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PREFACE

Each year students In the History 1IB Class are asked in
Flrst Term to research a paper on some aspect of the History of
Australia before Federation that Interests them, basing their
work, wherever possible, on primary sources. Some of these papers
reach high standards, and not Infrequently make original
contributions to the understanding of our hlstory, especially to
the local history of thils reglon.

This collection of flve of the papers presented thls year
has been a§sembled to make the frults of some of this research
avallable to others, and at the same time to show students the
standard of work that can be achleved. These essays are not
necessarily the best essays, but they are good ones and are
technically well presented. They have been chosen, however, move
to demonstrate the variety of Issues that Interest studsnts:
local as well as natlonal; female as well as maile; black as well
and white.

They display a solld background and provide an insight Into
several themes developed during the First Tarm. |In thls way they
constitute a useful supplement to the course and should prove
Interesting reading.

it s hoped that this project wlll continue from year to year
both to encourage research and originality and to slowly bulld up
a body of material to which later students can refer.

Carol Bacch!
Peter Hempenstall
Noel Rutherford
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THE AUSTRALIAN AGRICULTURAL COMPANY

by Ken Kenncdy

SYNOPSIS

A study of the early years of the Australlan Agricultural
Company. Speciflically, an Investigation of the events leading
To the suspension of Its first Agent, Robert Dawson, in an attempt
to judge who was really responsible for the problems which
occurred at the Port Stephens pastoral enterprise.

On July 5th, 1824, a letter (1) was despatched from London to
the Governor of New South Wales, Major-General Sir Thomas Brisbane.
Its senders, describing themselves as a '"Deputation of Dlirectors
on tk part of the Australlan Agriculturail Company™, (2) noted
that they had enclosed a copy of a recent Act of Parliament,

“...granting certaln Powers and Authorities fo a
Company to be Incorporated by Charter, to be called
'"The Australlan Agricultural Company', for the
Cultivation and Improvement of Waste Lands In the
Colony of New South Wales...". (3)

As well, Brisbane was Implored to recelve, from England, the Company’
newly appolnted "“principal Agent, a Gentleman of Talents and
agricultural experience® (4) who would be advised and asslisted by

"a Committee of Five Gentlemen, resident In the Colony™., (5)

Written In a tone of unbridled optimism, the letter concluded with
the assertlion that 1+,

“,...wlll be a source of real gratification to us,

to advance, to the utmost of our power, any publlc
objects connected to the Improvement and prosperlity
of the Colony, with which our own Interasts are now
so Intimately connected...”. (6)

AT this point of time it would have been qulte unnatural for
the Company to have been anything other than optimistic. WIithin
the short space of three months an approach to the Secretary of State
Earl Bathurst, had resuited in a land grant of one miillon acres
In New South Wales. Added to this was the promised support of the
colony's Governor and the resources of his administration. Further,
three of the members of tThe Committee appointed to assist the
Company's agent were, directly or through marrliage, of the Macarthur
clan whose Influence and proven success In the sphere of colonial
agriculture suggested that the Company could do |Ittle else than
proflt most handsomely, especlally 1f profits werc received In
proportion to the scope of the enterprise.

Yet, less than four years later, on March I13th, 1828, In a
letter from Parramatta, Mr. James Macarthur wrote to hls fellow
members on the Committee, .

"1 need not assure you how palnful [+ Is to me to be
compelled to report so unfavourably of the state of

the Company's Establishment. Mr. Dawson has had

many difficuities undoubtedly to contend with: and

had hls recent conduct evinced that the acknowledgements
he made to me (whllst | was at Port Stephens) of past
errors were slncere, | should have been disposed to

view them in the most favourable Il1ght, and to have
hoped that they might? have been retrieved by further
exertlons. But when | percelve him determinately

bent upon following up his own designs, In despite of

a
« %
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the oplinions of the Committec and of the controlling
authority they have ondoavourcd to interpose, | should
think 1t a disgraceful compromisc of my own character
and a wilful sacrifice of the Interests of the Company,
were | to hesitate to expreoss the opinion, | firmly
cntertain, that the only measure by which these
Interests can now be protected, Is the suspension of
Mr. Dawson®. (7)
History records that Robert Dawson was suspended and eventually
dismissced from the service of the Company. The questlon which
remalns to be answerced is whether hc was, as James Macarthur claimad,
quilty of the mismanagement of the Company's affalrs beglinning wlth
the now obvious blunder of taking up the Company's grant at
Port Stephens. .

This essay, then, wlll seek to investigate certain aspects cf
the A.A. Company, or more precisely the activities of its flrst
agent, Robert Dawson, In an attempt to reveal and analyse the factors
fcading to the fallure of the pastoral enterprise at Port Stephens.

In retrospect, It Is blatantly obvious that the Company was
launched with an Inherent flaw becausec, In a simultaneous despatch
to that sent to Governor Brisbane iIn July, 1824, the Directors
wrote to the Committee, deeming

"...1t expedient that an agent should be sent from this
Country to undertake the marnegement of the Company's
Estates In the Colony...(who) will of course reslde
upon the Grant...a Gentleman of Talents, Respectablilty
and such Agricultural and general experliaence as wlll
quallfy him to conduct with skill and actlivity an
Estabilishment of so extenslive a nature as that which Is
contemplated' . (8)

If, In all falrness to Dawson, we accept the fact that he must

have Impressed suffliclient people In England to justify hls
appolntment as the principal agent of the Company, we can hypothesize
that It Is one thing to be successful In the relatlively small-scale
sphere of English agricuiture, and qulitc another, to journey to the
antlipodes and be as equally successful In managing an enterprise

of one milllon acres, admitted by the Directors to belng "of so
extensive a nature. That Dawson was to be advised and assisted by
a five-man Committee was equally fallaclous for, In the colony,
therc existed no single person or group experlienced In Inltlating
and conducting such a grand enterprise.

Whlist Dawson prcopared himself for the voyage to New South VWales
three of the Committee, James Macarthur, Jamecs Bowman (son-In-law of
John Macarthur Sen.) and Ha nibal Macarthur, Initlated enquiries
as to the posslible slte of the Company's grant. In a despatch to
London é&n November Ist, 1824, thcy were able to report that the
Surveyor-General, John Oxley, was

it

..most friendiy to the Establishment (Oxley had been
given shares in the Company)...and he Is at presont
of the opinlon that the Liverpool Plalns is the most
deslrable and unoccupled slituation; as all the good
land and Indced almost all thc 'and near the navigable
parts of the Hunter's River Is granted. At Llverpool
Plalins he thinks half a million acres may be taken and
another half a mlilllion near the Hastings'. (9)

On that same day these three men admitted to Oxley that 1+ had not
as yet bcen ‘‘ascertained whether the finest wool can be produced
near the Sea, or In the Interlor...%. (10)

The ultimate selectlion of the grant was determined, it would
seem, not so much by human choice as geographical necessity for
on November 5th, they agreed that whilst,
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“...the Country In the vicinlty of the

Liverpool Plalins will bo found In many respects
highly desirable...its grecat distance from the
navigable part of the Hunter's Rlver...and the want
of a formed road would be serlous difficultles to °*
overcome In the Infancy of an estabilshment™. (l1])

Ultimately, a report from Atan Cunningham, that same month, appeared
to dispel any IIngering doubts the Committee may have stlill held.
This explorer described, -

“...a tract of country extending north from Hunter's
nearly one hundred miles to the Banks of the

Hastings at Port Macquarie which Is reasonable to
Infer possesses many Important local advantages...
where the future wecalth of your respectable Communlity
will be concentrated. The reports that have been
glven orally by runaway Convicts...have been hlighly
favourable to the fertllity and grassy character of
the land...". (12) ‘

Consequently, through haste or lIgnorance, or a comblnatlion of both,
the Committee had predetermined the area Into whlch Dawson would

be directed to sclect the Company's grant. Thelr most serious
error lay In the acceptancc of an explorer's oplnlon which was
based largcely on the verbal reports of escaped convicts.

Dawson's eventual arrival In tho colony prompted the Committee
to laud, "grcat credit Is reflected upon that Gentleman...In the
arduous undertaking of conveylng to such a distance so large a
number of valuable and delicate anlmals'. (13) Yet his first
communication from the Port Stephens area was to prove grimly
ironlc for it related how many of ‘“the valuable and dellcate animals"”
that had survived the long sca Journey from Europe, had been
Injured or lost on the long overland trek from Sydney.

On July 30th, 1826, some two years after the forming of the
Company, Dawson wrote of his "intentlon to take portion, iIf not the
whole, of the Australlan Agricultural Company's Grant', (i4)
in that areca extending from thec Hunter Rlver to the Hastlings.
Whilst tImc, and bltter expericence would prove thlis a dlsastrous
choice of land for primarliy fine wool growling, Dawson should not
have to suffer all the blame. Admittedly It was he who submlitted
the recquest to Governor Brisbane for a survey to legally determine
the boundaries of the grant. But, it must not be overlooked that
his choice had to be ratified by the Committee. Without extending
themselves greatly this group could have made some effort to at
least examine the tract of land chosen by Dawson and, drawlng on
what experlence they had, elther confirm or reject hils declsion.
Instead, to a man, they elected to remain In the reliatlive comfort
of their homes, eventually reporting to London on December 10th,;
1826, that, .

“"Mr. Dawson reports most favourably of the country

he has passed over, and from his description of Its
various natural resources and capablliities, we are
strongly Impressed that nothing could have becen more
fortunate than the choice of Port Stephens for our
first settlement™. (15)

So, rather than condemn Dawson for what was to prove an Inltlal
blunder, the Committee deserves blame for thelr 'rubber-stampling'
of hls choice which underlines thelr carly apathy In conductlng
the affairs of the Company.
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In the Autumn of 1827, Dawson submitted his first major report
on the state of the Port Stephens establlishment to the Committee.
In the opening paragraph he hinted at the problems belng experlenced
in the administratlion of so vast an enterprise.

"1+ was my Intention®, he remarked, "to...have

confined my Reports to reguiar and short periods.
Experience however, has proved the Impractlicability

of carrylng these Intentions fully Into effect... . (16)

Desplte the obvious enormity of the task facltg him, Dawson appeared
to have the Company's establishment progressing favourably. indead,
by the end of May, 1827, James Macarthur wrote, after visiting the
site, of the "good management of Mr., Dawson, and the conditlion of the
stock; as well as the natural advantage of the harbour and the
adjacent country™, (17)

This 'honeymoon' perlod, between the Macarthur ellite and
Robert Dawson, was soon to end, culminating in what proved to be a
concerted effort aimed at romoving Dawson from his positlon as
principal agent by allegations of his general misconduct and neglect
of Company affairs. This breakdown In relations must have been
unexpccted for, carller that month, on the 9th, Dawson sprang to
the defence of John Macarthur Senlor who had been attacked by the
Press. (n a personal communication to the London Directors,
Dawson felt himsclf,

"called upon to make some observations to you on

the recent attack made In the Australian Newspaper
upon the Committee and particularly on the character
of Mr. John Macarthur....".(18)

From the period of September 30th, 1827, to January i2th, 1828,
this 'breakdown’, originating from and confined to the Macarthur
faction, can best be traced through a chronological study of excerpts
of correspondence between Robert Dawson and John and James Maca=zthur.

{. Port Stephens, 30th Sept., 1827,
Robert Dawson to John Macarthur,
"...1 hope you havc been able to make up your mind
what sheep you can spare me...| have no wish
whatever to have your sheep Inspected because |
know what your good stock is...".(19)

2. Sydney, 16th October, 1827,
John Macarthur to Robert Dawson,
Y...altho' | could have wished that the three
flocks of Ewes which | had tendered might have been
added to the Company's flocks, yet | cannot think
of sending them to you without previous examination
and approval..”. (20)

3. Port Stephens, 24th October, 1827,
Robert Dawson to John Macarthur,
"1 am sorry you declline sending the ewes without
having them inspected - you are aware how much |
wish to have them but 1f 1+ depends upon my secing
them first | must decline them from the Impracticabllity
of my leaving the Grant for some weceks at least and
probably some months to come...™. (21)

4. Port Stephens, !3th December, 1827,
Robert Dawson to James Macarthur,
"...1 trust we are to have your father's sheep v | am
ready to make any sacrifice for them and will send
my nephew in January - or go myself the moment | can
to look at them if your father would wish me to see
them in preference’. (22)
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Parramatta, |6th December, 1827,

John Macarthur to Robert Dawson,

Y...1 certainly nelther did nor do entertaln the
lcast desire to recede from the offer | made In
the Spring and provided the sheep are Inspected
and approved elther by yourself or your nephow...
they are still at the Company's service...'. (23)

6. Port Stephens, 23rd December, 1827,
Robert Dawson to John Macarthur,
"I will send my nephew In about a fortnight to
Inspect your sheep...". (24)

7. Parramatta, |2th January, 1828,
John Macarthur to Robert Dawson,
"My son returned yesterday and | learn that your
nephew Mr. Dawson accompanied him...%to Inspect the
three Ewe~flocks which you are desirous of purchasing
from me for the Company. | have already on more
than one occaslon expressed to you my anxlety that
the Company's stock might not be Increased by
purchase more raplidly than you can provide the means
of affording that care and superintendence so
Indispensable to secure a successful and profitable
result from the possesslon of sheep and as the
report of my son upon the present state of several
of the Company's flocks makes me exceedlingly apprehensive

. That any Immediate addition to these flocks might

prove Injudiclous and unsafe¢ | hope you wili feel
no disappointment that | beg to decline selling any
sheep to the Company thls year". (25)

This sudden decislon, not to sell sheep to the Company, could
possibly be explained by the fact that, on January 8th,
James Macarthur had been '"deputed by the other members of the
Colonial Committee to lay before them a detalled report of the
Company's establlishment™, (26) due to the brevity and Iinfrecuency
of reports from Dawson. As a result of Macarthur's report the
Committee, on March Ist, resolved, "that Mr. Dawson be required
to repalr, without loss of time, to Sydney, for the purpose of giving
such further explanations, as appear to the Commlttee to be
Indispensable...". (27) Exactly one week later, having recelved
this directlive, Dawson provokingly replled,

...l feel It to be a duty which | owe both to the
Directors and myself, under such clrcumstances,

not to answer verbal questions, or to glve any

verbal explanations upon the Company's affalrs except
at Port Stephens®. (28)

Dawson's blunt statement of bellef in his 'duty' to the
'Directors'!, and no mentlon of such to the Committee, coupled wlith
his emphatlc refusal to travel to Sydney, only served to worsen
his already precarious positlon. In effect, James Macarthur
was left unchallenged to put forward his l|list of charges based on
his observations at Port Stephens. His letter, to the Committee
on March 13th, asserted,

"...that the greater part of the Merinos appeared

to me to be nearly In a hopeless state...The Fifth
Flock were In mliserable condition...(and) | am at

a loss to account for the deterloration and extenslive
mortallty...".(29)

Far more serlous was the charge that Dawson had fostered the,

"...foundatton of a New Settlement on the Manning River...
a tract of 16,000 acres was pencliled off on the north
bank and marked "Dawson'...undertaken without any
references to the Interests of the Company...%.(30)
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Any glimmer of hope for Dawson most certalnly vanlshed when the
Committee called a meeting of the proprietors of the A.A. Company
resliding In Sydney. They met on March 21lst, “to be acqualinted wlth
the present state of the Company's affalrs at Port Stephens®. (31)
Towards the end of the meetIng, evidence was gliven by the Company
surveyor, Mr. Armstrong, who attested that during the previous
October he had been dlirected by Dawson to undertake an expeditlion
to the Manning River area on behalf of a "Mr.Gulldlng and
principally for his benefits'. (32)

Apart from the grave nature of thls assertion, In relation to
the latter charge of Manch 13th, some light Is shed on Dawson's
"inability' to leave Port Stephens during the previous October for
the purpose of Inspecting the Macarthur flocks at Camden prior to
purchase. I+ would appear that Dawson was more concerned with
furthering his personal Interests than overseeing the pressing
affalrs of the Company. Flinaily, on March 27th, the Committee
recorded, )

“That it Is currently reported and generally

understood at Port Stephens, that the late expeditlion

to the Manning was 'got up' for the private purposes

of Mr. Dawson and Mr. Gullding - that the Company's

men (slx) were engaged in the cultivation of Mr.Guiiding's
Grant...That a frece man...was engaged...In the service

of Mr. Guilding - that this man's wages were pald by a
draft upon the Committee, which was made out by him

and slgned by Mr., Dawson'. (33)

One day after Dawson was suspended, on Aprii{ 19th, 1828,.
James Bowman wrote to his father-in-law, John Macarthur Senlor
requesting him "to undertake the general direction of the concerns
of the Company's Estate, until the Directors have made such
arrangements as they may deem necessary'. (34) The enormity of
the task undertaken by John Macarthur was reallsed almost Immedlately
by this man for, on the 2ist of April, he requested the asslstance
of a "deputation of three Gentlemen", (35) to help In the
administration of the grant.

Unfoetunately, for Dawson, Macarthur was placed In a poslition
to intercept two letters written by Gullding to Dawson on April 17th,
the day prlior to the suspenslon notice. Macarthur excused himself
for opening and reading the private correspondence betwsen the two
friends, in a letter to Governor Darling on May i6th, 1828, Almost
apologetically he described how,

"Amidst the palnful duties which clrcumstances have
Imposed upon me It would have been some rellef had

they been confined to the correction of neglilgence

and mis-management. But | am concerned to say that

my enquirles and other clircumstances have led to the
discovery of a premeditated abandonment by the Company's
Agent of the trusts reposed In him and to which | am
of the oplinion he has been Incited by a magistrate of
this Territory... Between these two persons there Is a
Variety of Proofs that a mysterlous Union of Interests
has been formed and carried to an extent which In my
opinion Imposes on the Committee the obligatlon to
consult the best Law Authori+ty In the Colony whether
such acts are not cognizable by a Court of Justice.
This however relates only to the extent In which the
Iinterests of the Company are lInvolved; of 1ts effects
upon the publlic characters of our Maglistrates, It would
be presumptive of me to offer any further opinion
convinced as | am that your Excellesncy will take every
needful precaution to secure the honour of the Colonial
Magistracy from degradation. (36):
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Whilst It [siimpossible to argue agalnst the damning evidence
Guilding had Inadvertently confided In hls letters to Dawson, It
Is just as dlfflicult to plcture John Macarthur as a paragon of virtue,
mindful only of protecting the 'Colonial Maglstracy'. Equaliy, with
the administration of the grant In John Macarthur's hands, the
Committee must have looked more optimlistically towards the future
and the expected upturn In the Company's fortunes. It must have
come as a great shock when the Company Secretary, Mr.W,Barton¥,
reported on the 30th August, to London that,

"The numerous Instances of mismanagement under

Mr.Dawson have already been detalled...but In the
suspenslion of that Gentlieman and the Introduction

of a more efficlent system - the errors that were
stated to exist at that time are however to a
conslderable degree retalned...and (since) the
departure of Mr. James Macarthur no requisitlions,

or orders of any descriptlion are forwarded to thls
offlce...that an almost total suspension of communication
wlith Port Stephens has taken place...(and) The business
at Sydney Is conducted In an equally unsatisfactory
manner as at Port Stephens...|t has appeared to me that
the Committee have not rlightly understood the nature
and extent of the powers conceded to them by the
Company and that thls has In a conslderable degree
contributed to the present dlsorders". (37)

Whllst thls letter does not offer an excuse for Dawson's fallure to
devote hlimself fully to the pursuance of the Company's Interests,
I+ most certalniy suggests that there was a conslderable degres

of apathy, Indeed negligence, on the part of the Committee In
carryling out the dutles to which they were assligned.

Less than one month later, Barton agaln ftook the Committee and
John Macarthur to task In a most damnling condemnatlon of thelr
actions. In a letter to the Dlrectors, he wrote,

"I trust they will not hesltate a moment In adopting
some declslve course In the systom of management that
shall arrest the progress of the present dlsorders
for | should not disclose the extent of the fears
which |t with others entertaln were | to state less
than my bellef that the two present partles are
destructive of the Interests |If not of the exlistence
of the Company®. (38)

Barton's final criticlsm of the Committee was communicated to London
on October 9th, and whiist agaln not takling Dawson's slde It
nevertheless confirmed that he alone should not singuliarly shoulder
the blame.

“| do belleve", asserted Barton, "that Mr.Dawson has
forfelted, by his conduct, the confldence whlich was

so entlirely conflded in him by the Dlrectors...Some

of the charges are hastily If not erroneously made

and | submit that almost the whole of the evils
complained of might have been arrested under the system
of management proposed by the Directors had that system
been enforced™. (39)

Barton's observations, therefore, offer perhaps the most
objectlive reasonling behind the Company's fallure. He, In no way,
sought to excuse Dawson, for Dawson's actions in connectlion with
the Manning River estate and John Gullding are gquite Inexcusable.
Equally, he docs not lay the blame wholly on the Committes,
preferring Instead, to polint to the fact that they were largely
apathetlc towards their responslibillities untlil I+ was far too late.
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The London office announced, on April 7th, 1829, that
“Mr .Macarthur had given up the Superintendence of the Company's
Establishment at Port Stephens..." (40) and the final chapter,
In this pai ticular episode of the Company's history, was written

on June 27th, by James Macarthur when tendering his own resignation
from the Committee.

This lotter virtually acknowledged that all that Barton had
sald was true, especially In relation to the Committee which,
according to Macarthur,"was not only exposed to observations from
the near connexion of+the members with each other, but was In
real ity rendered less efflclient than was originally T
contemplated”. (41) Due to the relativeliy vast distances separaflng
each of the Committee members and the assocliated problems of
communication, Macarthur could offer, as the only excuse for the
Committee's apathy, thc reason that,

"The confldence...reposed In Mr.Dawson from .his
previous reputatlon and the high testimonial
transmitted to us by the Court of Directors,
Induced us to belleve that there was not Illkely

to be...any Injurlious consequence to the Company's
interests...". (42)

In 1907, Jesse Gregson, General Superintendent of the
A.A. Company from [876 to 1905, completed the writing of the flrst
fifty years of the Company's hlistory. HIis summatlion, of the events
under study in this essay, is, |like Barton's, quite Impartial and
senslibly reallstic. o

"1+ may, | think', wrote Gregson, '"be accepted wlithout
dlspute that Mr.Dawson was not the most fortunate
selection for the position he had to fill, and that
In the matter of the Manning River iand he was especlally
blameworthy - though In saying this it must not be
supposed that | conslder his conduct amounted to
dlshonesty...But admitting these faults and fallures
on the part of the Agent I+ must be remembered ‘that he
recelved very l1ttle assistance and advice from the
focal committee...l think Mr.Dawson recelved scant
justice at the hands of the dlrectors; for, 1f the
so-called evidence brought before them in support of
the local committee's actlions be examined, nothlng,

In my opinion, will be found worse than errors of
Judgement, errors which anyone might easily have made
under similar condlitlons and which would probably

have been rectifled with further experlence and a

littie kindly advice. Let anyone who knows what

country Ilfe In New South Wales at the present day
consists of, consider what he might have done If,

|Tke Mr.Dawson, he had been sent to an utterly unknown
district, and expected to avold all mistakes, and within
the space of two years to have formed an sstabTishment,
comprising upwards of 400 people, governed and controlled
on unaxceptlonable principles”. (43)

I+ Is difficult not to agree with the views put forward by
Barton and Gregson. Both men were Intimately connected with the
Company and neither had any reason to take the cause of
Robert Dawson In favour of that of the Committee. Both men wrote
their views at quite different times, yet thelr concluslons are
so allke, that Dawson was largely a victim of unforseen circumstances
that the Committee was largely apathetic iIn assisting Dawson,
which tends to make any modern day appralsal somewhat blased I1f
blame Is directed singularly towards one particular party.
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