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THE BEGINNING


Captain Moonlite


“Captain Moonlite” was the unlikeliest of Australia’s bushrangers. The son of a clergyman – and himself a lay preacher – Andrew George Scott (usually known as “George”) was a highly intelligent, well-educated, articulate young man from a good family, with many influential and respected friends. To some he was a scoundrel: a vain, manipulative con-man; to his friends he was a brave and noble hero – a man deeply wronged by the society that condemned him. Scott’s descent from promising youth to desperate outlaw was as unpredictable as it was tragic.
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Andrew George Scott, alias ‘Captain Moonlite’.
State Library of Victoria IAN28/11/79/180.


Birth and early life


Thomas Scott was studying to be a clergyman at Trinity College in Dublin, Ireland, when his father’s death forced him to return to his home in Rathfriland, County Down, to manage his family’s property. He never completed his studies but instead settled in Rathfriland as the local magistrate. He married Elizabeth (“Bessie”) Jeffares and together they had two sons.


Their eldest son, Thomas William, was born in 1842. Three years later, on January 8, 1845, Bessie gave birth to Andrew George: a clever, strong-willed boy who would later become known on the other side of the world as the bushranger “Captain Moonlite”.
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Extract from the Register of Baptisms of the Parish of Drumgath, County
of Down, in which Andrew George Scott’s baptism is registered


Andrew seems to have spent some of his childhood – from 1852 to 1854 – in London. Then at the age of 14 he possibly became a naval cadet on the H.M.S. Britannia. Cadets generally entered into a two-year term of training. After this time they might become midshipmen if they had achieved well in their studies or behaviour. For reasons unknown, young Andrew did not continue his career in the Navy; instead he joined his family as they set out from poverty-stricken Ireland in search of a better life. Together with two of Bessie’s unmarried sisters, the Scotts embarked on the Black Eagle and set sail from Plymouth on 17 August 1861, arriving in Auckland, New Zealand, on November 19. A fellow traveller described the young Andrew Scott as a “very gentlemanly and high-spirited fellow”.
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Shipping news announcing the arrival of the ‘Black Eagle’, on which
Scott and his family arrived in Auckland 19 November 1861.
From the Daily Southern Cross, 22 November 1861.
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Extract from the passenger list of the ‘Black Eagle’, from the same article.


Upon their arrival in New Zealand the family settled first in Auckland, where Thomas senior became a Justice of the Peace and his eldest son worked as a schoolteacher.




Scott the engineer


It has been said that Scott qualified as a civil engineer at the Institute of Civil Engineers in London. However, at only 16 when his family emigrated to New Zealand, Andrew was too young to have qualified as an engineer in London. He was certainly knowledgeable on the subject, however; he probably trained, as he claimed, under Samuel Harding, a notable civil engineer who was involved in developing railways in New Zealand in the early 1860s. Scott was also skilled in surveying, navigation and public speaking.





Scott’s movements after his arrival in New Zealand are uncertain. During this time he was possibly completing his studies as an engineer or surveyor.


In the 1860s the country was riven with outbreaks of violence and war between the Maoris and the European settlers. Scott applied to join the Waikato Militia in 1864 to join the fight against the Maoris. According to Scott, he was wounded in the leg during the bloody battle of Orakau. He walked ever after with a limp. Scott also served in the Auckland Volunteer Corps and the Auckland Volunteer engineers: groups of volunteers recruited by the British army to help suppress the Maori rebellions.


In November 1867 Scott wrote to the New Zealand Defence Minister applying for a commission in the Armed Constabulary. His letter was endorsed by several church and school leaders; clearly Scott and his family enjoyed the high opinion of many well-respected and important members of the community.
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Scott’s letter of application to join the Waikato Militia.
From NZ Archives: Army Department Correspondence AD1 (Box 6)
1864/318.


In spite of his good references, however, Scott’s application to the Constabulary was rejected. The Defence Minister wrote that he could “give him no hope whatever of a commission in the constabulary. They must be given to persons who have already claims on the Colony.” It was soon after this rejection that Andrew George Scott, aged 22, made his way to Australia.
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Lithographs of the battle of Orakau.
Image Library: Historical Photos and Lithographs of New Zealand.




The surveyor


In November 1867 the Inspectors of Surveys office sent Andrew Scott a letter requesting £5 for his Surveyor’s licence. This suggests that Scott had been acting as a surveyor; however, since his name is not in a register of licensed surveyors at the time, perhaps he failed to pay the fee.







Thomas William Scott


Andrew Scott’s brother, Thomas William, became a schoolteacher and settled in Auckland. Sometime in the early 1890s he lost his job and became so depressed that in July 1894, at the age of 52, he cut his own throat. He was taken to Auckland Hospital, where he died more than two weeks later, leaving behind a wife and seven children.







Thomas Scott senior


By 1863 Thomas was a magistrate at Maungakaramea and was involved in establishing a new Church of England church. He was loved by the locals, who expressed great sorrow when he was forced to leave his post in 1866. Apparently he had been too lenient and was not raising enough money for the Government in fines. He returned to Auckland but by early 1870 was living in Coromandel, where he became a “Receiver of Gold Revenue” – a government official who performed administrative tasks relating to the gold fields, such as collecting rent on gold claims. Thomas also acted as lay preacher until 1870, when the people of Coromandel persuaded the Bishop of Auckland to ordain him as a minister. The Reverend Thomas Scott was the well-loved Minister of St Peter’s Church until his death on 4 July 1882. The newspapers reported that “his ministrations to the congregation in that settlement met with increasing appreciation, and his visitation of the sick among his people was specially valued”. Rev. Scott is buried in the Coromandel Cemetery.







New Zealand Wars


The New Zealand Wars were a series of battles fought between European settlers and the Maori between 1845 and 1872. The main cause for conflict was the sale of Maori land to the British. The war was most intense between 1863 and 1866, when the army drove the Maori from their homes, violently destroying villages and farmlands and confiscating the land. By 1868, after thousands of Maori deaths, most of the fighting had ceased and the British had seized vast tracts of land.
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EARLY DAYS IN AUSTRALIA


The Lay Reader


Andrew George Scott left Auckland on the Ethan Allen in late May 1868 and arrived in Sydney the following month. Shipping records show that his name was registered simply as “Andrew George”. Scott made use of his family’s connections within the Church of England to befriend some of the colony’s most respectable members of society. Soon he was offered a position as a “Lay Reader” in the Victorian town of Bacchus Marsh.
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