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Presbyterian Church. Presbyterians in Van Diemen’s Land were divided, as in
Scotland and elsewhere, between those who believed that authority should lie
mainly with the congregations, and those who thought it should be in the hands
of ministers and a central hierarchy. For many years the Presbyterian congregations
of Van Diemen’s Land had largely looked after themselves, though linked with the
United Associate Synod in Scotland. This was Voluntaryism, and Walker liked it.
It was in keeping with the isolated and self-contained community life that had
always been typical of Van Diemen’s Land, and it gave considerable power to
leading laymen like himself. However, ministers had lately arrived in Hobart Town
who were members of the mainstream Church of Scotland, and who therefore
favoured a more centralised form of church government. Van Diemen’s Land was
now to be tied more closely to Edinburgh and orthodoxy.

This shift in authority on the island was part of a general tightening of the net
of empire in the 1830s. Public opinion and men in authority in Britain were
becoming more conscious of Australia. Australians for their part were beginning
to sense a new pattern of interference in their affairs. Some liked it. Some did not.

New South Wales had already two distinct Presbyterian groups, a Synod of New
South Wales having been formed along vaguely Voluntary lines by the Reverend
John Dunmore Lang in opposition to more orthodox ministers. Lang had lately
returned to the colony in the Portland with a cargo of new ministers from Scotland
and Ulster, and these were to be his Synod. The news of their arrival had reached
Hobart Town on 15 December 1837. John Walker saw his chance. The Marian
Watson was at anchor in the Derwent, about to return to Sydney. Walker had
booked a passage, intending to see Lang and to secure two or more of his new
recruits, and perhaps a couple of teachers, to revive the Voluntary tradition in the
southern colony.

With Walker travelled a young Scotswoman whom we know only as Miss
Robertson. She was probably one of a family of brothers and sisters settled in Van
Diemen’s Land. John and William Robertson had a large store in Elizabeth Street,
Hobart Town, while James and Daniel operated from Launceston. Daniel
Robertson had lately returned from a buying expedition to England, having taken
‘a larger Sum than ever was sent before by any house now in the Island’. He had
sent back ahead of him a consignment of haberdashery, hosiery, silk fabrics and
other textiles which the brothers were now selling. They were rich and active men,
and had also taken a leading part in the new pastoral settlement at Port Phillip,
across Bass Strait. John and William Robertson had been founding members of the
Port Phillip Association, which shipped livestock across the water. William had
been to see the new land as early as January 1836, six months after their partner in
the association, the pioneer John Batman, set foot there.

John Walker was also interested in Port Phillip, but he was a member of the rival
firm in that part of the world, the Clyde Company. In fact there were few men of
substance in Van Diemen’s Land who had not given thought to investment across
Bass Strait. Port Phillip and the nearby coastal settlements around Geelong and
Portland were largely colonies of Van Diemen’s Land, though formally part of
New South Wales. Even the Presbyterians there were now so numerous, after less
than three years, that Dr Lang agreed to spare one of his new men to minister there.
The Reverend James Forbes was to leave by the Sarah early in January.

Miss Robertson, like Walker, was paying only a short visit to Sydney. She was
bringing from Van Diemen’s Land three orphans, Fanny, Eliza and William Jacob,
all under fourteen years old. Their father had been a Protestant Irishman and at one
time an officer in the Bengal Native Infantry. Like many Indian army officers he
had visited the Australian colonies on furlough, and had been taken with the
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prospect of making money here. Cashing in his commission, he had lived as a
merchant first at Sydney and then at Hobart Town, but had spent his last years as
a manufacturer of indigo at Jessore, near Calcutta. On his death in 1836 his widow
Ann Jacob had taken her children back to Hobart Town, where she too had died,
leaving them in the care of her friends. They were now on their way to England
and to their wider family. Miss Robertson had charge of them as far as Sydney,
where she was to hand them over to the assistant colonial secretary of New South
Wales, Thomas Harington. Harington’s father had been a judge at Calcutta, which
explains why he was also a family friend.

The care taken with the young Jacobs was in keeping with their rank as the
children of a gentleman. For them the British Empire was a network of friendly
and powerful connections; Australia and the Indies were not far apart, and the
oceans were a network of highways leading, if necessary, directly home. Their
position stands in dramatic contrast with that of the children of the poor, who
might well be lost forever in this corner of the globe.

This happened to Michael Boyle, one of the faceless masses, even in his own
time. He had been parted from his mother in Sydney at the age of two. He had no
father and his mother, a poor woman, possibly a fisherman’s widow, could not
support them both. He was therefore labelled an orphan and sent to the male
orphan school near Liverpool, west of Sydney, in July 1835. In 1838—while the
Jacob children were on their way home—Judith Boyle came to find her son, but
the small boy who was presented to her was so unlike the child she expected that
she insisted a mistake had been made. Other inmates were brought forward, but
none could be found whom she could recognise as her own. It turned out that
Michael had entered the school at the same time as ten other little boys. As no
means of identification had been sent with them, the staff could only guess who
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Melbourne, probably late in
1838. The cottage of the
pioneer, John Batman, appears
on the extreme lefi. Elizabeth,
Stwanston and Russell streets
nun down the hill to meet the
broad expanse of Flinders
Street and the edge of the river.
Hand-coloured lithograph by
an unknown artist,

ALEXANDER TURNBULL
LIBRARY, WELLINGTON



AUSTRALIANS 1838

Emu chase, probably at the
Mawarra. Pencil sketch with a
description by Abraham
Lincolne, from his Australian
Sketches, 1838—44. By
1838 the British had been in
Australia long enough to
notice how their own presence
was affecting the future of
entire species. In this case the
artist exaggerates.
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they were by asking visiting parents. Michael Boyle’s mother had been unable to
visit, and he and another boy had been mixed up. When Michael died in 1836
nobody knew that he was the child of Judith Boyle. So when she came to the school
in 1838 there was no familiar little boy to meet her.

This could never have happened to one of the rich and educated; to one of those
whose rank required that they travel in cabins.

We can recognise one more face among the cabin passengers in the Marian Watson.
Littleton Powys was English and twenty years old, the only son of the Honourable
and Reverend Littleton Powys, a Northamptonshire clergyman. He had spent two
years in the Australian colonies, having arrived by the Cygnet, the vessel that had
brought the governor and first settlers to South Australia. He belonged to an
aristocratic family deeply involved in good works, especially Church of England
missions, and his father had joined in the project to establish South Australia by
giving five guineas to promote religion in the colony. Littleton Powys senior had
also arranged to become a landowner in this new and appealing dominion. He had
sent his son to look after his interests under the guidance of a coloniser, John
Morphett, author of Reasons for the purchase of land in South Australia,by persons resident
in Britain; with a view to the removal of labourers, and the profitable employment of capital.

Young Littleton Powys had chosen, on his father’s behalf, an acre in Grote Street,
Adelaide. He was too young to do much clse of significance. He had voted with
Morphett in a dispute about the siting of the capital, thereby helping to Keep it
where it was; he had given ten shillings to help build a chapel for the Wesleyan
Methodists; and he was among the gentlemen of the colony who paid their formal
respects to the governor when the new Queen, Victoria, was proclaimed in
Adelaide on 19 October 1837. Soon afterwards he had left South Australia. Though
his father had looked forward to owning rural land as well, Powys did not wait for
the resident commissioner to throw it open for purchase. Like all his family, he was
destined for Cambridge University and the law, and it was time to begin reading
for his degree. He had gone first to Van Diemen’s Land, where he spent several
weeks. From there he had sailed by the Marian Watson for Sydney.
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The pedigree of Littleton Powys reads like an account of the most powerful
traditions of the British establishment. He had not much authority himself, but
among the travellers on the Marian Watson he represented the mind and memory
of the state that had created all the colonies. A remote ancestor, Sir Thomas
Littleton, was the author of Littleton on tenures, for centuries the best legal text on
English landed property, and still a primer for lawyers and landed gentlemen. Sir
Thomas Littleton’s work was part of the foundation of the British constitution, for
it was through the distinctive form of English land tenure that the aristocracy had
won permanent control of the state. It was fitting that in the 1680s two other
ancestors, Sir Thomas and Sir Littleton Powys, lawyers and brothers, had been
prominent in the debates leading to the coup d’etat—called by those who approved
of it the Glorious Revolution—which gave the Protestant aristocracy in parliament
formal power over the King.

Then in the 1780s and 1790s young Littleton’s grandfather had been one of Pitt’s
most useful allies in the House of Commons: he had played a part in the
parliamentary strategy which, among other things, settled a community of convicts
and guards in New South Wales in 1788. The family involvement in South
Australia represented a new set of preoccupations, including a fashionable desire to
spread through the world the precepts of the Church of England. But the Powyses
had never ceased to play their part in the creation of rank as the principal vehicle
of power in British affairs.
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John Walker, Littleton Powys and Miss Robertson became well acquainted during
their eight days aboard the Marian Watson. Walker failed to secure any Presbyterian
ministers from Dr Lang, and he and Miss Robertson returned home together later
in the month. A servant woman was found to look after the Jacob children on the
next stage of their journey, under the friendly eye of Littleton Powys: they all sailed
for England by the Portland in March.
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Corroboree, South Australia. A confrontation of black and white.
Four ladies and gentlemen come to the edge of territory that
Aborigines have outlined for themselves by fires, shouts and dancing.
One of the ladies is afraid. But the artist has given them nothing to
be frightened of: they hold the centre of his picture, and the Aborigines
are little more than curiosities. Invasion has already succeeded.
Oil by John Michael Skipper, 1840.
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