains of native herbs packed around the body to help preserve it. Only when the dessicated plants were carefully removed was the occupant of the coffin at last exposed. The embalming herbs had worked their chemistry well, for the body in the casket was astonishingly preserved. The witnesses found themselves face to face with a man who had been dead for more than a century but to all appearances might have been buried a week ago. He was clothed in a scarlet dress uniform as if, one witness would say later, he were about to take a salute. Medals and decorations were pinned to his breast; the brass buttons on his tunic were untarnished, and his officer's sword glinted at his side. He was a man in his late fifties: tall—more than six feet—with broad shoulders, fair complexion, and sandy hair which showed no sign of greying. He was full-faced, with fine features. He had been clean-shaven but a slight stubble had appeared after death. He must have once been handsome.

The witnesses examined the corpse and the coffin circumspectly. They had agreed before hand that the violation of the grave should be carried out with propriety and respect in the interest of historical truth. A thorough search was made of the coffins and the vault; there was only one body; no letters, documents or manuscripts could be found. After only half an hour the coffins were closed again, and the vault was sealed; the group dispersed into the busy traffic of Davey Street.




  
ONE Servants of their King

  
    I have a heart and spirit (with blood from my ancestors) not to be conquered by oppression, or I couldn’t have wrote that which will make my name memorable to after-ages.

  Arthur Collins to the Duke of Newcastle, 1752

  

  David Collins was the son of a soldier. Like his father, Tooker Collins, he began his career in the military, and the course of his life, like his father’s, was shaped by decades of conflict between Britain and France over colonial possessions. But there the resemblance between the two men ends, for in almost every other respect David Collins inherited the nature and inclinations of his father’s father: Arthur Collins, genealogist, publisher and historian of the nobility.

  Arthur, who died when David was four years old, had devoted his life to compiling and publishing the pedigrees of noble families. The Collinses themselves were of gentle birth, and for centuries their men had from time to time been courtiers. The family claimed as an early ancestor Christopher Colyns, who in 1484, during the reign of Richard III, was made Constable of Queen borough Castle on the Isle of Sheppey at the mouth of the River Medway A Francis Collins who was born in Stratford-on-Avon in 1582, and became the executor and legatee of William Shakespeare, was also thought by some to be an ancestor. Certainly Arthur’s confirmed forebears had connections with Shakespeare’s native Warwickshire. His great grandfather William Collins of Kenilworth, who died in 1642, was remembered for his ‘unfortunate conduct’ and for bringing about the temporary ruin of the Collins family; he was ‘immoderately addicted to gaming and other pernicious vices’, and once, after selling an estate in Warwickshire for £3000, managed to get through the proceeds in less than three months. His son John was altogether a less profligate man. He moved to London, where he owned a brewery, made a fortune and earned a reputation for integrity and honesty. His portrait, painted by Sir Peter Lely, the court painter of Charles II, depicted a man ‘of a well composed stature, having a body strait and erect and adorn’d with a grave tho’ smiling countenance which in his younger days must certainly have appeared very amiable and at that time seem’d to demand both reverence and respect’. When he retired, his son William took over the running of the family brewery, ‘thrived considerably’, and in 1669 became Gentleman Usher to the court of Queen Catherine of Braganza. But like his namesake, William was not good with money. He was a man ‘easy and good natur’d’, and after his father’s death ‘ran into many inconveniencies’ and consumed a great part of what his father left him. In 1664 William married a Londoner, Elizabeth Blyth, and by the time their ninth and last child, Arthur Collins, the grandfather of David Collins, was born twenty years later on 10 April 1684, Williams fortune had already begun to dwindle. Years later Arthur described himself as ‘the son of Misfortune’ and attributed some of his own financial problems to the fact that during his lifetime his father had dissipated more than £30 000.1

  The world of the royal court and its attendant population of nobles held a life-long fascination for Arthur Collins. From childhood he had an absorbing interest in the genealogy of the nobility and their family records. It was said that he ‘delighted in raking in the dust of the closet . . . and rescuing half-devoured sentences from the combined attacks of Time and the Moth’. In keeping with his father’s rank Arthur was given a liberal education, but as the sixth and youngest son of a spendthrift he had no prospect of living on inherited wealth. Instead, while in his early twenties, he went into business as a bookseller. At the same time he began compiling a compendium of the noble families of England, many of whose pedigrees had until then never been published.2 His researches produced Peerage of England, or an Historical and Genealogical Account of the Present Nobility . . , which he published in 1709 (when he was twenty-five), in partnership with another London bookseller, Abel Roper.

  Roper was an older man. He had been one of the publishers in 1675–76 of William Dugdale’s Baronage of England, and his father, Samuel Roper, had assisted Dugdale with the work. The partnership of Roper and Collins traded at the sign of the Black Boy opposite St Dunstan’s Church in Fleet Street. The business—just to the east of Temple Bar on the boundary between London and Westminster—was appropriately situated in the heart of literate London. A short distance to the north and south lived the student lawyers of the four Inns of Court; to the east a population of clergy clustered around the flanks of the still unfinished St Paul’s Cathedral on Ludgate Hill; while to the west lay the royal and political hub of Westminster. Fleet Street was a busy link between these centres of power, a meeting-place for men who read and men whose words appeared in print. Caxton’s assistant had set up his press here in 1500 and it was now one of the printing centres of Europe; as Arthur Collins ventured into publishing, London’s first daily newspapers were being peeled from the wooden presses of Fleet Street.3

  According to Collins the first edition of the Peerage was an ‘extraordinary success’. A second edition, with additions and corrections, appeared in 1710 and a second volume was issued in 1711. The work was to remain in print through successively expanded editions for more than a century, and the last edition personally supervised by Collins (1756) ran to six volumes. Many years later the historian Thomas Carlyle told students at Edinburgh University that that it was ‘a very poor peerage as a work of genius, but an excellent book for diligence and fidelity’, and that he had found it of great assistance when writing his life of Oliver Cromwell.4

  Despite the book’s success, the publishing partnership did not continue beyond the first edition, and Collins, who then became the sole publisher, found it difficult to make a living from his work. With a wife and young son to support, he began to look for a post in the civil service. In 1716, believing that he was about to be appointed to an administrative post in the Customs office, he abandoned publishing, placed the remaining stock of his books with another bookseller, and moved six miles out of London to the village of Streatham. His expectations, however, were disappointed; the job went to another, and Collins and his family returned to London, where he took an office among the lawyers in the Temple, a short distance across Fleet Street from his former premises. Apart from visits to the great London houses and country seats of the nobility, he was to spend the remainder of his adult life working in this small precinct, where for thirty years he continued to compile his genealogies. These included Baronetage of England, The English Baronage (uncompleted) and Life and Glorious Actions of Edward Prince of Wales. He also compiled genealogical records of the Cavendish, Sackville, Sydney, Percy, Carteret, Holies, Harley, Vere and Cecil families. His zeal for his vocation was conspicuous, but a later critic thought that Collins’s dedication was offset by his adulation of birth and rank, and his grandson George Collins was to complain after Arthur’s death that ‘in unfolding the pedigrees of other families he forgot his own’.5

  
    [image: ]
    Principal members of the Collins family

  

  Collins’s publications brought him into contact with several influential men. In particular he received encouragement from Thomas Pelham-Holles, Duke of Newcastle and one of Charles Il’s ministers, whose family records Collins had published at his own expense. This patronage, however, brought him little financial reward and for the greater part of his life Arthur Collins supported himself from what remained of his inheritance, the sales of his books and tardy payments from members of the nobility for locating, transcribing and preserving collections of their family letters and documents. But the income from these sources was so modest and so irregular, and his expenditure on his publications and other ventures so considerable and unproductive, that he spent most of his life on the verge of penury.

  As he was frequently not paid by members of the nobility for preparing their pedigrees, he felt himself entitled to whatever gratitude they might demonstrate by exerting their influence to his benefit. The avenue to a sinecure lay through patronage, but the competition for recognition from the army of the solicitous which hovered around the royal court was intense. Nevertheless Collins was unrelenting in his efforts over many years to be rewarded for his genealogical work, often employing the prefaces to his books as vehicles to carry his pleas into the homes of those whose support he solicited. In 1740 he wrote in the preface to his Edward Prince of Wales that he had been obliged to abandon his Baronage after more than twenty years of labour because he could not afford the cost of printing it. He continued the refrain in the preface to his Collection of Noble Families, published in 1752: Tor many years I have often wrote (for Days together) from early in the Morning till twelve at Night to compleat an History of the Peers of this Kingdom: But, for Want of public Spirit, I reckon all the Pains I have taken as lost Labour to myself’. When these public entreaties brought no result he did not hesitate to press his claims directly with those who were in a position to grant his wishes. In February 1752 he wrote to the Duke of New-casde: ‘I have a Heart and Spirit (with blood from my Ancestors) not to be conquered by oppression, or I couldn’t have wrote that which will make my name memorable to after-Ages; celebrating the memory of eminent and extraordinary persons . . . 6 Two years later he wrote once more to the Duke (who had recently become First Lord of the Treasury) begging him to ‘be so humane as to order a warrant for some money for me, being in such want as I know not well how to act or turn myself; and am ashamed to make my case publickly known’.7

  Eventually his efforts succeeded, and in 1755 George II granted him a pension of £400 a year. The money enabled Collins to publish the 1756 edition of the Peerage, but it came too late to do more than ease his financial distress, and on 17 March 1760, at the age of seventy-six, he went to his grave in the churchyard of St Marys Battersea.8

  In about 1708, when he was twenty-four, Arthur Collins had married Elizabeth, the daughter of Dr John Tooker of London. Arthur and Elizabeth were to have two sons and two daughters; only one of them lived to a greater age than their father. Their first child, John, was born in 1715, but when he was killed in 1748 while serving as a captain in the 34th Regiment of the army, his brother, Arthur Tooker Collins, who was three years younger, became his father’s heir.

  In 1742 Tooker Collins, as he was known, had obtained a commission in Lowther’s 3rd Marines. The marines were to play an important role in the lives of two generations of Collins men. They were sea-soldiers, the youngest of the fighting services, and for many decades were considered by career officers to be the social inferiors of their colleagues in the army and navy. The corps had its beginnings in 1664, when Charles II had established a specialised military force capable of fighting either on sea or land, and placed it under the control of the Admiralty. Later, as Britain’s empire spread across the globe, the value of troops whose fighting ability could withstand the effects of long sea voyages became increasingly apparent.

  For generations Collins men had seen themselves in their different ways as servants of their king. Some, like David’s great-grandfather William and Williams son Arthur, had sought to buttress the monarchy by entrenching the adulation of lineage and breeding. Others like Tooker Collins and his sons were prepared to risk their lives fighting the kings enemies. The Collinses were educated men but they were not given to questioning the status quo. They did not easily fall victim to self-doubt. They embraced the Church of England as the religion of the state, acknowledged that the king was the head of the church, and accepted that Papists were his enemies. They were content to be subservient to their betters in social rank, while at the same time looking to them for the acknowledgement and protection they believed was due to them as loyal liege men and servants. They neither sought to rise above their station nor tolerated any offence against it.

  The first opportunity Tooker Collins had to risk his life in the service of his king occurred in 1746 when he saw action against the forces of Charles Edward Stuart and his invading army of Scottish highlanders. After the defeat of the Jacobites at Culloden on 16 April 1746, Collins commanded a party sent out in July from Bensdale in the Scottish highlands. He was ordered by General Colin Campbell to ‘make diligent search for the Pretenders son or any of his adherents . . . and where you can learn there are any mass-houses you are to set fire to them in all the villages you march through’.9
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    Major General Arthur Tooker Collins,
 father of David and commandant of the Plymouth Division of the Royal Marines

  

  He was not long returned from this mission when he sailed from England as a lieutenant and quartermaster with a squadron formed under Admiral Edward Boscawen to attack the French possessions in the East, and in 1748 he was part of a marine force of 800 men which made a bloody but unsuccessful attack on French fortifications at Pondicherry on the Coromandel coast of India. When the Peace of Aix-La-Chapelle was concluded the same year, however, the marines were disbanded, and Collins was unemployed until 1752, when he was commissioned in the 43rd Regiment of the army.10

  In the same year, he married. His bride was Henrietta Caroline Fraser, the daughter of George Fraser, a landowner of Park in King’s County, Ireland. Collins was then aged thirty-four; his wife was exactly half his age. The Frasers were Protestant gentry with a property of several hundred acres on the banks of the River Shannon. Henrietta was the youngest daughter, well brought up and formally educated. Her sisters married members of well-known landed families, while some of her brothers went into the army as officers.11 The newly-weds made their home in London, but they were to have several changes of address, and for much of their early married life Tooker Collins was absent on military service.

  In 1755, when it seemed inevitable that the conflict between Britain and France would resume, and that the contest for empire would be spread across the world, the Admiralty re-established the marines as a fighting force of fifty companies. These were organised into three divisions, whose headquarters were at the key southern ports of Chatham, Portsmouth and Plymouth. The marines were to be a key element in Britain’s military strategy, and in the years that followed they served in Canada, India, Cuba and the Philippines. Shortly before the commencement of the Seven Years War in 1756, Tooker Collins returned to the corps as a captain and was soon recognised as one of its outstanding officers.12

  At first he was posted to home duties but, as Britain prepared to do battle with France in Canada, Collins was recruited by his former commander, Boscawen, to be his captain of marines in the siege of Louisbourg on Cape Breton Island at the mouth of the St Lawrence River. The seven-week siege was the kind of action which Tooker Collins relished. When it concluded successfully he was jubilant:

  
    the cannon balls played very fast on us for three weeks, yet they could do no more than come what the World calls very near me. I was three weeks and three days without pulling my clothes off, or getting any sleep but on boards, this may appear hardship, yet I never had my health better the whole time . . .13

  

  For three years after Louisbourg Tooker Collins saw no fighting. Then, in April 1761, he sailed with a force of marines to launch an assault on the small island of Belle Île, off the south-west coast of Brittany. The action was designed to force the French to divert forces attacking Britain’s ally the King of Prussia, and to establish a base from which British squadrons could blockade French ports betwen Brest and Bordeaux. It was expected to be a surprise attack, but when the French learned of the plan and strengthened their garrison it turned into a bloody struggle. When the commander of the marine force was severely wounded in the first, unsuccessful, engagement, Tooker Collins stepped into his place and distinguished himself.

  
    At our first attempt to land . . . we were beaten off with the loss of about 500 men kill’d and taken prisoners. The next attempt was on the 22nd of April, in which I bore a considerable part. I had 14 of my men killed and wounded; and I myself was the first Marine ashore, for which I am made Major, and at present command 800 men, and have the pleasure to hear everybody speak of the Marines as heroes.14

  

  A year later the newly promoted Major Collins was in Cuba at the siege of Havana where, on 15 June 1762, he led a batallion of 400 men which went ashore under the command of Colonel William Howe, another veteran of Louisbourg and Belle lie. Within two months the citadel had fallen and the marines were returning to their ships. Howe was impressed with Collins’s ability and the two men became friends. Six months later the Peace of Paris was signed and the Seven Years War came to an end. So did the front-line days of Arthur Tooker Collins.


  
TWO ‘War and Confusion’

   
    I have passed an immense sea, have entered upon a new climate, new life . . .
 from peace and tranquillity in Gandy’s Lane
 I have come to war and confusion

    

 David Collins to Henrietta Collins, 1775

  

  David Collins was born in London on 3 March 1756 and baptised three weeks later in St Andrew’s Church in the borough of Holborn, joining a long line of Davids in his mother’s family. Henrietta Collins was twenty-one when David was born and had already seen her first two children die in infancy. Over a period of nineteen years she was to give birth to eleven children, only five of whom lived to become adults. At the time David was born, Captain Tooker Collins had not long returned to his old corps. He was attached to the marine barracks at the Chatham naval dockyards on the River Medway, but the family lived in London at Saffron Hill, less than a mile north of the elderly Arthur Collins’s chambers in the Temple; in fact the London haunts of three generations of Collins men were never more than two miles from each other.1

  David was born in the family’s three-storeyed house in Cross Street at the corner of Great Kirby Street. It was a respectable developing middle-class area. The next street to the west was Hatton Garden, which was popular with the gentry. Looking south towards central London the Collinses could see in the foreground remnants of the orchard which once belonged to Hatton House, the original manor, and beyond, dominating the skyline, the bulk of St Andrew’s, one of the largest of Wren’s parish churches.

  In 1765, when David was nine years old, the family moved to Devon, after Tooker Collins, now advanced to the rank of lieutenant colonel, was posted to the Plymouth Division of the marines. While Colonel Collins spent much of his time in Plymouth at the marine barracks, his family lived some forty miles away in Exeter, a market town of steep narrow streets on the banks of the River Exe. The Collins family already had an association with the town, which for centuries had been a centre of the wool and cloth trades: it was the birthplace of Arthur Collins, the antiquary; and Arthur’s eldest brother, the Rev. John Collins, had been the rector of Stoke Canon nearby. The Tooker Collinses took a house in Gandy’s Lane in the ancient heart of the town, near the remains of the old Roman walls and the Norman Rougemont Casde. Here, visitors to the house might notice around the walls the colonels library of books (for he had inherited his father’s fondness for the printed word), the portrait of his ancestor Christopher Colyns, and his several paintings of great sea battles. A short distance from Gandy’s Lane were St Peter’s Cathedral, the Guildhall and the old Exeter University. From this precinct of history and scholarship David walked each day down the narrow cobbled lane to the Reverend John Marshall’s grammar school where, for five years, he was taught the fundamentals of a liberal education: living languages, science, drawing and the classics.2 He read voraciously as a young man—Virgil, Shakespeare, Milton and Dr Johnson were all digested in due course—and his time at school left him with a lifelong curiosity about the natural world and the natural sciences.

  When the Collinses moved to Exeter they had, beside the nine-year-old David, three-year-old George, Ann (called Nancy) who was a year old, and a baby, William (Will). Young Arthur (Arty), the last surviving child, was born about 1771, and Flirt, the family dog, was companion to them all. The Collinses were a close-knit and affectionate family. Tooker Collins was the role model for his sons, a stern but fair man who imbued in them his own consciousness of his duties as a loyal subject of the Crown. Honour, courage, chivalry, and a respect for tradition were values they were taught to admire. The colonel was an officer of the old school. He was proud of his military prowess but his greatest pride—as his four sons were never allowed to forget—was his pride in his integrity. David was fond of his father, but his affection was surpassed by his feelings of respect and admiration; he was warmed by his father’s praise and downcast by his disapproval.

  The Collinses worshipped at St Paul’s Church of England and held conventional beliefs, but they lived in a temporal world, and theirs was the world of the military. Most of their friends were officers in the marines, the army or the navy, and the whiff of the parade ground and the officers’ mess pervaded domestic life in Gandy’s Lane. Henrietta provided the antidote to this garrison atmosphere. She was openly affectionate and gregarious, and David, who could be vulnerable and introspective, was close to her. As the eldest son of a father who was often absent for long periods, he assumed a protective relationship towards his mother from boyhood. In the Exeter evenings they sat together while he read to her from the Bible and said his prayers before bedtime, conscious that he was substituting for his father but perhaps not wanting to be quite like him. He cherished domesticity, and although as an adult he could recall little of his early childhood in London, his memories of Gandy’s Lane stayed with him all his life.

  When he was fourteen David was plucked from comfortable Exeter to join his father’s division of the marines as an ensign, and less than a year later, in February 1771, he was gazetted second lieutenant. George, William and Arthur were to follow him into the military. David remained an officer of the marines for the rest of his life, and for more than two decades his father, who was appointed commandant of the Plymouth Division in 1772, was also his commanding officer.

  Although he entered the marines intending to emulate his father’s renown, Collins’s own fighting career would have been unremarkable but for the fact that on more than one occasion he was fleetingly on stage while history was being enacted. In 1772, aged sixteen, he was serving on the frigate HMS Southampton when the ship was sent to Denmark on a sensitive mission to take into safe-keeping George Ill’s sister, Queen Caroline Matilda, who had been banished by the Danes for her part in an illicit romance. Collins was in charge of the guard of honour which welcomed the queen aboard and in an access of gallantry was moved to kiss her hand. This was how young officers behaved in novels, but war was another reality, and three years later Collins experienced the difference.

  Early in 1775, as the rebellious mood in Britain’s North American colonies threatened to turn into armed insurrection, the government prepared to send a force of marines across the Atlantic. Tooker Collins was despatched to Ireland to recruit for the ranks, while David made ready to sail for America with a contingent from the Plymouth Division. The household at Gandy’s Lane broke up. George enlisted in the marines, while Henrietta and her remaining children moved into the officers’ quarters in Plymouth.

  When David sailed for Boston with two battalions of marines in March 1775, the sporadic hostilities which had been going on for more than a decade between Britain and the Massachusetts colonists were rapidly building towards a major armed conflict. In January General Thomas Gage, the military governor of Massachusetts, had begun fortifying the town against threats of an American attack, and his own troops were soon reinforced by more than 700 marines from Britain.

  
    [image: ]
    George Collins, David’s younger brother, who also served in the Marines in the American War of Independence

  

  Collins and his fellow marines from the Plymouth Division went into camp on Boston Common, south-west of the town. In May Major Generals Sir Henry Clinton, John Burgoyne and Tooker Collins’s old friend Sir William Howe arrived on the warship Cerberus to direct the military operations, and David Collins was named as a second lieutenant to Captain Thomas Lindsay in the third company of the First Battalion of Marines. The Plymouth Division was like an extended family to Collins; his parents knew Lindsay, and most of David’s fellow subalterns had been his colleagues on previous service; many were from Plymouth or Exeter. Young David was tall, fair-haired, good-looking. Naturally gregarious and sociable, he enjoyed card games, drinking, conversation and the masculine company of the mess. He was anxious to please and eager to do well. In the absence of his father he was kept under the watchful eye of another family friend, Lieutenant John Waller, the battalion adjutant, and for company had his dog, Prince.

  While the generals examined the terrain and discussed strategy, the energetic business of setting up camp gave way to days of inactivity. On Boston Common Collins’s thoughts kept returning to Exeter. He had not long turned nineteen and he was further away from home than he had ever been; his mother, who was used to receiving her husband’s gruff impersonal communiques reeking of gunpowder and bravado, now found her eldest son penning the sort of dutifully formal letter that might have come from a boy at boarding school. On 8 June he wrote:

  
    My dear mother,

    Before this I sincerely hope you are quite recovered from your illness, I can easily methinks account for it; The hurry and bustle attending the changing your situation, leaving George and Nancy behind you, having left a place you so much delighted in to come to another far less agreeable, and may I include myself, being divided so many leagues distant from you, altogether has had an effect upon the weakness of your spirits.

    I have had two letters from my father, the part of which gave me a great deal of uneasiness as it informed me first of your illness and next of my having displeased him: I know not which gave me the most pain. Believe me dear madam, it has destroyed the little happiness I was beginning to enjoy here. I flattered myself that I was very well liked among the officers. I have constantly since I have been ashore endeavoured to do my duty in such a manner as becomes the character of a soldier, and thank God I have succeeded. I am in the same battalion with Mr Waller and am convinced if I did wrong he would tell me of it. What then did I want but the company of my friends to make me compleatly happy? I am certain that some one thro’ envy has told my father things that never happened. It has distressed me a good deal and I wish my father had mentioned to me some of the circumstances wherein I had dis-pleasd [him].

    The country as far as we can see is the most delightfully pleasant at this time of the year, particularly as the weather is not at the hottest . . .

    I forgot to mention that Prince is very well and is a most excellent tent dog, as he suffers none to approach it, who should not.3

  

  Boston was built on the end of a peninsula which was flanked on one side by the Charles River and on the other by Boston Harbour. It was connected to the mainland by a narrow neck which the British had fortified. The town was overlooked by two other peninsulas. To the north-east, bordered on one side by the Mystic River and on the other by the Charles River, was the high ground of Bunker Hill and Breed’s Hill, at the foot of which, a quarter of a mile directly across the Charles River from Boston, was the village of Charlestown, the oldest settlement of Massachusetts Bay. Standing at the entrance of his marquee, where the faithful Prince lay at the ready, Collins could see signs of the American militia massing on the heights above Charlestown, overlooking Boston where the loyalist population had congregated. By June there were 5000 British troops quartered inside the town and almost 20 000 rebel colonists outside. An attack was imminent. On 12 June, when General Gage declared martial law, Second Lieutenant Collins was already preparing for the fight.

  To the south-east of Boston lay the Dorchester peninsula, whose highest point, like the elevation above Charlestown, provided an ideal position from which an enemy could bombard the town of Boston below. On 16 June the British, belatedly responding to this vulnerability, prepared to secure the Dorchester Heights, which they believed would be the Americans’ first goal. Howe, Clinton and Burgoyne were to land there on the 18th, but on the night of the 16th American militiamen began instead to fortify the heights above Charlestown under the cover of darkness; the British commanders knew they had to be stopped.

  At 4 a.m. on Saturday 17 June, David Collins was awakened in his tent by the roar of cannon in Boston Harbour. A lookout on HMS Lively anchored in the Charles River had seen parties of Americans working feverishly to construct an earthen redoubt on Breed’s Hill overlooking Charlestown. Collins was under orders to leave camp. As the city of tents on the common sprang into life around him he began to put on the uniform he would wear into his first battle: white waistcoat, closed at the neck by a black leather stock; tight white breeches; silver gorget; red sash; black silk buckle garters; black knee-high buttoned gaiters, and a scarlet uniform coat with brass buttons, over which was slung a white shoulder belt to which were fixed his sword and pouch. His sandy hair, curled over his ears, was plaited at the back in a tail and tied with a ribbon, and on his head he wore a black cocked hat laced with silver. Thus dressed he prepared to go out and kill the enemies of his king

  At 9 a.m. the British bombardment of the rebel position was increased by fire from the warship HMS Glasgow and the Boston shore battery on Copp’s Hill, and at 11.30 Collins found himself marching in a long column of troops through the streets of Boston on his way from the camp to the harbour, where William Howe had assembled some 2000 grenadiers and infantry ready to embark across the Charles River. Collins’s company, which formed part of the First Battalion of Marines, under Major Short, was ordered to the North Battery to be ready to follow them.

  At 1.30 p.m., under the protective fire of the British men-of-war, the grenadiers and infantrymen were ferried across the Charles River and landed on the outer side of the peninsula. On Breed’s Hill, above Charlestown, the rebels were now protected by an earthen redoubt with a six-foot parapet, behind which they had mounted their artillery and entrenched musketeers. In addition they had erected a long breastwork, a double woodenrail fence and a stone wall, which together formed a defensive line from their position to the edge of the Mystic River, to protect themselves from an attack from the rear. The flanks of Breed’s Hill were further littered with natural obstacles such as long grass, hedges, a swamp and rocky ground which, when combined with musket crossfire from a party of rebels hidden in nearby Charlestown, made it difficult for an enemy to approach rapidly. Nevertheless Howe’s men—formed up in a long line, three deep in classic formation, carrying three days’ provisions on their backs and marching to the beat of drums—resolutely made their way through waist-high grass in open stone-walled paddocks alongside the Mystic River to engage the enemy. Neither side fired until the British were within fifty feet of the line, when the rebels opened up with a devastating volley of well-aimed musket fire that decimated the attackers’ front line. Beaten back, they retreated and re-grouped, and as Howe prepared to renew the attack he sent word to the Boston batteries to set fire to Charlestown and send reinforcements. Collins’s company, waiting at North Battery, received word to embark.

  From his barge as it crossed the Charles River Collins looked over the water ahead of him and saw Charlestown—until recently home to more than 2000 people—ablaze in a great mass of flame: the steeples of the timber churches were cones of fire above the other buildings, ships being repaired on the river slipways crashed over and burned, whole streets were engulfed as red-hot cannon balls rained down on the 130-year-old settlement from the British men-of-war and floating batteries. Above the burning town towering clouds of smoke and dust were dotted with the bright scarlet and white uniforms of the besieging force, and all around was the deafening roar of cannons and mortars and the sharp crackle of musketry. Behind him in Boston spectators climbed roofs, chimneys and church steeples to get a view of the action.

  Shortly after 2 p.m. Collins tumbled ashore with the First Battalion at a shipyard just to the east of Charlestown. The heat as they landed, fullyladen and sweating in their red coats, was intense. Above them the afternoon sun beat down mercilessly, while on the left they were seared by waves of heat from the inferno of Charlestown. At 3 p.m. they began to advance on Breed’s Hill.4 Like the troops before them—but on the opposite side of the redoubt from Howe’s first assaults—they marched up the slope as best they could in a rigid formation to the beat of drums. This was to be a bayonet charge supported by covering artillery against the fortification. The marines advanced in deep files, stepping over the bodies of the dead and wounded who had fallen in the previous assaults. As the British drew close the Americans opened fire on the front rows, and as the first men fell, those following stepped into the vacant places and continued the advance.

  To Collins the Americans were scarcely worthy opponents. It was enough that the colonists had taken up arms against a monarchy which generations of Collinses had loyally served. But these provincials hiding behind their earthern barricades were an undisciplined rabble. They did not dress like soldiers; they did not fight like soldiers. According to his friend Waller they chewed their musket balls or put poison on them to kill by infection those they could not fell outright. Their officers told them never to fire at an enemy until they could see the whites of his eyes, to ‘fire at the handsome coats’ and to aim at the officers; they fired from behind cover like cowards instead of standing in the open. And now, as the British fought their way in a bloody tangle to their goal, he could see the American marksman, standing three feet higher than the riflemen in the redoubt, carefully aiming at the officers of the marines, picking them off one at a time, no sooner discharging one musket than another was handed to him, and continuing in this way for ten minutes until dropped by a grenadier.

  Major John Pitcairn, commander of the marine forces, was hit in the head as he led his men over the last few yards; he fell into the arms of his son. For a moment the marines faltered and lost momentum as they saw their leader go down, but Waller urged them on, and now the Americans were down to their last rounds. With a final rally the marines surged over the breastwork, driving their bayonets into the fleeing militia as they abandoned the redoubt. ‘We tumbled over the dead to get at the living’, Waller recalled. ‘Nothing could be more shocking than the carnage which followed the storming of this work.’5

  The Americans poured out of the back of the redoubt pursued by the British infantry, while the victors moved into the abandoned trenches. King George’s men had won a great victory but at a terrible cost. The hour-long battle had deprived Howe of 40 per cent of his force, more than one thousand men. All of his own aides were either killed or wounded. The pride of the army, the flank companies, had been cut to ribbons, and the death toll at the hands of the provincials was staggering: 228 men (many of whom were officers) died on the battlefield; 826 were wounded or died later. The Americans reported 138 killed, 38 missing and 376 wounded. Howe moved among the carnage, stunned and exhausted, the white pipeclay on his gaiters streaked pink with blood from the long grass on the hill.

  As the afternoon sun lowered over the battlefield the victors attended to the dead and wounded. All around him Collins saw his father’s friends fallen and covered in blood. As darkness fell burial parties were ordered to work. Soldiers who had been killed in the fighting were buried in pits. The wounded and the bodies of dead officers were ferried back across the river to Boston, where Loyalists gathered on the waterfront with their coaches, chaises, and even barrows to bring into town the dead and the dying.

  That night Collins and his men entrenched themselves on Breed’s Hill or lay down under the stars on the bloodstained grass. Collins had survived unscathed but his baptism of fire had been fast and terrible: a nightmare of heat, smoke and noise; the sweat and the smell of bodies; the grunting, cursing and screaming of men who died writhing; the severed limbs and wet red tips of steel bayonets. In the midst of it all he had kept a cool head, looked to his men, stood his ground, showed courage. It had been the most momentous day of his life, and for all its horror he did not want to forget it. Before he left the battlefield he picked up a pebble to keep as a souvenir6 and thought of how to express his feelings to his father and the family at home:

  
    we are still encamped on that ground we so dearly purchased. I may justly say dearly, for we bought it with the lives not only of our men but of our lost officers. I would, if possible I could ascertain the true number, send you an account by name of the different officers killed in the action, but they die so fast of their wounds that nobody as yet has got a true state of our loss . . . Waller being gone to Boston the other day, desired me to act as adjutant for him and take orders etc., which I did. In the course of the day, Gen. Howe wanted the Adjutant of Marines and as such I went to him. After I had received his orders, I acquainted him that I was your son: he said he was sorry he had not known I was in the camp before, enquired after you and said he should be very glad to see me at dinner with him. It was an opportunity of introducing myself which I should have been wrong in missing.7

  

  Having taken the heights above Charlestown at such a cost, the Loyalist forces were determined to hold the position. Tents and provisions were brought from Boston for the marines on Breed’s Hill, and the Second Battalion of marines was sent to reinforce the troops holding Bunker Hill. Collins had a marquee once more and Prince was retrieved from Boston Common to guard it. Collins’s coolness in battle was recognised, and he was promoted to first lieutenant in the place of one of the officers killed.

  The Americans had been driven from their stronghold but they had not lost the war. Boston remained isolated, surrounded on the mainland by increasing numbers of American troops. They raided the little islands where the British kept their livestock; they set fire to and destroyed the lighthouses at the entrance to Boston harbour, and when a party of workmen, guarded by marines from Collins’s battalion, started to repair the damage, the Americans fell on them. George Washington, newly appointed commander of the colonials, began marshalling men and guns on the mainland. While this went on General Gage waited for news from London that help was on the way and Collins, perched above the ruins of Charlestown, frustrated by uncertainty and inactivity, tried not to think about home and his empty stomach.

  
    A few days more will make it five months exactly since I left England and since I heard from any of my friends, except my good father. It is a long time in reality, tho’ such a quick succession of events as I have met with in that time have made it appear but as yesterday. I have passed an immense sea, have entered upon a new climate, a new life, have been in an action; from Peace and Tranquillity in Gandy’s Lane I have come to War and Confusion: instead of eating an hearty meal at my father’s house and no expense, I am obliged to live upon what you would not give to little Flirt and pay as dear for it as if there was plenty and elegance. The very thing that was most my aversion in old England is the only thing I can get to eat in New England: pork, and to my comfort, the fattest of all pork. Vegetables we have none: I have not seen a potatoe or turnip since I have been here. The vileness of the pork has bred the flux (or as we call it, the Yankey) among both men and officers. Very few have escaped, tho’ I have been lucky enough to avoid it. It has proved fatal to our wounded people . . .

    I am situated extremely to my satisfaction: I pass all my time almost with Capt. [John] Percival, [Thomas] Lindsay and [Robert] Ross,8 and Mr Waller. Lindsay whose subfaltern] I am, is extremely kind and friendly. We breakfast together every morning, dine together, as we are in the same mess, and at night if we are not at Percival’s or Waller’s tents, we sit together either in his tent or mine till ten o’clock, sometimes later, as it happens, and we have always conversation enough.

    I have had the happiness to acquit myself well upon a post where I was detached by Gen. Howe himself, and where the danger was so imminent that if I had been seen by the enemy, a party of whom lay within 50 yards of me on their bellies, I must have had a skirmish with them: indeed had they advanced ten yards further I had Gen. Howe’s orders to fire at them. I have dined with him two or three times lately, he is always extremely civil and polite. I read a good deal as I have bought some military books lately at Capt. Ellis’s auction9. . .

    I do suppose when my father comes, Winter also will come, and indeed (pardon the pun) I am afraid it will be winter before they will come, and I should not be surprised if George came also. When you write to him, if he is in England, assure him of my love. Tell him I often think of Gandy’s Lane and Exeter. I have got the pencil case he gave me, and it is of use to me here. Before I get home Nancy will I dare say be grown a fine girl improved in everything that is necessary [and] accomplishing. She may probably be pleased to hear that I am well and have not forgotten her. How does Will go on at his book, does he still intend to be a . . . hearty, plodding fellow, or has the red coats and the fife and the drum enlivened his ideas? As for Atty I am convinced that he is the admiration of every body at the barracks. I dare say he has forgot me by this time . . . Pray for me my dearest mother: can the prayers of the good and virtuous fail, can the wishes of a mother for her son be of no avail? It is impossible, and when I no longer merit your prayers, I no longer merit the name of your dutiful and affectionate son, D. Collins.

    I must not close without mentioning Prince, he is extremely fat and lives chiefly upon grasshoppers . . .10

  

  Collins was still camped on the heights of Charlestown when the Cerberus arrived from England in October bringing Tooker Collins and David’s younger brother George. Once again Collins was under his father’s direct orders, and among those issued by Tooker Collins on his arrival was one appointing David adjutant and deputy paymaster to the Second Battalion. It was the beginning of Collins’s long career as an administrator.

  The winter of 1775 was unusually severe in Boston, and a chill of discontent closed in on the town. The Boston peninsula was isolated from the continent; all supplies and provisions had to come by sea, and food, clothing and fuel were scarce. Within the garrison the atmosphere was oppressive, sickness was rife, discipline frayed and looting broke out. As a result the occupying forces were treated with hostility by much of the population. Lieutenant Collins huddled in his marquee on the chilly heights above the ruins of Charlestown and spent as much time as possible across the river in Boston. The whole population, civil and military, waited for something to happen, and while they waited General George Washington’s army was hauling heavy artillery over the frozen roads leading to the town. On the night of 4 March 1776, 2000 of Washington’s men with 350 carts of tools and prefabricated defences crossed the causeway to Dorchester Heights. The following morning they opened fire on Boston, shelling the town with a 24-pounder and a mortar installed on Dorchester Point. Before long parts of the town were ablaze, and after two weeks under fire Howe prepared to abandon Boston. On 17 March Collins’s company stepped into longboats at the Boston waterside and were rowed across the harbour, where an armada of 150 sail waited to evacuate the army and 1500 American Loyalists to the British Canadian stronghold at Halifax, Nova Scotia. As the British withdrew, leaving behind their stores and heavy artillery, Washington entered Boston in triumph.

  From this point Collins ceased to become an active participant in the war which engulfed Britain’s thirteen colonies in America. His military duties were now almost wholly administrative. When Howe sailed from Halifax with an army in July 1776, to join his brother Admiral Richard Howe in an attack on New York, Collins remained with his battalion in a town overcrowded with Loyalist refugees. Food and other supplies were desperately short, and with reading matter scarce and only his adjutant’s duties to perform, his main intellectual stimulation came from composing letters or receiving them from Exeter.

  
    I must thank you in my own and father’s name for the entertaining news you have given us in every letter. But above all must thank you for the two pounds of green tea, and the very fine cheese, sent out by Thompson, and which I received yesterday But my dear mother where are the magazines and newspapers you tantalised me with? I would really give you back the cheese for the thirteen Critical Reviews.11 . . . I am very glad to find that Nancy and Billy come on so well in their writing. I think Bill writes the prettiest hand of the two. Nancy must mind her spelling, and not stick her letters too close together, nor too upright, but give them an easy inclination to the left . . . You cannot conceive my dearest mother with what pleasure I read those passages in your letters that treat of yourself and little ones. Oh how I long once more to clasp them all to my bosom . . . 12

  

  If he longed to see his home again Collins was not completely lacking for agreeable company. Although Halifax was a windswept rocky outpost less than thirty years old, its population had been transformed by the upheaval in the American colonies. With Howe’s retreating armies had come thousands of Loyalists and their families—1500 from Boston alone and others from further afield—for whom the prospect of independence for the American colonies held no appeal. Into the seaport known mainly for its uncongenial climate and the spartan lifestyle of its inhabitants (who called their country ‘Nova Scarcity’) came a flood which included farmers, tradesmen, merchants, men of property and families of social standing. Halifax society was suddenly convulsed by an influx of breeding, conversation and fashion. New and old united to show their appreciation to the King’s men and to distract their thoughts from the deprivations of the barrack and the draughty tent. Invitations were extended to the dining table, the salon and even the ballroom, and Loyalist daughters found themselves ample fresh partners from the young officers, who yearned for female company and stimulating conversation.

  David Collins enjoyed his most stimulating conversations with a local girl, Maria (Mary) Stuart Proctor,13 whose family was one of the most prominent in Halifax. Maria’s father, Captain Charles Proctor, had died three years before the exodus from Boston. As a half-pay army officer from Boston he had been one of the founders of Halifax in 1749, and went on to become a leading merchant and a member of the Legislative Assembly of Nova Scotia for almost a decade. In twenty-five years of public life, he was a commissioner for laying out the dockyards, a surveyor of highways, a justice of the peace, a warden of St Paul’s Church, a trustee of the commons, a major and lieutenant colonel successively in the Halifax militia, and Provost Marshal of Nova Scotia. Maria was one of the youngest of at least seven children, a lively girl, well educated and ‘delicately brought up’; her sister Sarah had married an artillery officer, Thomas de la Cour Desbrisay, whose distinguished Huguenot family was known to the Collinses.14 Maria shared with David Collins an attachment to the printed word, and aspired to be a writer. They were married by the Rev. John Breynton in the parish church of St Paul, Halifax, on 13 June 1777, three months after David’s twenty-first birthday.15


  
THREE Voyage to the Unknown

  
    Invoke the kindest breeze to blow, that we may pass over the world of water quickly for I hate the salt sea ocean.

  David Collins to George Collins, 1787

 

  The YOUNG married couple did not remain long in Halifax after their wedding. The war in America continued but Collins’s battalion was relieved, and when he was ordered back to England in 1777 Maria went with him. Collins was posted to the great naval dockyard at Chatham, on the River Medway, about thirty miles south-east of London. Here, as battalion adjutant, he resumed his career as a paper-soldier in the barracks of the Chatham Division of the marines, where he was once more under his father’s command.

  At home Britain faced no imminent threat and the Chatham Division saw active duty only occasionally. For the first few years of their marriage David and Maria lived at the Chatham barracks. Maria became pregnant and gave birth to a daughter, but their child did not survive. Maria was an asthmatic with a delicate constitution; her health was always precarious, and David, who cherished families and domesticity, learned early in his marriage that his wife could give him no further children.

  Life at Chatham settled into a comfortable pattern. Collins’s income did not allow them to live extravagantly, but their situation improved a little when he was promoted to captain lieutenant in August 1779 and to captain in July the following year, when he was twenty-four. His duties involved routine administration: he wrote out orders, handled correspondence, drew up rosters, sat as a member of courts martial. The Collinses had the company of other young officers and their wives. They had a circle of friends and kept in touch with their family networks and the in-laws of Maria’s sister Sarah, the Desbrisays, some of whom were now in England. For Collins, Bunker Hill, death, injury and fear were things of the past. Apart from the routines and rituals of military life he and Maria lived almost like civilians. But Collins remained a soldier. He could be called into active service at any time, and early in 1781 he was. Abruptly marriage became separation.

  In February he was posted as captain of the detachment of marines aboard the 74-gun warship HMS Courageux. The ship was assigned to the Channel Squadron and spent several months on manouevres against the French, Spanish and Dutch fleets in the freezing waters of the North Sea. Collins hated shipboard life, with its isolation, dismal diet and lack of civilised company. Nor did he relish his separation from Maria, which was extended still further when Courageux joined a fleet commanded by Admiral Richard Howe that left England in August 1782. Howe’s goal was the Mediterranean and the relief of the British garrison which had been under siege on Gibraltar for three years. In October Howe outmanoeuvred the Spanish siege fleet, landed troops and supplies and secured the Rock for Britain. His fleet returned to Spithead in November, and Collins was reunited with his wife.

  In September 1783 the Peace of Versailles was concluded and the strength of the marines reduced. Captain Collins found himself on half-pay. Richard Howe became First Lord of the Admiralty; Collins was forced to start looking for a new job.

  The Collinses moved from the Chatham barracks to rented accommodation in nearby Rochester. Here they lived for three years on David’s half pay before an opportunity of employment presented itself. Collins had a wife to keep, and to keep in a style fitting for a woman of some gentility. Maria’s father had been a wealthy man. He owned a sloop ‘in government employ’, the family lived in the fashionable northern suburbs of Halifax, and Maria was ‘born and brought up to the prospect of a very large fortune’.1 She was particular about her social connections and sensitive of the stigma attached to impecunious people in the circles in which the Collinses moved. David himself was acutely aware of his social status as the eldest son of the commanding officer of the division and of the need to maintain the lustre of the family name. He was made even more painfully aware of his situation by the fact that his younger brother George, after serving with the marines in the West Indies, had married Mary Trelawny, the heiress of a prosperous family, resigned from the corps, and gone to be a well-to-do farmer in Devon. Marriage to Maria, however, had brought David no such dowry. Some cataclysm had destroyed Maria’s prospects, and Collins’s only expectation of his in-laws was the privilege of having at some time to help support Maria’s widowed mother, Margaret Proctor. To assuage his pride he tried to maintain their lifestyle by borrowing money, a fact which he concealed from his wife.

  In September 1786 he learned from his father that three companies of marines were to be sent to Botany Bay on the east coast of New Holland as a garrison for the penal settlement to be established there. Their commanding officer was to be Major Robert Ross, a veteran of the marines who had served at Louisbourg with Tooker Collins, and in whose company David had spent much of his time in Boston. Tooker Collins urged his son to apply for a post with the expedition.

  Collins was now thirty; he had been a soldier for sixteen years, and he knew that the marines had little more to offer him in the near future. If he had any talent it was as an administrator; he disliked the sea and he was not a born leader or a natural fighting man like his father. After three years of living beyond his means on half pay he was in debt; the country was in a time of peace, London was full of half-pay officers looking for preferment, and any hope of rapid promotion in the marines was slim. The advance salary he would receive for a foreign posting would get him temporarily out of trouble. He had to make the best of things.

  The man who held the power to employ him was Richard Howe, and here Collins was fortunate, for the First Lord of the Admiralty was the brother of General William Howe, veteran of Louisbourg, Havana and Bunker Hill, and friend of Tooker Collins. Not only was Howe aware that David had served in Courageux with his own force at Gibraltar, but he felt it his duty to oblige his brother’s friend and his own respected subordinate Major General (as he now was) Arthur Tooker Collins. ‘Black Dick’ Howe was renowned for his swarthy, thunderous visage and irascible manner, but when Collins passed between the stone seahorses guarding the entrance to the Admiralty one day early in November 1786 he was received cordially. ‘Black Dick’, who was in one of his more agreeable moods, ventured the opinion that Collins might be an appropriate candidate for the position of judge-advocate to the new colony. This was exclusively an administrative position, and one which offered a degree of independence from mainstream garrison life. Howe told Collins that he would recommend his appointment to Lord Sydney, the Home Secretary, and indicated that he would find a place in one of the marine companies for David’s brother William, who was also on half pay after serving with the marines in the West Indies. Collins was duly grateful, but although he could now pay off some of his debts, he could not avoid asking his father for further help.

  
    Major Ross will this day inform you that I have accepted the appointment of Judge Advocate to the Botany Bay expedition. Lord Howe could only tell me that I was not to be put on full pay, but to have ten shillings a day, and to be considered as an extra officer. No gratuity is to be given to us, and nothing advanced but a year’s pay, and this will not extend to my half-pay. From what I can learn of the expence attending this business, I shall stand in need of a great deal of money, and while I thank you in one line for the ten pounds you have just sent me through Captain Burt, I must in another earnestiy entreat you to be as extensive in your bounty on this occasion as is in your power.

    It will take full thirty pounds to buy merely the necessaries that will be wanting, and seventy more to lay in the stock for the ship. The money that will be advanced I shall inevitably want to pay some demands that must be discharged before I go, and money for the above purpose must be had.

    I expect to be summoned to Town again as soon as the Crown Lawyers and State Officers have arranged the Code of Regulations for the government of the colony. In the mean time I shall be happy to hear from you directed to me as usual at Rochester.

    Lord Howe told me William wants to go and that he should be sent for directly if he is not with you.

    Adieu my dear father. May Heaven long preserve you and my dearest mother is the sincere prayer of your truly affectionate son.2

  

  Collins’s acquaintance with the law so far had come solely from the knowledge of military law he had gained while an adjutant, from sitting on courts martial, but neither he nor his employer saw his lack of legal experience as an inhibition on his ability to carry out his colonial duties. This was largely because Richard Howe believed that the colony in New South Wales was to be governed by military law. In this he found himself at variance with other branches of the government. The Botany Bay expedition was effectively the joint responsibility of the Home Office, which administered among other things the laws and the penal system, and the Admiralty, whose job it was to convey the officials and garrison of the new colony in vessels of the Royal Navy, to supply the necessary provisions and equipment, and to charter merchant vessels to carry the stores and the convicted felons who were being deported. When Evan Nepean, Under Secretary at the Home Office, discussed Collins’s appointment with Lord Howe, he became sufficiently concerned about Howe’s perception of the judge-advocate’s role to raise the matter with Lord Sydney.

  
    I called upon Lord Howe this morning . . . I told him that a Deputy Judge Advocate would be wanted,3 and that it was probable that he would be appointed also to controul the criminal and civil courts for the trial of matters which might pass between the convicts, and from what his Lordship says I do think that Captain Collins will answer the purpose. When I mentioned a civil and criminal court his lordship seemed rather surprised, as he had understood that the whole was to have been under military law, convicts as well as soldiers, and although I attempted to convince his lordship that the former were not amenable to military discipline, he did not appear satisfied, but seemed to think, perhaps without considering well the importance of the subject, that they should be punished according to the discretion and judgement of the governor even in capital part. How far his lordship’s opinion on this matter may be proper to be adopted I will not pretend to say, but I should think that such a discretion would occasion infinite clamour at home.4

  

  At the end of November Collins received an order from the Admiralty directing him to ‘hold yourself in readiness’ to embark at Portsmouth.5 But after he had he made his preparations for the long and unwelcome voyage nothing further happened. He was told to wait while administrative arrangements were completed, and that nothing could be done until Parliament had passed the necessary legislation. Christmas gave way to the New Year and it was early February 1787 before he was called to London. On the eve of his departure from Rochester he wrote to his brother George.

  
    Our expedition will, I apprehend, soon take place, for on Monday last Mr Pitt moved for leave in the Lower House to bring in a Bill for erecting a Court of Criminal Judicature on the eastern coast of New South Wales, and the Sirius (the commodore’s ship) I find by a letter I was favoured with this day from Sir Andrew Hammond, the Naval Commanding Officer here, is on her way to Spithead with convicts from the river. At Spithead the embarkation is to take place, and will, immediately, on the arrival of the frigate and the transports . . .6

  

  Maria was unhappy about David’s imminent departure and the lengthy separation she knew would follow, but she understood that in the circumstances they had no alternative if her husband were to gain a proper income. Like the other marine corps officers, David was not permitted to take his wife with him, but in any case neither of them seriously contemplated the prospect that Maria might join her husband in the foreseeable future, even if it were to be possible for her to do so. Her poor health remained a problem, stemming from what was diagnosed as ‘a general debility’, from which in time would spring more specific maladies identified as asthma and epilepsy. For these conditions she was attended frequently—though with little lasting effect—by doctors and apothecaries. Her dependance on these practitioners alone made a long sea journey through a variety of climatic extremes an unattractive proposition, and a lengthy residence in a country deficient in diet, climate and medical treatment, quite unthinkable. The lack of a civilised (especially female) society and of appropriate accommodation for a woman of some refinement, coupled with the close proximity of uncouth soldiers, wretched felons and possibly hostile inhabitants left her no alternative but to remain in their little house in Rochester. Here she knew that she could expect to be adopted as a companion by the families of elderly colonels and naval officers, that General Collins would not allow her to be without essential material needs, and that she would be a welcome guest in the home of her brother-in-law George Collins and his wife Mary in Devon.

  David arrived in London to find that his departure was still some time off. He set up temporary headquarters in the Hungerford Coffee House in the Strand (where another lodger was John White, chief surgeon of the Botany Bay expedition). Here Collins occupied himself preparing for the office he was about to fill. He had read Hawksworths edition of Captain Cook’s Voyage and attempted to give himself a grounding in relevant legislation by reading all the law books he could, but the Home Office did little to equip him, and on 7 February he was forced to write to Lord Sydney requesting ‘such quantity of stationery as may be judged necessary for the purpose of carrying on the duties of my office’.7 It was April before the Privy Council issued letters patent establishing courts of criminal and civil judicature in New South Wales and appointing Collins a member of both, and early May before he could at last set off to join the fleet for Botany Bay.8 ‘I am at length on the wing’, he scribbled to George. ‘To-morrow morning I set off for Portsmouth, and on Friday I hope to sail for New South Wales. Invoke the kindest breeze to blow, that we may pass over the world of water quickly, for I hate the salt sea ocean.’9 The following day he watched his boxes and sea-trunks loaded on to a coach, before he climbed aboard and rattled out of London on the sixty-mile journey to Portsmouth.

  On Thursday, 10 May Collins was rowed across Portsmouth harbour to join the Botany Bay squadron riding off Spithead. Here he saw for the first time the distinctive broad gold stripe on the black-painted hull of the vessel on which he was to take his passage to New South Wales. HMS Sirius was one of two naval escort vessels for the six transports and three storeships which were to take 750 convicts, the marines, colonial officials and their supplies to the east coast of New Holland. Originally built as a Baltic trader, the Sirius was a strong, tubby ship, only three times longer than it was broad, and at 511 tons a much smaller ship than the 74-gun Courageux on which Collins had last been to sea. The vessel’s movements were more pronounced, and it was crammed with stores and humanity: some 150 people tucked away in a claustrophobic wooden barrel 100 feet long, 30 feet wide and 24 feet deep.10

  As the final preparations for their departure went on around him, Collins settled in with the men who were to be his companions: Arthur Phillip, commander of the ship, commodore of the squadron and civil governor of the new colony; Robert Ross, commander of the marine detachment and lieutenant-governor of the colony; John Hunter, the second captain of the Sirius, who carried a dormant commission as Phillip’s successor; Philip Gidley King, a colleague of Phillip and first lieutenant of the Sirius; John Palmer, the purser, and Andrew Miller, the colony’s commissary. Collins had been the last of them to join the ship, forced to remain in London until the clerks in Whitehall had completed their paperwork.

  He was allocated accommodation on the gun deck, the level marked out by the golden stripe along each side of the ship. His companions in these quarters were two younger officers he already knew: Second Lieutenant John Long, the adjutant of the marines, and First Lieutenant James Furzer, their quartermaster. Like most of those aboard, they had been occupying their quarters for months. Many had gone on board at Deptford in the Thames in October the previous year when the ship began fitting out. For the next six months their home would be the gun room, a crowded space some thirty feet wide by eighty feet long, and only a few feet above the water-line. The length of the room was pierced from floor to ceiling by the three great pillars of the ship’s masts, the capstan and various other flues and pipes. The ship’s twenty guns and their apparatus were ranged down each side, for the Sirius was, despite its role on this occasion, a fighting ship. The only natural light and ventilation came from twelve gun ports on each side of the ship. When these were closed in bad weather, an airing stove helped to recycle the fug. Collins would sleep in a canvas berth: a hammock six feet long and two feet wide, with sides to stop him falling out, and made rigid by a wooden frame. It was slung near the officers’ cabins aft and made up for its impermanence, lack of comfort and privacy by its proximity to the open deck and its access to light and fresh air. The deck which formed the ceiling above his head leaked. Collins was a little over six feet tall; the height of the ceiling for most of its length was five feet four inches and there were twenty-nine cross beams to avoid. In these surroundings he prepared to farewell England and resign himself to a journey of 15 000 miles which the Sirius could expect to cover at roughly the speed of a man walking. Collins confided to George that he was apprehensive about their mission.

  
    Conceive as the first difficulty we have to get the better of, the undoubted unhealthiness of all new settled places. We are not to hope, though we are a virtuous and worthy people, that the decree of Nature will be reversed in our favour. I rather fear our Temperance and Virtue will in the present case operate against us . . . Let me next call your observation to the smallness of the force we take out with us, a force so inadequate that none of the various offices for that purpose in town will insure either lives or property on this occasion. Admit that the natives to be few (which, tho’ advanced by Cook, yet, when I consider the vast extent of New Holland, when my mind’s eye endeavours to pervade from the eastern to the western coast, when it endeavours to penetrate from the northern to the southern extremities of New Holland, I much discredit, and think I meet in the interior parts numerous hordes and tribes of the natives)—admit, however all this to be merely chimerical, yet what have we [next] to fear from the superior numbers of our [disciples] we take from, the various colleges in England, most of them justly entitled to their degrees (that last and highest degree of exaltation, the gallows) and many of them consumate batchelors and masters of Arts.

    All these are to be encountered, and I carry with me for the purpose Fortitude and Resolution, determined to look them in the face, and smile—if I can . . .11

  

  On Saturday, 12 May 1787, the Sirius and some of the transports made sail, but soon the wind dropped and they were forced to spend the night off Spithead until it strengthened again. When they finally got away next day, Collins, who dreaded the boredom of the days which lay ahead and had decided to keep a journal ‘to beguile the tedium of many a heavy hour’, recorded his departure from England in prosaic terms: ‘at day-break next morning the whole fleet weighed with a fresh breeze, and, having a leading wind, passed without any accident through the Needles’.12

  The first leg of the voyage took them out of the English Channel into the Atlantic and then to the Spanish island of Tenerife in the Canaries, where the Sirius anchored in the harbour of Santa Cruz on 3 June. Here Collins was exposed for the first time to the great non-English-speaking, non-Protestant world which lay beyond the borders of his former life. The experience stimulated him. If he was bored by the monotony of life on the ship, he was an enthusiastic, enquiring, tolerant tourist on land, part naturalist, part anthropologist. His journal, which had so far been a recital of distances covered, ships signalled to, courses set, and weather experienced, now sputtered to life. The Canaries, he wrote, appeared to deserve the appellation given to them by the ancient Romans, the Fortunate Islands, ‘for the inhabitants were so fortunate, and the soil so happy, that no venomous creature had been found to live there’. Indeed, ‘several toads, adders, and other poisonous reptiles which had been imported by way of experiment had died almost immediately after their arrival’. The air of the place was salubrious, a fact which, he supposed, had led to the longevity of the port’s vice consul, who had come from Waterford in Ireland and was said to be 113.13

  But it was the religious practices of the inhabitants that Collins found most fascinating. ‘The name of Santa Cruz, the Holy Cross, seemed not inapplicable to this town, for one or more crucifixes of wood or stone were to be found in most of the streets.’ And although he had been brought up to worship his Anglican God with undemonstrative restraint in the austere confines of churches by Wren, he felt no scruple in falling to his knees with the locals in the public streets during the celebration of Corpus Christi, reasoning that ‘when it was considered that the same great Creator of the universe was worshipped alike by Protestant and Catholic, what difficulty could the mind have in divesting their pageant of its tinsel, its trappings and its censers, and joining with sincerity in offering the purest incense, that of a grateful heart?’14

  On 10 June, the ships sailed from Santa Cruz on a south-westerly course across the South Atlantic, which brought them on 6 August to Rio de Janeiro. Collins was soon off to marvel at the foreigners, who once again exhibited an extraordinary propensity to spend their time in religious devotions. His misgivings about the extravagance of this public worship, with its consequent suspension of all labour, were only confirmed when locals told him of a Portuguese cargo ship which had had the misfortune to catch fire in the harbour on a sabbath which was followed immediately by two saints’ days; the result of this regrettable conjunction was that by the time the celebrations were concluded the ship and its cargo were totally destroyed. On the other hand, he could see that an enforcement of devout practices could have its benefits: ‘In a colony where the servants were more numerous than the masters, a military, however excellent, ought not to be the only control; to keep the mind in subjugation must be as necessary as to provide a check on the personal conduct.’15

  But if Collins had a tendency to moralise, it was often balanced by his natural tolerance:

  
    The women of the town of Rio de Janeiro, being born within the tropics, could not be expected to possess the best complexions; but their features were in general expressive—the eye dark and lively, with a striking eye-brow. The hair was dark, and nature had favoured them with that ornament in uncommon profusion: this they mosdy wore with powder, strained to a high point before and tied in several folds behind . . . These daughters of the Sun should, however, neither be censured nor wondered at, if found indulging in pleasures against which even the constitutions of colder regions are not proof. If frozen Chastity be not always found among the children of ice or snow, can she be looked for among the inhabitants of climates where frost was never felt?16

  

  While in Rio he found time to seek out his brother William, who had sailed as a lieutenant of the marines on the transport Lady Penrhyn, and he prepared a progress report for General Collins.

  
    Our governor has not as yet announced himself as such, nor did he communicate any of his powers or instructions to Major Ross, until a week after our arrival here. Major Ross, I apprehend will write to you, and if he does, no doubt he will inform you fully of these circumstances, indeed more amply than is in my power, for I am wholly in the dark respecting them. Neither know we any thing of his future plans or intentions. We understand they are to be developed when we leave the Cape of Good Hope, between that port and New South Wales. I do imagine this secrecy is calculated to prevent any discovery of them by letter from the officers of the new settlement to their friends at home, until they begin to be put in execution. How far this is wise or necessary I will not take upon me to decide, but if any plan or design is kept secret now, I can only say it is the first circumstance of the kind to be met with in our history.
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