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"DAWSON, THE AUSTRALlAN AGRICULTURAL COMPANY, 

AND THE MANNING RIVER". 

BY 

LYN STRAHAN. 

SYNOPSIS: 

The dismissal of Robert Dawson from his position as Chief Agent of the Australian Agricultural 
Company in 1828 followed a number of accusations made against him by the Company's local 
committee. This paper is a study of one part of these accusations - that is, Dawson's activities in the 
Manning River area, or, more particularly, the misappropriation of A.A.Co. articles and labour to the 
area for Dawson's personal benefit. Dawson's true motives are obscure in his initial interest in the 
Manning River area, however, the importance of his personal motivation later on cannot be concealed. 





"...............in regard. 

... 

2nd To the Company's Artificers 
having been employed in 
making Furniture and Implements 
of Husbandry for a Mr. Guilding. 
3rd To an expedition by sea sent 
by Mr. Dawson to the Manning 
River having been put under the 
orders of this Mr. Guilding. 
4th To Mr. Dawson's Letter to Mr. 
O'xley, the Surveyor-General, 
on the subject of a grant of Land. 
St h To Mr. Guilding's correspondence 
with Mr. Dawson, whch fell into 
the hands of Mr. ~acar thur ." '  

The predominance of "this Mr. Guilding" in the AACo's sea expedition of October. 1827 and the value of the 
concurrent land expedition led by Mr. Macleod, both to the Manning River, greatly fuelled the Committee's 
fiery attack on Dawson. 

The sea expedition was not only the fmt one successful in gaining entrance t o  the Manning River, but also in 
tracing the river as far as navigable. Previous expeditions to or through the Manning River area had failed to 
follow the river or  to  ascertain the type of  country along its banks. The value of this expedition to  the A.A.Co., 
however. was seriously questioned by the Committee, particularly after evidence was given at two meetings 
of the A.A. Co. proprietors by Mr. Armstrong, the Company Surveyor. who was a member of this expedition. 
On 27 February 1828, Armstrong claimed: 

"that he was informed by the 
Pilot that Mr. Guilding was to  
have the entire direction 
of the expedition ..." 12 

and later, on 21 March 1828, he stated that 

"the said expedition . . . 
was conducted and ordered 

This evidence, together with Armstrong's journal with comments such as " . . Mr. Guilding determined on 
settling here and . . . it gave me . . . pleasure to  see his wishes thus realized. . . "14 and the fact that both Dawson 
and Guilding subsequently applied for grants of land on the north bank of  the Manning River, led the Committee to  
write in their report to the London Inquiry: 

"It seems impossible to arrive 
at any other opinion than that 
this expedition was designed 
by Mr. Dawson to be made 
subservient t o  the personal 

Mr. Dawson's family ... 

It it not "impossible", however, to  come t o  any other opinion when one reads Guilding's letter to Dawson, dated 
17 April 1828 and Dawson's report to  James Macarthur on 31 January, 1828. 

In his letter Guilding indignantly rebukedthe "low suspicion" the Committee hkhoured in respect t o  his role 
: on the voyage and the obligation then perceived him to have them due to his establishing his grant whilst on  an 





"altogether at the Company's expense." 2 3 ~ h i s  was confirmed by Mr. Robinson's (a Company Clerk) statement 
o f  18  March 1828. In it he claimed that both the sea and land expeditions 

"were in every respect fitted out 
at the Company'scost - that Mr. 
Guilding directed the loading of 
the 

If these expeditions were, as Dawson and Guilding propounded, for the purpose of "discovery and survey", greatly 
beneficial tothe Company, then it could be expected that they be fitted out at the A.A. Co's cost. Dawson's argument 
however, tends to be doubted when it is noted "that part of the railway intended for the [Company's] Coal 
Establishment was. . . landed upon Mr. ~ u i l d i n ~ ' s ~ r a n t " ~ ~  along with "Harness Casks, etc which . . . were not 
returned t o  the settlement" 26 and that the vessel was also carrying Guildings sugar rollers and seedling. If, as the 
Committee claimed, the expeditions were chiefly on the individual accounts of  Mr. Guilding and Mr. Dawson then 
the Company goods had been used wrongfully. 

Inrespect t o  the supplying of Guilding during and after the settlement of Jamaica Plains with AACo. goods 
and services, as the Committee noted on 7 January 1829: 

". . . there is not one word in 
contradiction of this serious 
breach of duty . . . the indisputable 
fact still remains that Mr. Dawson 
gave his sanction and authority 
for the Valuable Labour of the 
Company's Mechanics being 
diverted to the personal objects 
of an Individual unconnected with 
the Company, but now known as Mr. 
Dawson's friend." 2 7 

To worsen this situation the lists of  articles of goods to  be made for Guilding embraced almost every necessary 
commodity for an initial establishment and, the Committee noted, were "of the same general haracter 
and description as must have been wanting for the use of the Company's own Establishment.'Q8 Furthermore. 
Guildings also used the Company vessels t o  convey "at sundry times" the Company provisions and manufactured 
articles to his Manning River settlement. 

It was further claimed (addenda 27 March 1828) "that the Company's men (six) were engaged in the cultivation 
of Mr. Guilding's grant . . . " and that a free man (Palmer) was generally employed by Guilding while his wages 
were paid by a draft upon the Company which was made out by Guilding and signed by ~ a w s o n . ~ ~  Hugh Mackay, a 
free person employed by Guilding as superintendent was also paid by the A.A. Co, but in a less obvious manner. 

Dawson employed him also as clerk of  the Company stores at Carrabean, at a salary of  50  pounds per year, with 
rations , even though he was almost totally inconipetent to the duties of clerk. Upon his leaving the Port Stephens 
enterprise t o  accompany Guilding to Jamaica Plains Mackay was paid the balance of  the salary due t o  him and he  
obtained a large amount of clothing from the Company stores. 30 

The state of accounts at the Carrabean storehouse was also focused on by the Committee and particularlv the 
unlimited access Guilding and Mackay had to  it. For instance, Robinson claimed that 

"Mr. Guilding and his Agent Mackay 
had free and constant access to the 
Company's Store and that articles were 
supplied to  them without any account 
being taken of them."31 

No abstract accounts of  receipts and deliveries were kept, nor any check against the misappropriation of 
the Company's property, especially whilst Mackay was employed as clerk. Instead, it was: 

". . . mere memoranda, without form 
or information of the purpose [of 
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