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1


Early Hobart Town


The penal settlement at Macquarie Harbour is arguably the first of Australia’s true convict hellholes. Around 1200 convicts served time at the settlement from 1822 to 1833, which is located on the rugged west coast of what was then Van Diemen’s Land – isolated from the settled areas along the eastern and northern coastline. Macquarie Harbour, like Port Arthur – which opened just a few years before Macquarie Harbour closed – was essentially to be self-funded. Both settlements were largely designed as convict industrial sites, to produce timber, coal, lime, shoes and several other commodities. In doing so, a brutal punitive regime was set in place, to ensure that the convict’s soul was crushed as they were pushed through the convict meat-grinders of the British Empire. Indeed, it was the worst of the worst – the ‘incorrigibles’– that were sent to Macquarie Harbour, and then later to Port Arthur; these men, and almost all were men (and boys), were sent there for punishment and to act as cheap labour.








***




By 1868, when convicts being sent to Australia ceased, 163,021 convict men, women and children had been sent out from England. When transportation ended in Van Diemen’s Land in 1853 – renamed Tasmania in 1856, in an attempt to remove the convict stain – the island had received around 72,500 convicts, representing 44 per cent of all those transported to Australia. Most of the convicts sent to Van Diemen’s Land were male, numbering around 60,000 or 80 per cent of the convict population on the island. Correspondingly, by the 1840s, 6000 or so Indigenous peoples of the island would be pushed towards extinction.1


Van Diemen’s Land was not occupied just to help alleviate pressures from an expanding convict population in Britain. The British observed that the French were mapping parts of southeastern Australia, so Britain set up a colony on the island to thwart any attempt by their long-standing enemy to establish a claim to the island. In addition, another potential enemy was involved in the economic exploitation of the islands of Bass Strait. American whalers, sealers and traders were on a killing spree and there was real concern that they might turn their attention to the island’s extensive timber resources.2


In August 1803, in Sydney, Governor Philip King promoted 23-year-old naval lieutenant John Bowen to the rank of commander; he was tasked with establishing the first settlement in Van Diemen’s Land. Within a month, he had established his settlement of 48 people on the eastern shore of the Derwent River at Risdon Cove. Soon after establishing their camp, they contacted the local Indigenous peoples, almost certainly the Moomairremener, whose country included the eastern shores of the Derwent.3


Colonial historian John West wrote in 1852 that on arriving at Risdon Cove, they saw nothing of the Aboriginals except for a lone man armed with a spear who ‘afterwards entered the camp and was cordially greeted. He accepted the trinkets which they offered, but he looked on the novelties scattered about without betraying surprise. By his gestures they inferred that he discharged them from their trespass. He then turned towards the woods, and when they attempted to follow, he placed himself in the attitude of menace, and poised his spear’.4 The next encounter would not be so peaceful.








***




Further north, Lieutenant Colonel David Collins had arrived at Port Phillip Bay – the future location of Melbourne. He had been sent directly from England with two ships, HMS Calcutta and HMS Ocean, tasked with establishing a settlement on the shores of the bay to further secure Bass Strait, arriving with 308 male convicts who had been taken directly from England’s prison hulks. Collins had been a deputy-judge advocate during the first settlement at Sydney Cove, under Governor Arthur Phillip, and it was this experience that helped him gain his position.5


On arriving to Port Phillip Bay, Collins was concerned about the poor soil and lack of timber, and even more worrying was the local Indigenous peoples, who were showing increasing resistance to Collins and the convicts’ presence, and he was concerned for the safety of the small garrison. With King’s approval, it was agreed that he would relocate to Risdon Cove to take command of the settlement and was nominated with the position of lieutenant governor of Van Diemen’s Land, arriving at Risdon Cove in February 1804.6


The day after arriving, Collins was informed there was a better place for the settlement at Sullivans Cove. This bay was large and deep enough to accommodate a fleet with fresh water and large grasslands.i Even better the area was home to large mobs of Kangaroo providing an excellent and plentiful food source. Within days, Collins had moved to the cove, renaming the settlement Hobart Town after the British Secretary of State for the colonies, Lord Robert Hobart, who had been instrumental in his appointment. For now, Bowen and his original settlement remained at Risdon Cove, but would relocate to Hobart Town in mid-May 1804 after Collins received orders from Governor King that the settlement there was to be closed.7


In 1831, George Robinson – who was then appointed the conciliator and emissary to the Aboriginals on the island – wrote the recollections of Woorady, an elder of the Nuenonne Clan of Bruny Island, who saw Collins arrive in Sullivans Cove: ‘He saw the first ships come to Van Diemen’s Land when they settled at Hobart Town, called Niberlooner; that the Py.dar natives speared some white men who landed in a boat, one man in the thigh; that white men went after the natives, the natives see them come but did not run away, saw their guns and said white men carry wood; that by and by white men shoot two blacks dead, when they all became frightened and ran away’.8


Still at Risdon Cove, Lieutenant William Moore was acting for Bowen, who in early May was conducting a survey of the Huon River, when several Aboriginals appeared at an outlying farm. Moore later claimed to Collins that the Aboriginals were acting aggressively, and soldiers were sent out. During the altercation, muskets were fired, killing one and mortally wounding another. Large numbers of Aboriginals then entered Risdon Camp, with Moore ordering one of his small calibre cannons to open fire. As the Aboriginals withdrew, soldiers pursued them, wounding at least one other, while capturing a three-year-old boy.9


On hearing of the incident, Collins had serious doubts that the confrontation couldn’t have been avoided and was told that Moore had been drinking heavily before ordering the troops to open fire; he wanted to ‘see the niggers run’.10 Collins wrote soon after to Governor King: ‘I well know these indiscriminating Savages will consider every white man as their enemy and will if they have opportunity revenge the death of their companions’.11 Not surprisingly, a few days later, the crew of a cutter sent out to collect oysters was beaten by several Aboriginals. To deescalate the situation, Collins ordered the young Aboriginal boy be returned to his people. Luckily for the colony, the western shore of the Derwent defined the tribal boundary between the Moomairremener and those Indigenous peoples to the west who kept clear of the Europeans.12








***




At this point, Hobart was anything but a town, consisting of little more than a collection of tents, and a few huts along the shores of the Derwent. For security reasons, the public store was located on Hunter Islandii, which only connected to the mainland at low tide. Government House was basically a humble cottage on Battery Point – named after the small battery of guns placed there. Governor Bligh at the time complained to London of Collin’s low morals; although a married man, Collins walked about Hobart Town with Margaret Eddington, ‘his kept woman (a low creature) arm-in-arm’ and would take her to his office adjoining Government House.13


Colonial historian John West recorded in 1852 that the progress of the colony was barely perceptible during Collins’s tenure: ‘There were no roads in the interior; no public buildings; the house of the governor was a mere cottage, too mean for the accommodation of a modern mechanic [tradesman]’.14 The huts of deputy-surveyor general, colonial and assistant surgeons, mineralogists, deputy-commissary-general and chaplain were all located close together on the point; the township was dwarfed by Mount Wellington and the surrounding bush. Isolation, inactivity and a semi-starvation diet made life difficult for the people of Hobart Town, who were reliant on the transient supply vessels from Sydney Town. Originally, the weekly allowance to males was three kilograms of beef or two kilograms of pork, three kilograms of flour and 0.2 kilograms of sugar; females were allocated two-thirds of this ration, while children aged five and under were provided with a quarter of the men’s ration. The military in addition received half-a-litre of spirits a day. It wouldn’t be long before these rations would be reduced further.15


The period spanning 1804–08 would become known as the ‘hunger years’. Few starved, however, in the real sense, as kangaroo meat was plentiful. When referring to starvation, it was from the want of England’s most stable food commodity: bread. At this time, surveyor Harris complained to his brother in England that the famine continued; the famine being that he had not tasted bread for two weeks, and a year later, in 1807, he again wrote of starvation as being forced to eat kangaroo meat without bread.16


Collins reported at the time that many were suffering from scurvy and dysentery, declaring ‘the number of scorbutic patients increasing daily, the commissary is directed to receive kangaroo at 6d per poundiii from any person who may deliver such at the Public stores’.17 With the provision of fresh meant, conditions quickly improved, and on 27 September, Collins was able to announce: ‘The principal surgeon having stated to the lieutenant governor that the scorbutic patients under his care have considerably benefited by the fresh animal food … he requests that all those gentlemen who have dogs will exert themselves in procuring an ample supply of kangaroo for the hospital. The numbers of this animal are at this time fortunately for us abundant’.18


However, it would not be long before serious rationing of European foods had to be introduced, as it became evident the colony couldn’t rely on regular supplies from Sydney. By 1806, Lieutenant Edward Lord, Collin’s second-in-command, wrote: ‘With no ships visiting us the whole settlement was called upon to endure hardships of no ordinary kind. The governor, the officers, and the entire settlement for eighteen months, were without bread, vegetables, tea, sugar, wine, spirits, or beer, or any substitute, except the precarious supply of the wild game of the country’.19


Indeed, that year, the brig Venus from Sydney was seized by its crew in Bass Strait – its cargo was to help alleviate the dietary stress of Van Diemen’s Land. They sailed away with its cargo, which included 5080 kilograms of pork, 1550 kilograms of flour, 750 kilograms of barley meal, 275 kilograms of rice, 115 litres of sprits and a barrel of port ordered by Reverend Knopwood. Almost all onboard drowned when the brig was wrecked off the New Zealand coast.20


When European supplies from Sydney did finally arrive, many cattle and sheep had died in transit. When promised casks of pork arrived from Norfolk Island, they were found to contain heads, leg bones and some trotters. Rationing was reduced to just 0.9 kilograms of beef, pork, and flour per week, while additional stores were purchased at exorbitant cost from occasional American whalers and other trading ships. The principal food source remained kangaroo and emu – at this time, the Tasmanian emu (Dromaius novaehollandiae) was hunted into extinction.


To make matters worse, during 1806, Sydney suffered serious food shortages, as the land along the Hawkesbury River was submerged in flood, destroying its standing crop with close to 150,000 hectares underwater. This also resulted in large numbers of sheep, cattle and other livestock perishing. Food reserves in Sydney and Parramatta couldn’t make up the short fall.21


What saved the colony during its ‘hunger years’ was the ongoing hunting of kangaroos, which were initially plentiful around Hobart Town and Port Dalrymple, located along the northern coast. Any man with a musket and a ‘kangaroo dog’ (a cross between a greyhound for speed, and wolfhound for strength) was encouraged to go out and bring back kangaroo and emu meat. The kangaroos and emus on the island had never encountered dogs before, as there were no dingoes on the island – the Tasmanian tiger (Thylacinus cynocephalus) was no serious threat, being low in numbers and relatively slow moving. These dogs were critical in bringing down kangaroos, more so than the inefficient muskets. At the height of the crisis, a single kangaroo dog cost around £26 – more than a year’s salary for many. It was not long before they became a valuable commodity on the black market.22


Trusted convicts were also issued with firearms and loaned dogs, with the orders to bring back as much meat as they could; 6 October 1806, Collins issued a proclamation: ‘Every person who possesses the means, will use the utmost exertions in furnishing the public stores with kangaroo …. The officers who have the services of several men for this purpose will inform their people that if they continue to exert themselves in this season of distress their conduct will be noticed and rewarded’.23


Hunters were to sell meat to the government stores, where the meat was rationed free to convicts and other government dependents, equating to about 3.5 kilograms a week, while free settlers had to purchase this quantity at 6d to as high as 18d, further fuelling the black market. It is estimated that in one six-month period, over 1000 kangaroos were slaughtered. Not surprisingly, it did not take long for the kangaroo mobs around the settlements to be depleted, and men had to go further to hunt.


The musket was now king over the plough.


John West bemoaned the suitability of those in charge of Hobart at the time, recording: ‘Men of literary pretensions, several of extensive nautical experience trained on the quarter deck in the discipline of war …. Taught to govern a crew, they were judged by the ministry exactly qualified to coerce and control a body of prisoners …. But in planting a colony; tillage is the first element of success; of this they knew nothing; they could destroy a fort or erect a tent; but to subdue the earth to the plough, or to construct a town, required another education. They gave, and long preserved, to the site of the city, the name of camp’.24


The black market in kangaroo meat and other food stocks led to competition and conflict between Europeans and Aboriginals for the same finite resource. Most Europeans, particularly the convicts who needed someone lower on the pecking order, regarded the Indigenous peoples as little more than vermin. George Harris, however, believed the ‘natives would be very quiet if unmolested but that escaped prisoners had wantonly murdered them and taken their women whereupon the Aborigines naturally sought revenge’.25 It was not only convicts and some free settlers that conducted such abuse, whalers and sealers had a long history of atrocious behaviour towards the island’s original inhabitants. Both sides ambushed and murdered the other, which degenerated into the frontier ‘norm’. This, however, could only end one way, with an everincreasing organised European population encountering small scattered Indigenous peoples.26


Reliance on the musket over the plough led to a rise in bushranger gangs in Van Diemen’s Land, with ‘trusted’ convicts now armed, while some ticket-of-leave-meniv and free settlers, who were now committed to the musket, also took to the bush, shredding any pretence of allegiance to the government. Bushrangers established networks of supporters not only among convict labourers, but also among some frontier farmers and indentured servants who informed them of troop movements. Such information and other support – including the provisioning of ammunition, tea and rum – was rewarded with kangaroo meat, and just as profitable, kangaroo skins, which could all be sold on the black market. As the reliance of kangaroo meat dropped with the increasing stocks of sheep and cattle, bushrangers turned to rustling from these flocks and herds with many large landholders forced to pay them off as they seemingly stole at will.27










***




By 1808, things had only improved marginally, as shown in a letter from Irish school master and political transportee to Van Diemen’s Land, William Maum, who wrote to his friend Robert Nash, who was about to leave Sydney for Hobart Town: ‘Bring with you as much Flour and Wheat as possible and a sufficiency of corn for whatever Stock you may bring down, bring … about 12 good young Ewes, four or five Sows in pig (if possible) as there are no Boars here – as much poultry as you can get off … bring with you Hoes and all other Tools as they are here remarkably scarce … the houses in general are of Lath & plaster and immoderately dear [expensive] … the Governor here has it not in his power to fulfill the intentions of Government, as he has neither Tradesmen nor Labourers, and nothing in the Stores …. Fowls here are of the utmost consequence, their Value being beyond Money’.28


Lieutenant Governor David Collins died of a heart attack in 1810, having done little to develop the colony or curb the increasing lawlessness. Indeed, his policies, or lack thereof, significantly contributed to the problem. Collins was buried at St David’s Church. John West wrote that to provide a ‘temporary place for public worship, a small wooden church was erected on the spot, and its altar was reared over [Collin’s] grave’. Perhaps appropriately soon after, the church was ‘blown down in a tempest, and its materials being carried off, [leaving] the resting place of Collins long exposed to the careless tread of the stranger’.29


John West wrote of Van Diemen’s Land during this period: ‘Its remote distance, its comparatively small extent and insular form, fitted it for the purpose of penal restraint – a place where the most turbulent and rapacious could find no scope for their passions. In ports closed against commerce, afforded few means of escape. In New Holland, labour and produce were redundant; overwhelming harvests reduced the price of grain so low, that it was rejected by the merchants; goods could not be obtained in exchange, and the convict at the disposal of government were a burden on its hands – almost in a condition to defy its authority. Thus, Van Diemen’s Land was colonised; first, as a place of exile for the more felonious of felons – the Botany Bay of Botany Bay’.30








***




At best, the settlement in Van Diemen’s Land floundered in its early years due to apathy spawned by an inability to get even the most basic necessities during the time of Collins; his replacement, Thomas Davey, would do little to change this trajectory. Davey, who had been a lieutenant colonel in the Royal Marines, finally arrived at Hobart Town in February 1813. Like Collins, Davey had served with Governor Phillip and had returned to England in 1792. On hearing of Collins’ death, he set to work on successfully prosecuting his case as Collins’ replacement, emphasising his previous service and experience at Sydney Cove.31


Before arriving in Van Diemen’s Land, Davey presented himself to the governor in Sydney, Lachlan Macquarie, who replaced Bligh in 1809. Davey knew his success was largely dependent on good relations with the governor. The two men, however, hated each other at first sight. Davey thought Macquarie ‘a Scottish prig and Macquarie considered his new lieutenant governor a wastrel and a drunk’.32 Macquarie went on to report to London that Davey manifested ‘“an extraordinary degree of frivolity and low buffoonery in his Manners … [he was] so dissipated in his Manners and Morals, so expensive in his habits, so very thoughtless and volatile, and so very easily imposed upon by designing plausible Characters” that Macquarie could only think he was very unfit for his post; should it prove expedient to remove him, he recommended to the British government the appointment of Joseph Foveaux’.33 However, authorities in London were not going to appoint Foveaux, who had earlier been a commandant at Norfolk Island. He had sided with the military rebels in 1808, who had deposed the then governor, William Bligh, as part of the Rum Rebellion, agreeing to act as the temporary governor during the crisis.34


Before leaving for Hobart, the governor warned Davey: ‘The Lt. Governor ought to be very much on his guard against some designing characters there, residents who will endeavour to impose upon him and mislead his judgement by artful insinuations and plausible but interested projects and speculations. Messrs. Knopwood, Fosbrook, Humphry, Loane, Bowden, and Kent, all come less or more under this description; and, having generally opposed the measures of the present commandant, the Lt. Govr. cannot be too much on his guard against their machinations. The Chaplin is a man of very loose morals, by report, and ought to be severely admonished when guilty of any impropriety of conduct, and such reported to me. The [Deputy Commissary], is, I fear, a corrupt man, and must therefore be very narrowly watched as long as he remains in office’.35


Davey, however, wouldn’t heed this sensible advice.


The new lieutenant governor’s début to the good people of Hobart Town was with Davey christening his arrival standing on the gangway in a rather feeble state, pouring what remained of a bottle of port over his wife’s hat. It was not long before other bizarre character traits came to the fore, including the lieutenant governor pulling up a keg of rum outside Government House, ladling out rum to anyone who passed by – no doubt consuming a good portion of the spirit himself in toasting the event in question. The settlers of Hobart Town soon named him ‘Mad Tom’.36


Davey arrived at Hobart Town (which he officially shortened to ‘Hobart’) with a past, one that was to directly impact on the lack of development of the settlement. He had been charged with tempering with the regimental payroll. London had instructed Macquarie that Davey was not to have the power to draw treasury bills, construct buildings or make any shipping contracts without the permission of the governor. Given the distance between Hobart and Sydney, however, this meant that any request and resulting decision would be delayed by at least a month.37 As noted by John West: ‘his subsequent administration [did not] differ from its unceremonious beginning. He took pleasure in practical jokes and rough humour …. On what principle he was selected to conduct the affairs of a remote and reformatory settlement, it would be useless to conjecture’.38








***




By 1814, the rule of the musket in Van Diemen’s Land had resulted in the frontier of the island being literally taken over by bushrangers. Macquarie had instructed Davey to put an end to the bushranging, ordering him to stop purchasing kangaroo meat, which these ‘wild men sold and so helped sustain themselves in their lives of destruction’.39 He wrote that the military garrison on the island should ‘go out after these marauders, to pursue the Banditti in their lurking places’.40 On 28 May 1814, without consulting Davey, Macquarie offered an amnesty to several specifically named bushrangers – all located in Van Diemen’s Land. If they came in before 1 December, all crimes would be exonerated, except murder. This unintentionally gave them carte blanche to commit further crimes on the island for another six months before turning themselves in – which many did.41


Davey was furious. Fed up with the continued dumping of the worse convicts, including troublemaking settlers from New South Wales, into Van Diemen’s Land, he proclaimed martial law without consulting the governor. All crown servants were to be mustered in at sunset until sunrise, with all licensed houses to be closed by 7 pm, while no one was to be on the streets after 8 pm. Most importantly, it provided Davey with the power to conduct executions without referring to Sydney.42 Macquarie was outraged, but even so he did not ‘at first positively forbid Davey’s action, but rather implied that … [Davey] would have to take full responsibility with the Colonial Office. In Van Diemen’s Land, Davey’s action was applauded by 600 settlers who signed a congratulatory address’.43


Governor Macquarie kept up a continued stream of correspondence with London concerning his troublesome lieutenant governor. Macquarie denounced Davey at every opportunity, writing at one point that every ship that returned from Van Diemen’s Land to Sydney brought fresh reports of the lieutenant governor’s appalling behaviour, recording: ‘He spends almost his entire time in drinking, and every other species of low depravity, in company with the basest and meanest of the people … what renders this debasement the more gross and offensive is that he is a married man, and his wife and daughter, who live with him, are both very amiable and highly respectable …. [He is] incapable of executing the public duties of his station [and was not only] profligate in his private life … but also that he is extremely venal and corrupt in his public capacity. Among other abuses of power with which he is taxed, he is charged with having been privy to and sanctioning a great deal of clandestine trade and smuggling of spirits at the Derwent’.44


In 1816, William Broughton, who had just replaced the corrupt Patrick Houghton as the commissariat official for Hobart, wrote to Macquarie: ‘If the safety of Van Diemen’s Land, like Sodom and Gomorrah, had depended on finding ten honest men, it would have been swallowed up in all its iniquity’.45


By early 1817, ‘Mad Tom’ – hardly having established himself on the island – lost his commission. He stayed on for a time to try his hand at farming in the colony, but this resulted in failure, and he would eventually return to England with his legacy being one of failure, chaos, corruption, drunkenness and promiscuity.46


In his landmark two-volume history of Tasmania, historian Lloyd Robson recorded the overall situation of Van Diemen’s Land at this point: ‘The well-ordered society so closely related to the structure of England in terms of its festivals and celebrations and commemorations was merely a façade of ritual performed by the rulers. From the first settlement, shortages of supplies and food were so constant that the entire population was quickly reduced to a rough level of ragged democracy where the ability to construct a shelter or hunt for food was sometimes more important than social standing, though the civil and military officers never permitted this to get out of hand in relation to the convicts actually within their sight. Punishments by flogging were ferocious and no one attached to the settlement ever forgot who was nominally the boss. While the administration and its agents controlled the firearms in the settlement, they held power in the final analysis, however much they might indulge their convict servants. The trouble arose when control over weapons was lost’.47





i The island’s extensive grasslands were created by the local Indigenous peoples regularly burning back the bush and woodlands, with what has been called ‘fire-stick farming’. This, combined with a good water supply, ensured large mobs of kangaroos and other game were plentiful.


ii Hunter Island no longer exists, due to land reclamation – it was located close to present day ‘Evans Street’.


iii ‘d’ designates one pence, with 100 pence equal to £1; ‘s’ stands for shilling, with one shilling equaling 12 pence. At the time, a respectable clerk could expect a salary of around £35 per annum.


iv A ticket-of-leave enabled convicts to live and work freely if they did not leave a designated area, reported to authorities on a regular basis, and if possible, attended church on Sundays. Infractions could lead to going back into government servitude, usually in Hobart.
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Convict System under Sorell






(1817–24)


Prior to the arrival of the new lieutenant governor of Van Diemen’s Land, William Sorell, the convict population, relative to free settlers in Van Diemen’s Land, had been in actual decline; accounting for just 16 per cent of the island’s European population. This was due to several factors; convicts were passing through the system having served their time, gaining their ticket-of-leave, or being given full pardons to become free settlers. The system encouraged pushing low-risk convicts through the system as quickly as possible, so they were less of a burden to the government stores.


Added to this, the transports during the Napoleonic war had been few and far between because of the lack of ships available. The number of free settlers arriving on the island from New South Wales, along with those from the first settlement of Norfolk Island (which closed in 1814) also increased, as many arrived to take up landholdings offered to them, along with free convict labour, and the birth rate was also increasing.1


While Sorell’s tenure saw the free settler population of Van Diemen’s Land rise, the convict population now also increased disproportionally. By 1817, free settler numbers had risen to 2546 from a total population of 3114, representing 82 per cent of the total populationi
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