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Chapter 1 

This study focuses on a group of early colonists in the Swan River Colony-middle-

class people who lived in the far South-West part of the colony between 1829 and 

the mid 1840s~and considers how they responded to the landscape of the region in 

the first years after their arrival from Britain. It examines many influences on their 

responses but particularly their Judaeo-Christian heritage and how it shaped the way 

they saw the physical world. I have conducted the study through an exploration of 

texts written by these people immediately after their arrival in the colony; that is, 

both their diaries and letters addressed to loved ones left behind in Britain. I have 

chosen not to consider novels, plays and poetry. By this exclusion, I do not mean to 

suggest that they represent the landscape less accurately than do the diaries and 

letters, since all genres are constructions of reality and, as I will show later, the 

colonists were deeply imbued with the accepted middle-class conventions of letter 

and diary writing, which shaped the way they represented the landscape in their 

writing. Rather, I have excluded fictional genres since these were not widely 

published in the early colonial period in which I am interested. 

My study assumes that landscape is not a physical reality but a construction created 

by the person viewing it, and shaped by the historical, geographical and cultural 

contexts in which this person lives. Landscape theorist Stephen Daniels expresses 

this clearly: 
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If w e conceptualise landscape not as a thing (we therefore may in principle 

know completely) but as a way of seeing then some of our questions will need 

to be radically rephrased. 

... We should reimmerse the artist in the context of his or her time and 

see them negotiating the restraints and possibilities of the medium, 

compositional form, the climate of ideas, patronage, audience, display, the 

look and organisation of real places. We might also raise the issue of ideology 

and image making.1 

The major assumptions of this study are encapsulated in these sentences. I assume 

that landscape is a "way of seeing", and that its representation in the selected 

colonial diaries and letters is shaped by a wide range of influences. Most important 

for this study are the ideologies and images of nature arising from the Judaeo-

Christian heritage that underpinned British culture in the nineteenth century. 

In order to examine this influence in detail, I focus in this study on middle-class 

colonists who had strong affiliations with Protestant Christian churches, whether 

mainstream Anglican or non-conformist.2 They are Georgiana Molloy and members 

of the Bussell family, all of whom were among the first colonists in the Augusta area 

in 1830, then moved to the Vasse over the following eight years; and Louisa Clifton 

'Quoted in Jay Appleton, "The Role of the Arts in Landscape Research," Landscape Meanings and 
Values, ed. Edmund C. Penning-Rowsell and David Lowenthal (London: Allen and Unwin, 1986) 45. 

2Few letters and diaries remain from Roman Catholic settlers in the 1830s and 1840s, since they 
comprised the poorer and the least educated sections of the earliest settlers. The first convicts, on the 

other hand, arriving in the 1850s, included highly educated Irish Roman Catholic dissidents, 

including John Boyle O'Reilly. 
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and John Wollaston, both of w h o m were part of the Australind settlement in 1840. 

All were members of influential families in the early colony. My interest in these 

writers' attitudes to the landscapes of South-West Australia includes their desire to 

control the landscape, their feeling of stewardship over it, and the spiritual awe 

induced by the contemplation of its beauties. The attitudes to landscape of Louisa 

Clifton and the Bussells were typical of women and men of their class—middle-class 

Christian Britons of the nineteenth century. On the other hand, John Wollaston and 

Georgiana Molloy were atypical: John Wollaston because of his sense of being 

called by God to minister to the colonists; and Georgiana Molloy because of her 

unorthodox religious upbringing and unusual life experience in the colony. 

The colonists arriving in the South-West of Australia in the 1830s and the early 

1840s saw the natural world through the eyes of people who had lived for centuries 

in Britain, with all the geographic, social, historical and cultural experience that this 

entailed. They shaped this natural world into landscapes constructed from many 

different factors, including their previous experience of landscapes in Britain; 

expectations of the "Great Southland" that had developed over centuries in Europe; 

and the influence of contemporary picturesque and romantic attitudes to nature. 

While these influences were certainly significant, and have some place in this study, 

my major emphasis is on the influence of their Judaeo-Christian heritage, which was 

all-pervasive, even among Britons who were not devoutly Christian. 
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Familiar Landscapes 

The landscapes the colonists had grown up with in Britain—and their ancestors had 

grown up with over centuries—were very different from the ones they found in 

South-West Australia. British landscape theorists David Lowenthal and Hugh C. 

Prince characterise British landscapes as having a "smallness of scale" that is both 

social and geographic, and that leads to British people's sense of intimacy with their 

landscapes: 

There are few blanks on the map of England; almost everywhere is a place, 

with a meaning and a character of its own.... The quality of intimate 

idiosyncrasy derives also from the feeling of belonging, of connectedness in 

time, in place, and in social order, that much of England still evokes.3 

Given this smallness of scale and the intimacy that the British people had developed 

over centuries to serve their needs, it is hardly surprising that early nineteenth-

century British colonists found the South-West Australian landscapes unnerving in 

their vastness, unfamiliarity and lack of "connectedness" in previous European 

history. 

By the early nineteenth century, forests covered a smaller proportion of Britain than 

most other European countries,4 and the few remaining forests had been completely 

tamed, with roads and paths running through them and fences surrounding them and 

3David Lowenthal and Hugh C. Prince, "The English Landscape." Geographical Review 54 (July 

1964)310. 
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delineating them from the rest of the landscape. The trees that made up these forests 

were mainly deciduous and coloured in a range of bright green shades. When the 

deciduous trees lost their leaves they revealed large open areas, which persuaded the 

surrounding inhabitants that there were few dangers lurking in the depths of the 

woods. The people's sense of safety was also reinforced by the familiarity of the 

trees. 

Many parts of Britain were mountainous, or at least hilly, and it was usually possible 

in the nineteenth century to find vantage points from which open vistas of rolling 

hills could be seen. Lowenthal and Prince point out that British hills and mountains, 

on the whole, have treeless summits, a characteristic that has several effects on the 

human observer: it strengthens the sense of open countryside; it creates an 

impression of height, grandeur and spaciousness; and it furthers the sense of the 

unity of the hills and the sky.5 In contrast, the area of South-West Australia that the 

British initially colonised was generally flat and the few hilltops were forested, 

which created in the colonists a sense of being enclosed in a flat, unattractive 

landscape, unable to find vantage points. This was not just unfamiliar; it also 

heightened their feelings of unease. 

Add to this the sandy soil, unlike the range of darker, heavier soils they were used to 

in Britain, and it is evident that unfamiliarity with the natural world prompted in 

early British colonists a feeling of distaste and uneasiness about the South-West 

4By the 1960s, only 6 per cent of England was wooded, as compared with 20 to 30 per cent of France 
and Germany (Lowenthal and Prince, 311). 

5Lowenthal and Prince, 314. 

5 



"bush", the term they used to describe any landscape outside the European 

settlements-including scrub and sandhills, as well as forest. 

Neo-Classical, Picturesque and Romantic Attitudes 

The colonists did not respond in this way, however, only because they were 

unfamiliar with the new landscape. They had left Britain at a very particular period 

in history, a period when neo-classical attitudes to landscape were gradually giving 

way to picturesque and romantic responses, which, for the first time in the second 

half of the eighteenth century, described the effects of landscape on the imagination, 

the passion and the spirit, rather than on the reason. Before this era, "landscapes as 

such gave [the English] no aesthetic satisfaction whatever".6 In his fascinating study 

of neo-classical culture in the colony of New South Wales,7 Robert Dixon examines 

how middle-class settlers and colonists saw their relationship with the landscape as 

part of the extension of the British Empire in new lands, and their taming of the 

land, therefore, as both a necessity and a source of pride. Since the Swan River 

Colony was settled half a century after the first colonies on the eastern coast, 

picturesque and romantic attitudes to land were more dominant in Western 

Australian colonists than in their early eastern counterparts. It appears to me, 

however, that, when faced with landscapes that were unfamiliar and frightening to 

them, the middle-class colonists of Western Australia tended to respond more 

instinctively from their neo-classical heritage than from their romantic ideals. I will 

discuss this further in future chapters, in my study of specific texts. 

^Christopher Hussey, The Picturesque: Studies in a Point of View (London: Putnam, 1927) 2. 
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Nevertheless, romantic attitudes were becoming increasingly dominant in the 1830s 

and 1840s, when the colonists left Britain. Under the influence of increased 

communication with European artists and easier travel to Europe, particularly to the 

Alps, British people were beginning to see landscapes or "scenery"8 with the 

potential to delight, soothe or terrify. In his highly influential work A Philosophical 

Enquiry into the Origins of our Ideas on the Sublime and the Beautiful,9 published 

in 1756, Edmund Burke had objectified the effects of scenery on the passions by 

explaining all responses as arising from human instincts of self-propagation and 

self-preservation. He associated scenery that was smooth, gentle, small and pleasing 

with the emotions of love and gentleness and the instinct for self-propagation, and 

he labelled it "beautiful"; he associated scenery that was vast, powerful and obscure 

with the emotions of awe and terror and the instinct for self-preservation, and he 

labelled it "sublime". As more British people visited mountainous regions or took 

long sea voyages, they had more experience of large, open and wild regions that 

inspired their awe and terror. 

In 1794 Uvedale Price added a third term for scenery that did not fit either the 

beautiful or the sublime category but was well suited to being painted: 

7Robert Dixon, The Course of Empire: Neo-Classical Culture in New South Wales, 1788-1860 
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1986). 

8Margaret Drabble points out that while the term "landscape" was not used until the sixteenth century, 

"scenery" is even more recent, being first used in the early Picturesque era. (A Writer's Britain: 
Landscape in Literature [London: Thames and Hudson, 1979] 6.) 

9Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origins of our Ideas on the Sublime and the 
Beautiful, ed. J.T. Boulton (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1958). The dominance of Burke's 
philosophy is underlined by Robert Dixon's claims (page 48) that this book was in the library of 
almost Australian every colonial reader. 
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"picturesque". H e described the qualities of the picturesque as "roughness and 

sudden variation joined to irregularity".10 Christopher Hussey, a leading twentieth-

century commentator on the picturesque, cites a very interesting list of scenes and 

objects that were seen as particularly picturesque: 

old gnarled trees, sandy banks, water and windmills, rough heaths, rustic 

bridges, stumps, logs, ruts, hovels, unkempt persons, and shaggy animals.11 

It is clear from this list that humans held a significant place in picturesque scenes. 

Even when they were not present in the scenes themselves, their actions of 

cultivating and taming the landscape were crucial to making the scenes picturesque. 

The Reverend William Gilpin, one of the central figures of the picturesque 

movement, was typical of the majority of his contemporaries in that, while he was 

awe-struck by the power of sublime scenes, he could not prevent himself searching 

to understand nature, and he believed that it could usually be improved by human 

intervention, claiming that "Nature is most defective in composition; and must be a 

little assisted. Her ideas are too vast for picturesque use, without the restraint of 

rules".12 Hussey sees this as an indication that Gilpin was not "a poet": 

Had Gilpin been a poet, he might have consistently apprehended the existence 

of this mighty force, nature, and have united it to his own spirit. He saw her 

10Quoted in Hussey, 14. 

1 hussey, 11. 

12Dixon, 48. 
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vastness, and knew that he could not comprehend it.... H e saw it as romantic 

scenery, and analysed and bottled it into the picturesque.13 

Nor were most early settlers in the Swan River Colony "poets" within this 

definition. Fear and uneasiness at the vastness that confronted them was a dominant 

theme in their early letters and journals, as was the comfort they derived from 

beginning to shape the land into patterns that pleased them. Eliza Brown, for 

example, who with her family settled in the York district of the Swan River Colony 

in the 1840s, wrote to her father describing the land that she and her husband had 

settled: 

Grass Dale is the name of the estate, it is about eleven square miles in extent 

and has a range of hills running through one part of it, the highest of which is 

called Mount Matilda. At the foot of this is our dwelling, a cottage consisting 

of two rooms, it is roughly built but of exceedingly picturesque appearance 

from the extreme beauty of the site where it is placed, rugged rocks are heaped 

in wild confusion around and a fertile valley stretches itself for full two miles 

and a half like a green lawn in front of the lowly habitation.14 

For Brown, the picturesqueness of this scene was created by the range of hills and 

the roughly strewn rocks, the ruggedness of the dwelling, and the fertile, green 

valley stretching far into the distance. The ruggedness was only attractive, however, 

13Hussey, 114. 
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when seen alongside the fertile stretch of "green lawn"; had it been surrounded by 

bush, as was so much of the South-West of the colony, she would not have found it 

so attractive. Even though the Browns did not need to clear vast acres of bushland 

in order to build their house, they had begun to shape their "estate" to their own 

purposes by measuring it and naming its prominent features. Eliza Brown's 

constant description of their land in letters to her father, who had financed their 

migration, can also be explained by her strained relationship with him, and her 

consequent need justify their progress to him, which she saw mainly in terms of their 

acquisition and improvement of land. 

In his very interesting study of how woodland provided symbols for ideas of social 

order in the early nineteenth century, Stephen Daniels discusses the portrayal of 

deciduous trees in Dutch and Flemish paintings, which influenced the Picturesque 

movement in British painting, particularly in the work of Gainsborough, and were 

popular in Britain at the beginning of the nineteenth century. He suggests that 

picturesque paintings of deciduous trees depicted a "humane" attitude to landscaping 

among landowners, concentrating on the intimate moral landscape rather than the 

long perspectives drawn towards distant vanishing points: 

These trees function not so much as frames for long views but as occlusive 

features. They hold a spectator's attention to the foreground by the gravity of 

14A Faithful Picture: The Letters of Eliza and Thomas Brown at York in the Swan River Colony 1841 
-1852 (Fremantle, W.A: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1977) 23. 



their trunks and branches, the texture of their bark and foliage and the 

emphasis of their rooting. They effectively ground the gaze.15 

On the other hand, in his study of the poetry of Wordsworth and Clare, John Lucas 

claims that the picturesque is concerned with "a distanced viewpoint and 'vague 

emotion, expressed in shadowy mass and luminous base'", in contrast to the poets of 

his study, who challenged picturesque complacency in their concern for "apparently 

random details".16 

On the whole, the middle-class colonists of South-West Australia, like many of their 

counterparts among British landowners, adopted more aggressive approaches to 

landowning than the picturesque attitude described by Daniels. They carved 

panoramas from the forest by wholesale clearing, which allowed them to reveal 

extensive views of the property over which they—and by extension the British 

Empire which they proudly represented—had laid claim. Although they might have 

appreciated the more intimate humane view in the popular picturesque paintings of 

the time, once they had arrived in the new colony, their impetus to settle as much 

land as possible took control. 

In the previous centuries, the concepts of beauty and awe had been moral rather than 

sensual concepts; in the eighteenth century they became closely linked with the 

15Stephen Daniels, "The Political Iconography of Woodland in Later Georgian England," The 
Iconography of Landscape: Essays on the Symbolic Representation, Design and Use of Past 
Environments, ed. Denis Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1988)59-60. 
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physical attributes of landscapes. And to many people sublime landscapes had 

power to move the soul. The poet Thomas Gray, a "poet" within Hussey's definition 

as well as a writer of poetry, wrote in awe of his journeys through the Alps: 

I do not remember to have gone ten paces without an exclamation that there 

was no restraining: not a precipice, not a torrent, not a cliff but was pregnant 

with religion and poetry. There are certain scenes that would awe an atheist 

into belief... One need not have a fantastic imagination to see spirits here at 

noonday.17 

In his study of Romantic poetry, M.H. Abrams discusses Wordsworth's theories of 

the spiritual significance of nature: Paradise can be recreated on earth by the poet, 

who unites his mind with nature, by describing the images of nature "simply as they 

are". Abrams discusses the similarities between Wordsworth's theories and the 

much earlier writings of Francis Bacon: 

And all depends on keeping the eye steadily fixed upon the facts of nature and 

so receiving their images simply as they are. For God forbid that we should 

give out a dream of our own imagination for a pattern of the world; rather may 

he graciously grant us to write an apocalypse or true vision of the footsteps of 

the Creator imprinted on his creatures.18 

16John Lucas, "Places and Dwellings: Wordsworth, Clare and the Anti-Picturesque," Cosgrove and 

Daniels (eds) 83. 

17Quoted in Hussey, 94. 

18Francis Bacon, quoted in M.H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism: Tradition and Revolution in 

Romantic Literature (New York: Norton, 1971) 62. 
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To Wordsworth and his friends, it was the role of the poet to see and transmit to 

others the beautiful and the sublime elements of nature, without distorting them by 

terror or by the need to improve them by human intervention. In this way, the poet 

could foster a reconciliation between humans and the natural world, which was 

necessary because 

man, who was once well, is now ill, and that at the core of the modern malaise 

lies his fragmentation, dissociation, estrangement, or (in the most highly 

charged of these parallel terms) 'alienation'. The individual... has become 

radically split in three main aspects. He is divided within himself, he is 

divided from other men, and he is divided from his environment ...19 

Wordsworth's poetry and his theories of nature were very influential among 

educated middle-class Britons in the first half of the nineteenth century, when the 

Swan River Colonists were setting out from Britain. Even those who had not read 

his poetry were influenced by his philosophies. The middle classes read a great deal, 

even finding time for this while they were establishing their homes and properties in 

the Australian bush. They also generally left lists of their reading matter, so it is 

possible to gain a very clear idea of the literary influences on their attitudes. The 

Romantic poets were very popular at this time; most of the subjects of this study 

read Wordsworth and Gray, among others.20 Few colonists, however, had the spirits 

19 Abrams, 145. 



of poets as Hussey characterises them: able to apprehend the existence of "mighty 

forces" of nature and feel united with them, without trying to tame and control them 

into familiar domestic or rustic scenes. This was particularly true when they were 

faced with their fear of the landscape that surrounded them, with its vastness, 

unfamiliarity and lack of connectedness to previous British history. 

Nineteenth-century Britons also had very narrow definitions of what they saw as 

sublime. In Gray's terms precipices, torrents and cliffs were sublime; vast oceans 

also came within the definition; and all were made more awesome when seen by 

moonlight or at sunset. While South-West Australia presented the colonists with 

huge areas of wild, uncivilised nature, these closely forested enclosed areas did not 

fall within the narrow definitions of the sublime the colonists had grown to accept. 

Picturesque and romantic attitudes developed in the late eighteenth century and are 

still found among white, middle-class people throughout the world. Thus it is 

tempting to naturalise them; yet they are highly constructed views of what makes the 

beautiful and the grand in nature. That picturesque attitudes are still commonly held 

in Britain today is highlighted by Town Planning teacher Brian Goodey, who carried 

out a study of the attitudes of his students in Oxfordshire in the 1980s about what 

makes a scene peaceful. Goodey concluded: 

20For example, E.O.G. Shann, the Bussells' biographer, lists the books still on the bookshelves in 
John Bussell's farmhouse in 1926. Along with the Classics, Shakespeare and works of history, 
philosophy and religion, were included the novels and poems of Sir Walter Scott and the poetry of 
Byron, Gray and Wordsworth. (Cattle Chosen: The Story of the First Group Settlement in Western 
Australia, 1829 to 1841 [London: Oxford University Press, 1926; Nedlands, W.A: University of 

Western Australia Press, 1978] 43) 
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I have little doubt that the distant view of green, rolling, wooded hills with 

clusters of vernacular buildings, indicative of man's rooted, harmonious 

consort with time and nature, offer the greatest potential for peace and calm.21 

It was thus at a time of major changes in attitude to nature that the early colonists 

arrived in Western Australia. Earlier neo-classical attitudes to landscape coexisted 

with, and were gradually being replaced by, picturesque and romantic ones. And the 

few idealistic Romantics, those with the souls of "poets", were far outnumbered by 

those who tended to espouse neo-classical and picturesque attitudes, who placed 

emphasis on the role of humans in improving the landscape. They saw beauty as 

inextricably linked with the human presence in the land. 

Robert Dixon demonstrates the co-existence of neo-classical and romantic attitudes 

in early colonial topographical sketches. He discusses the problems that arise in the 

interpretation of a sketch of the colonial home, Woolloomooloo: 

At the same time, however, such unrestrained enjoyment of rude and 

uncultivated scenery appears to contradict the earlier theme of the 

transformation of the wilderness into a region 'fabricated' for the use and 

comfort of social man ... This contrast between the 'beautiful' scenery of the 

grounds and the sublimities of the surrounding country pose serious problems 

of interpretation. Do the 'rude' parts of the scenery inspire pleasure by 

stimulating the emotions of taste, or do they invite the attentions of industry 

21Brian Goodey, "Spotting, Squatting, Sitting or Setting: Some Public Images of Landscape," 
Penning-Rowsell and Lowenthal (eds), 84. 



and inspire admiration for the spectacular changes that have already taken 

place?22 

These contradictory attitudes exist throughout colonial literature as well as painting, 

and result from the blending of the neo-classical and romantic attitudes to landscape 

in the era in which Australia was first colonised. I will argue in this study, however, 

that they also result from a contradiction inherent in the Judaeo-Christian heritage, 

in which all British colonists were steeped. 

Middle-Class Conventions of Letter and Journal Writing 

This study will concentrate on the attitudes to landscape in the writings of middle-

class, educated Britons, because these writings are available today, some in 

published form and others in manuscript. According to the conventions of the time, 

middle-class people recorded their responses to the unfamiliar landscapes and 

lifestyles in journals and letters sent to friends and family in Britain. Many of these 

documents have survived because they were carefully preserved by the recipients, or 

copied by the writers before they were sent. Then the originals were often copied by 

family members or amateur historians at the beginning of the twentieth century, 

when interest grew in the lifestyles of early "pioneers".23 The uneducated poor had, 

22Dixon, 78. 

23J.B. Hirst argues that the definitions of "pioneers" changed several times over the first hundred 
years of colonisation of Western Australia. It was only in the first two decades of the twentieth 
century that people defined pioneers as those that cleared the bush, and regarded them as heroes. 
Descendants of pioneers who were themselves still involved in rural clearing then saw themselves 
also as pioneers and so took pride in publishing family documents, especially those that described 
what they saw as the ardours of pioneering life. (J.B. Hirst, "The Pioneer Legend," Intruders in the 
Bush: The Australian Quest for Identity, ed. John Carroll, 2nd. ed. [Melbourne: Oxford University 

Press, 1992] 14-37). 
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of course, little opportunity to express their attitudes in writing, and when they did 

write personal letters to people left behind in Britain, their recipients tended not to 

preserve the letters; thus there are few remaining records of these people's responses. 

Jean Northover's study of women settlers in Australind in the 1840s is a typical 

example of this. "A major difficulty in recreating the lives of the women of 

Australind," she concludes, "is that the voices of most of the women who 

experienced 'transplantation' to the shores around the Leschenault Inlet are silent. 

Few of them left written evidence of the experience and those who did were in a 

privileged position."24 

Considering how hectic the lives of the early colonists were, it is amazing that they 

wrote so many letters and journals. This can be explained by the fact that it was 

conventional at that time for middle-class people to write prolifically: 

... the keeping of a Diary was regarded as the duty of every intelligent and 

educated young person. Its purpose was, not merely to make notes or 

comments on passing events, but still more to record faithfully what we should 

call the reactions of the writer to those events.25 

Since many nineteenth-century middle-class people who remained in Britain all of 

their lives wrote prolifically, it is easy to understand that colonists of a new land on 

24Jean Northover, "VA Splendid Field Before Us ...': Women and Colonial Settlement in the Coastal 
South West of Pre-Convict Western Australia, 1840 - 1850," Portraits of the South West: Aborigines, 

Women and the Environment, ed. B.K. de Garis (Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia 
Press, 1993)74. 
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the other side of the world would choose to write many letters and journals. And 

they certainly did so. Elizabeth Webby cites the example of George Worgan, 

surgeon on the Sirius, who transcribed six months of journal entries in one letter to 

England and commented that he had thirty-one other letters ready for dispatch on the 

next available ship.26 

At this time the boundaries between letters and journals were not clearly delineated. 

Like George Worgan, many people copied large passages from their journals into 

letters; while others kept journals daily and then sent them at regular intervals to 

close friends. Other genres were also part of this blurring of boundaries. For 

example, the Reverend John Wollaston transcribed entire sermons that he had given 

to his West Australian congregation into the journals he intended for his former 

English parishioners. He also copied drawings that he had made previously, 

apparently for his own interest, into the same journals. The blurring extends also to 

the sense of audience for both letters and journals. Most letter writers expected that 

their letters would be passed to a wide audience beyond their actual correspondents. 

Some even suggested that the recipients should try to have the letters published in 

British newspapers. Journals, too, were written with a sense of a wide public 

audience, at least in the case of most of those which have been preserved. That is 

not to say that private diaries were not kept, but that such diaries tended not to be 

preserved beyond the lifetime of the writer. 

25P.U. Henn, "The Diary of Louisa Clifton," Early Days: Journal and Proceedings of the Western 
Australian Historical Society December 1941: 21. 

26Elizabeth Webby (ed.), Colonial Voices: Letters, Diaries, Journalism and other Accounts of 
Nineteenth-Century Australia (St Lucia, Queensland: University of Queensland Press, 1989) xii. 
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Letters and journals were the colonists' only method of keeping in touch with the 

family and friends they had left behind. They informed them of their welfare and 

progress in the colony; asked for news of Britain; gave advice to prospective 

colonists about how best to prepare themselves for their new lives; and described the 

new landscapes around them. This latter purpose was a very significant one, since 

the Australian landscapes were so different from the familiar British ones, and since 

British people had recently developed an interest in scenery. Webby emphasises the 

writers' appreciation of their power to inform and fascinate their readers, declaring 

"Australian letter writers were well aware of their roles as harbingers and 

interpreters of the new and strange".27 

Throughout my reading it appears that those documents intended for publication 

were almost completely dominated by descriptions of new and strange landscapes, 

flora and fauna. 

In his seminal study of Australian colonists' relationships with landscapes, Paul 

Carter suggests that the primary function of colonial journal writing was much more 

basic than communication with an audience, however: it was the actual creation, 

through language, of "a living space" that could be inhabited and communicated to 

others. Explorers and settlers were alike, he states, in that they both used the journal 

27Webby, xi. 



mode in order to bring places into being, whether these places were temporary 

shelters or settled places from which more travelling could occur.28 

Judaeo-Christian Heritage 

In the early nineteenth century, even illiterate Britons who were unable to read the 

Bible for themselves were familiar with the stories of Genesis: of God's creation of 

the world in six days; of his command to his people to replenish and subdue the 

earth and multiply; of the Garden of Eden, and Adam and Eve's fall and expulsion 

from the Garden, and of how the natural world was cursed along with Adam and 

Eve; of Cain's murder of Abel; of Noah and the Flood; and of Abraham leading the 

Israelites through the Wilderness to the Promised Land in Canaan. Those who were 

members of the establishment Anglican church interpreted all these stories to 

support the rule of the aristocracy and middle classes in society and the control of 

men over their wives and children, as well as to encourage humans to take control of 

the other animals and plants in the natural world. 

The appreciation of natural beauty, and the sense of awe and excitement in wild 

nature, also have their basis in mainstream Christianity. The Anglican Church, as 

well as the Roman Catholic Church, has had its saints and mystics over the centuries 

who have taught that the natural world is intrinsically perfect because it is God's 

creation; that it does not need human intervention to perfect it in any way; that 

contemplation of untouched nature gives rise to a state of spiritual awe, and teaches 

people more about God's power and goodness; and that Christ's death and 

28Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay: An Essay in Spatial History (London: Faber, 1987) 140-44. 



resurrection gave humans the possibility of reaching Paradise, in the sense both of 

heaven and of a promised earthly paradise, which is yet to come into being. These 

particular responses have their foundations not in the teachings of Genesis but in the 

Psalms and the Song of Solomon, which celebrate the beauty of God's creation, and 

in the teachings of Christ as portrayed in the New Testament. 

The subjects of this study were all practising Christians, although they differed 

markedly in their attitudes to God, to the Church and to fellow Christians. In the 

first half of the nineteenth century, when the Swan River colonists were leaving 

Britain, the establishment Anglican church was being challenged on several fronts: 

by the Anglo-Catholic Oxford Movement on one hand and by evangelical 

Protestants on another. Describing John Wollaston, one of the first Anglican 

clergymen to migrate to Western Australia, the editors of his journals, Geoffrey 

Bolton and Heather Vose, encapsulate the religious era in this way: 

... Wollaston was a product of the last years of the Georgian period, when the 

easy-going ways of eighteenth-century Anglicanism coexisted uneasily with a 

strong current of evangelicalism and the first stirrings of Anglo-Catholicism. 

If instead of going to Cambridge Wollaston had been an Oxford man, he 

would have been a contemporary of John Keble, and the entire direction of his 

life might have altered.29 

29John Ramsden Wollaston, The Wollaston Journals, vol. 1, 1840-1842, ed. Geoffrey Bolton and 
Heather Vose (Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia Press, 1991) xiii. 



There is no evidence, however, that Wollaston, tucked away in his rural 

Cambridgeshire parish, was touched by either the Oxford Movement or the 

evangelicals. He was a typical "Tory rural clergyman of the early nineteenth 

century".30 

The Bussells were also a traditional Anglican family. Their father had been a 

Perpetual Curate in an Anglican church in the South of England. His early death, 

which left his widow and nine young children struggling, had prompted their 

decision to emigrate. John Bussell, the oldest son, intended entering the church 

when he graduated from Oxford in 1829, but his career was cut short by the family's 

decision that four of the six sons would leave Britain on the Warrior in 1829 to 

establish a home in S.W. Australia for the rest of the family. 

Georgiana Molloy, on the other hand, was strongly affected by the Scottish 

evangelical movement, represented in the teachings of the preacher Edward Irving, 

who had a powerful following in Scotland and London in the late 1820s. According 

to her biographer, William J. Lines, Molloy's Christian beliefs were very strong 

when she left Britain with her husband to settle in Australia: 

... she was part of the evangelical Protestant tradition that emphasised passion 

rather than sentiment, the centrality of the personal drama of conversion and 

salvation (in which each soul has a unique destiny), and that stressed a 

prophetic stance vis-a-vis a sinful world.... Convinced of the necessity of a 

30Wollaston, vol. 1, xxx. 



worshipful attitude in all areas of life, she felt an obligation to make converts 

and seized every opportunity to do so.31 

Louisa Clifton also had a non-establishment religious upbringing, at least from her 

mother's side of the family. Although her father was a traditional Anglican and 

often conducted church services in the settlement of Australind, her mother was a 

Quaker, so Louisa was influenced strongly by non-conformist Christian attitudes. 

The Quaker group was much quieter and less proselytising than either the Oxford 

Movement or the evangelical Protestants. All three, however, were marginalised 

Christian groups in Britain. 

It is interesting that, according to Christopher Hussey's definition quoted earlier, 

Georgiana Molloy was the only person from this study who was truly a "poet", in 

that she alone was able to unite the "mighty forces" of nature to her own spirit. In 

this way she was like the Christian contemplatives just discussed—although I do not 

mean to suggest, of course, that she was a saint. The other writers, while 

occasionally expressing appreciation of natural beauty and awe at the wildness of the 

landscape, were dominated by feelings of unease at its unfamiliarity and by the need 

to control nature in order to carve their places out of the bush. My sense is that 

these latter were typical of the middle-class colonists of the Swan River in their 

responses to landscape, while Georgiana Molloy's responses were extraordinary 

among her class. And yet, paradoxically, Georgiana Molloy spent much of her life 

in Australia classifying botanical specimens by Linnaean principles. 
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Until the nineteenth century, the Anglican Church and the British social and political 

hierarchy were deeply interlinked: the Church's teachings both created and 

reinforced the power of the upper and middle classes in society. By the Victorian 

era, "(t)he bishops, nearly all of whom were connected with the aristocracy by 

blood, marriage or patronage (several had tutored their noble patrons in their youth) 

functioned mainly as a powerful bloc in the House of Lords.... They supported Tory 

policies down the line".32 

In village life, Anglican parish clergymen ranked just below local landowners and 

were often considered more important in village affairs than businessmen and 

industrialists, who, while wealthier, were coloured with the taint of new-made 

money. Historian Richard Altick states that "often they sat with or in place of the 

local squire on the magistrate's bench, a role that did not always endear them to the 

rustics who were haled before them".33 In fact, so socially acceptable was the 

established church that many aristocratic families encouraged their younger sons, 

who were destined not to inherit land, to join the clergy. Bolton and Vose describe 

John Wollaston's background in these terms: 

The Wollastons are a numerous family, who from yeoman origins rose under 

the Tudors to the status of minor gentry. But there were too many of them for 

31William J. Lines, An All-Consuming Passion: Origins, Modernity and the Australian Life of 
Georgiana Molloy (St Leonards, N S W : Allen and Unwin, 1994) 67. 

32Richard D. Altick, Victorian People and Ideas (New York: Norton, 1973) 204. 

33Altick, 205. 
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great wealth to accumulate, and many younger sons of younger sons found 

their way into the armed forces, the professions or the church.34 

Other churches, including the Methodist and the Presbyterian were often linked with 

evangelical, extremist and Puritan traditions throughout the early modern period, 

and were looked on with suspicion by many of the upper and middle classes, 

particularly those with strong Tory affinities. Puritan colonists were less numerous 

in the Australian colonies than they had been in North America in the previous 

century but the opportunity for religious freedom was one of the encouragements to 

migration to Australia. It was particularly dominant in South Australia, which was 

settled by many Presbyterian Scots. 

The Roman Catholic Church, on the other hand, had been seen as a threat by many 

Protestants since the Reformation: "... between Romanism and atheism, in many 

Englishmen's horrified estimation, there was little to choose."35 In fact, it was not 

until 1778 that Roman Catholics regained the rights to purchase and inherit land and 

other property in Britain. Between the seventeenth century and the Catholic 

Emancipation Act of 1829, Roman Catholics were not allowed to sit in Parliament. 

Nor were they allowed to attend universities until 1871.36 

34Wollaston, vol. 1, xii. 

35Altick, 208-09. 

36It is interesting that when the British government changed its mind and sent convicts to Western 
Australia in the 1850s, they included political prisoners, mainly Irish Fenians, w h o had been jailed for 

protesting against the oppression of R o m a n Catholics in Ireland. 
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The Judaeo-Christian heritage was culturally as well as socially and politically 

dominant. Discussing the works of the most influential poets of the early nineteenth 

century, M.H. Abrams notes a significant "concurrence in topics and design", which 

he attributes to "a common experience in the social, intellectual, and emotional 

climate of the post-Revolutionary age, and ... a grounding in a common body of 

materials - above all in the Bible, especially as expounded by radical Protestant 

visionaries".37 

The Church shaped the behaviours and attitudes of all areas of people's lives, not 

just the ostensibly spiritual areas. The origins of the link can be traced to the Bible 

and the role of its stories, values and moral teachings since the beginnings of the 

Christian Church in Britain. William J. Lines created the context of Georgiana 

Molloy's life by stressing that Christianity influenced every area of the lives of 

British people of the early nineteenth century, from beliefs and values to home 

decor: 

Britain emerged from the Napoleonic Wars a deeply religious nation. Moral 

earnestness had increased.... The source of national devotion - the precepts of 

British Protestantism - derived from the authorised translation of the Bible. 

The words of the King James Version of the Gospels, heard week after week 

in church or chapel and studied at home, in company or in private, formed the 

mould of people's minds. Christianity and the Bible supplied the only 

comprehensive system of thought of which most people were aware. The Old 

37Abrams, 256. 



and N e w Testaments supplied the only philosophy and ethics easily available, 

the only cosmology or ancient history. People accepted the Bible as a true 

account of the human condition. Christian teaching intruded into all 

exhortation and instruction and even into what was read or seen for pleasure. 

Biblical phrases strayed into everyday speech and biblical symbolism supplied 

subjects for many of the engravings and oleographs people hung in their 

houses.38 

So much of the influence of the church, especially until the nineteenth century, lay in 

its role as moral arbiter and educator that the terms "religious" and "moral" are often 

interchangeable in writings from the nineteenth century and earlier. 

The Biblical Background 

Judaeo-Christian attitudes to humans' rights and responsibilities over Nature derived 

from the Church's interpretations of the book of Genesis: 

And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them 

have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over 

the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth 

upon the earth. So God created man in his own image, in the image of God 

created he him; male and female created he them. And God blessed them, and 

God said unto them, Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and 

subdue it: and have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the 

38Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 27. 
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air, and over every living thing that m o veth upon the earth. And God said, 

Behold I have given you every herb bearing seed, which is upon the face of all 

the earth, and every tree, in which is the fruit of a tree yielding seed; to you it 

shall be for meat. And to every beast of the earth, and to every fowl of the air, 

and to every thing that creepeth upon the earth, wherein there is life, I have 

given every green herb for meat: and it was so.39 

This hierarchical view of Nature dominated Western culture until the present 

century: human beings at the top of the hierarchy have the right to use all the natural 

world for their own purposes. In fact, they are given instructions to "replenish the 

earth, and subdue it". Next on the hierarchy are the "beasts", "fowls" and creatures 

that "creep upon the earth". To them is given power over the vegetable world—it 

shall be their "meat". On the bottom of the hierarchy lie the "herbs" and the "trees", 

which are to be used and subdued by members of all the other levels. 

The interpretation of the term "replenish" has varied throughout Judaeo-Christian 

history. Some people have seen it as an exhortation to the stewardship of nature, an 

extremely patriarchal concept in which only white Christian males are seen as 

appropriate stewards, with true understanding of the role and its responsibilities. 

These men saw themselves as descendants of Abraham, to whom God said, "And I 

will give unto thee, and to thy seed after thee, the land wherein thou art a stranger, 

all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession".40 Their wives, endorsing this 

39Genesis, 1:26 - 30. All quotations from the Bible in this study are taken from the King James 
Version of the Bible, which was the version most quoted by the colonists, including John Wollaston. 



version of reality, accepted the roles of helpers and supporters of their husbands, 

rather than stewards in their own right. 

By far the majority, however, have taken the term "replenish" as an invitation to take 

control of other lands-the lands of "savages" or non-Christians-and fill them with 

their offspring, thus requiring that they control these lands by using European 

agricultural methods in order to provide for a vastly increased population. For these 

people, eighteenth-century aesthetics of landscape went hand in hand with their 

Christian beliefs. For example, in 1789 John Stockdale wrote: 

There are few things more pleasing than the contemplation of order and useful 

arrangement, arising gradually out of tumult and confusion; and perhaps this 

satisfaction cannot anywhere be more fully enjoyed than where a settlement of 

civilized people is fixing itself upon a newly discovered or savage coast.41 

Some of the justification in many people's minds for the need to tame Nature lay not 

just in these verses from Genesis but also in the later teachings of the church that the 

natural world was flawed because it had been cursed as a direct result of the sins of 

Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. When they ate the fruit of the Tree of the 

Knowledge of Good and Evil and were expelled from the Garden, all Nature was 

cursed with them. Keith Thomas, in his historical study of English people's 

changing attitudes to nature, describes the perceived result of Adam and Eve's sin: 

40Genesis 17:8. 

41Quoted in Dixon, 14. 
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Thorns and thistles grew up where there had been only fruits and flowers 

(Genesis, iii, 18). The soil became stony and less fertile, making arduous 

labour necessary for its cultivation. There appeared fleas, gnats and other 

odious pests. Many animals cast off the yoke, becoming fierce, warring with 

each other and attacking men. Even domestic animals had now to be coerced 

into submission.42 

While it is illogical to most people today that Nature should be cursed for the sins of 

Adam and Eve, it was completely logical within the Judaeo-Christian frame of 

reference that controlled British thinking until the twentieth century. Religious 

teachers interpreted the Fall in what Thomas calls a "breathtakingly anthropocentric 

spirit": 

It was only because of the Fall that wild animals were fierce, that obnoxious 

reptiles existed, and that domestic animals had to undergo blows in misery.43 

A debate regarding the effects on the natural world of the Fall centres around one 

phrase of God's words to Adam in the Genesis story, when he expelled Adam and 

Eve from Eden, translated in the King James Version as "cursed is the ground for 

thy sake".44 Marjorie Nicolson describes the issue at length in her discussion on the 

42Keith Thomas, Man and the Natural World: Changing Attitudes in England, 1500 -1800 (London: 

Allen Lane, 1983)17-18. 

43Thomas, 18. 

44Genesis4:17. 



changing human attitudes to mountains. The central question is whether the word 

"earth" signifies "terra", the whole natural world, or just "humus", soil. If it were 

just "humus", then God's curse would be limited to the fertility of the soil; if "terra" 

then the entire natural world would be cursed as a punishment for human sin, 

including, for the purposes of Nicolson's argument, even the earth's crust.45 

While many Christians saw Nature itself as inherently flawed and thus requiring to 

be brought under control, others saw it as dangerous precisely because of its physical 

beauty. The soul was seen as the opposite of physical nature, which included the 

human body and all the natural world, and in a constant struggle with it. If the soul 

was to reach heaven, then human beings had to learn to resist all physical 

temptations; the more beautiful the physical being, the more powerful, and thus 

dangerous, the temptation. Many early monasteries were built to take monks out of 

the world, not only so that they could avoid the corruptions of society but also so 

that they did not have to look at dangerous natural beauties. Bernard of Clairvaux in 

the twelfth century declared that righteous god-fearing people must regard all things 

"beautiful to the eye, soft to the ear, agreeable to the smell, sweet to the taste and 

pleasant to the touch" as "dross and dung" if they were to reach heaven.46 

This sense of the danger of earthly beauty and pleasure can be traced back to some 

Christians' belief that, in giving in to temptation in the Garden of Eden, and then 

45Marjorie Hope Nicolson, Mountain Gloom and Mountain Glory: The Development of the 

Aesthetics of the Infinite (New York: Norton, 1959) 84-85. In this work Nicolson argues that until 
the eighteenth century Judaeo-Christian scholars believed that the earth's surface was completely 

smooth before the Fall. Mountains and valleys were ugly excrescences that were formed as results of 

the Fall, or Abel's murder of Cain, or the Flood, or a combination of all three. 
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seducing A d a m to join her, Eve was primarily responsible for the permanent 

destruction of human innocence and of the male's ability to resist temptation. No 

longer could humans be naked and not feel guilt. The sensual beauty of the 

luxuriant Eden and of beautiful, naked Eve became linked with the temptation to 

sin. Puritan Gerrard Winstanley, for example, writing in the seventeenth century, 

stated that man began to separate himself from God after the Fall, "led by the 

powers of the curse in flesh, which is the Feminine part, not by the power of the 

righteous Spirit which is Christ, the Masculine power".47 So the seductive power of 

sensual beauty became equated with both Nature and the female, and the holy male 

was obliged to resist both in order to undo human sin. The extreme response to this 

was to regard both the female and the natural world as man's enemies. 

In Genesis, Chapter 2, Adam and Eve lived in the Garden of Eden in a state of 

innocent abundance. God gave them "every tree that is pleasant to the sight, and 

good for food" watered by a river that ran throughout Eden. He also placed in the 

Garden "every beast of the field and every fowl of the air". God gave Adam 

dominance over the natural world, symbolised by God's inviting him to eat from 

every tree (except for the "tree of the knowledge of good and evil") and to name 

each animal and bird, "and whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was 

the name thereof. Of course, this dominance was bestowed on Adam only, since 

Eve was described as being created at the end of the process, after all the natural 

world was in place and only after no other suitable "help meet" was found for 

Adam. She was created from his rib to fulfil this purpose—an indication of the 

46Quoted in Drabble, 18. 
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extent of God's willingness to satisfy his primary creation, Adam. In this context 

she was seen not as a human being in an equal position to Adam, but as the foremost 

of the animal kingdom over which he was given dominance. The innocence of both 

of them was represented by the fact that "they were both naked ... and were not 

ashamed". 

While the passage from Genesis is brief in its description of Paradise, Christian 

writers over the centuries have elaborated on the picture. The portrayal most 

influential to educated nineteenth-century Britons is found in Milton's Paradise 

Lost.4* Here is created a picture of abundant nature, hanging so heavy that its fruits 

almost drop into Adam and Eve's arms as they sit languidly.49 Nature is so abundant 

that the only problem for the two is an over-fertility that needs regular pruning.50 

Nature is portrayed as profuse and abundant in Paradise Lost, but its abundance is 

not seen as threatening or sexually seductive to humans because it is as innocent as 

Adam and Eve. This is suggested in the image of Nature as a virginal woman, who 

though "wanton" and "wild" is still pure: 

A Wilderness of sweets; for Nature here 

47Quoted in Abrams, 163. 

48The influence of Paradise Lost in middle-class Britain at this time is indicated by the fact that most 
of the writers in this study refer to it at least once in their writings and several quote from it. 

49For example, "...Nectarine Fruits which the compliant boughs/ Yielded them, sidelong as they sat 
recline/ O n the soft downy Bank damaskt with flow'rs" (Book 4, Lines 332-34) 

50For example, "...Yon flow'ry Arbours, yonder Alleys green,/ Our walks at noon, with branches 
overgrown,/ That mock our scant manuring, and require/ More hands than ours to lop their wanton 

growth" (Book 4, Lines 626-29) 
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Wanton'd as in her prime, and play'd at will 

Her Virgin Fancies, pouring forth more sweet, 

Wild above rule or Art; enormous bliss.51 

Since it is Adam who has been given ultimate human control over this world, his 

relationship with female Nature is a primary one of direct male control over the 

female. The relationship between Eve and Nature can be seen as secondary in social 

terms; they are two women in similarly submissive positions to their one man. In 

Eden, Nature's wantonness is safe and playful ("play'd", "fancies") and her wildness 

is natural ("above rule or Art") since they are contained within the context of her 

virginity, and of Adam and Eve's innocence. In a post-lapsarian world, however, 

when Nature and human beings are no longer innocent, any wantonness or wildness 

on Nature's part is seen as a manipulative threat to the male. This is an echo of the 

male's fear and blaming of the woman after Eve seduced Adam into eating the apple. 

It is argued, paradoxically, that few humans would choose to return to this pre-

lapsarian Eden. Adam and Eve's sin created death, time, seasons and, of course, 

humanity. M.H. Abrams claims that without the Fall, humans would have never 

needed "to reflect, and so to philosophize".52 It also instituted a time of hard work, 

for nature now needed more than pruning to make it fertile for humans: 

51Book 5, Lines 294-98. 

52Abrams, 182. 



The paradox is that The Fall enables us to be human: this is the attraction of 

the story. Hence European writers through the ages have celebrated that 

"happy fruit whereof our first parents Adam and Eve tasted, whereby they lost 

their felicities and procured death to them and their posteritie."53 

The Genesis story is "one of the mythic fundamentals of Western society.... (It) 

plays out what happens when a subject tries to move, to act socially".54 Paul Virilio 

states that "seduction is a rite of passage from one universe to another which implies 

a decisive departure for humanity, the beginning of a navigation of bodies and 

senses, from something immutable toward another region of time, a space-time 

essentially different since experienced as mobile, conductive, transformable ...".55 

This paradox is another facet of the complex male-female relationship; while in the 

patriarchal Christian view of the human situation the male blames the female for the 

human situation and is fearful of her seductive power, he is also forced to 

acknowledge her primary role in instigating human activity. 

While few humans would choose to return to a pre-lapsarian state, the search to 

recreate Eden in a heavenly and earthly paradise of a different form has been 

predominant throughout the Judaeo-Christian era. In his study of Romantic 

literature, M.H. Abrams claims: 

53Ferdinando de Oviedo, quoted in Ross Gibson, South of the West: Post-Colonialism and the 
Narrative Construction of Australia (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992) 85-86. 

54Gibson, South of the West, 85. 

55Paul Virilio, "Moving Girl," trans. John Johnston, Semiotext(e) Polysexuality 4 (1981) 242-43. 



The pervasive and persisting expectation that history will end once and for all 

in a new heaven and a new earth is unique to Judaeo-Christian civilization, 

and it has had a powerful and irremissive effect in forming secular as well as 

religious thinking.56 

Many commentators, including Annette Kolodny in America, and Ross Gibson and 

Kay Schaffer in Australia, have examined the predominance in European male 

colonial writings of the image of the virginal female to describe untamed land. 

Colonisation was consistently represented as the sexual penetration of the female. 

Schaffer discusses the responses of early explorers and concludes that "[f]or both 

Eyre and Sturt the land takes on the features of a veiled, seductive, exotic, unknown 

but desired maiden".57 Gibson links the image of sexual penetration with that of 

Australia as a paradise and emphasises that as European men penetrated more and 

more of Australia and saw it as imperfect, the boundaries of this potential paradise 

receded in front of them. Christian men were destined to be disappointed in their 

search for paradise because of the very nature of the Christian traditions of the 

Garden of Eden. They saw virginal Nature like Eve, as perfect; once she became 

sexual (penetrated by the male), however, she was tainted and dangerous. The 

compulsion to penetrate female Nature can thus be seen in terms of an exercise of 

sexual power amounting to rape. It represents, at the same time, the desire for the 

perfect female and the need to destroy her. Gibson illustrates the male fascination 

56Abrams, 57. 

57Kay Schaffer, Women and the Bush: Australian National Identity and Representations of the 

Feminine, Working Papers in Australian Studies, No. 46 (London: Sir Robert Menzies Centre for 
Australian Studies, Institute of Commonwealth Studies, University of London, 1989) 3. 
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with the unpenetrated female with an excerpt from the diary of explorer Charles 

Sturt: 

A veil hung over Central Australia that could neither be pierced nor raised. 

Girt around by deserts, it almost appeared as if Nature had intentionally closed 

it upon civilised man, that she might have one more domain on earth's wide 

field over which the savage might roam in freedom. 

Gibson applies Paul Virilio's terms to his discussion of this passage from Sturt: 

... the explorer is led aside into nothingness. But there is always one region 

that remains 'savage,' 'feminine,' 'other.' 

This is a mythological ploy which explains away the implausibility of 

the quest to reify the entire continent in terms of its submissiveness and 

bounty. The explorer is led aside, over the horizon, but once there the 

promised land is void and a new, unbroached horizon beckons.58 

This analysis captures the sense of paradox I have discussed above in the male-

female/land relationship. The male is at once seduced by the female/land and 

disappointed or angered by her; the female is at once seductive and empty. The 

paradox is very clear in Gibson's description of the quest of the Australian explorer 

58Gibson, South of the West, 89. 



(whom, significantly, he names "Oedipus"). In two sentences he describes the 

exploration in five verbs with differing connotations: 

The pioneer-subject looked out and saw Mother Nature and sought to reunite 

himself with her. He had to possess her and incorporate her.59 

All of these words suggest different conditions, for both the male explorer and for 

the female Nature. "Looked out" and "saw" in this context suggest a picture of the 

male surveying something that he owns, with a stance of detached and proprietorial 

control; "reunite" suggests that the two remain intact but united, returning to a 

condition that they had once experienced; "ncorporate" suggests an absorption of the 

female by the male but that the female maintains her essence within a new organism; 

while "possess" suggests that the female is taken over completely by the male who 

does not change at all. Underlying all five verbs is the masculine desire for, and yet 

fear of, the "other"; but the shifts between the five verbs is indicative of the very 

complex relationship between European men and Australian nature. It will be a 

major theme of this study. 

While the male colonists equated the female with the savage and the other, and 

while they were on their guard against female seductiveness which they saw as a 

constant danger to males, I have found no evidence that the Christian colonists saw 

their own wives and daughters in these terms. It is as if in bringing them up in 

Christian households and demanding their obedience as Christian wives and 

59Gibson, South of the West, 88. 



daughters, they had neutralised their seductiveness and danger. It was a short step 

from this neutralisation to the mythologising of their role as guardians of the 

morality of the Christian household and community~"God's Police" in the phrase 

quoted by Caroline Chisholm and used by Anne Summers in her seminal work of 

the 1970s: 

For all the clergy you can despatch, all the schoolmasters you can appoint, all 

the churches you can build, and all the books you can export, will never do 

much good without what a gentleman in that Colony very appropriately called 

'God's police'—wives and little children—good and virtuous women.60 

Nor did Christian colonial women openly equate themselves with the Savage or the 

Other. The women in this study clearly differentiated in their writing between "good 

Christian" wives and daughters, and the rest. It was Christian women's role to 

protect their men from savagery and to keep them civilised through their domestic, 

cultural and spiritual influences. In comparison, they saw "other" women-

Aboriginal women and those British women who were in some way degenerate —as 

unable to protect their men from the wildness that was inherent in the Australian 

landscape. Throughout all the writings there are scathing references to drunken or 

debauched women ("damned whores" in Anne Summers's terms), with the 

suggestion that their behaviour is more shocking because savagery is out of 

character for women. 

60Caroline Chisholm, quoted in Anne Summers, Damned Whores and God's Police, rev. ed. 

(Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin, 1994) 337. 



Georgiana Molloy, alone of the subjects of this study, while supporting her 

husband's actions to establish their property in the bush, did not portray this bush or 

the Aborigines who lived in it as alien or dangerous. She even described going on 

day-long walks in the bush accompanied only by Aborigines. 

Male colonists were strongly imbued with the representation of wives they read in 

Genesis—the woman as Eve/Sarah, the "help-meet" required to obey her 

Adam/Abraham, even if it meant following him to the other side of the world. In his 

journals from Australind, for example, John Wollaston described his wife always as 

"poor Mary" required to work far too hard in the colony because they could keep no 

servant. At no point did he mention that any of her opinions or responses differed 

from his. Although he often discussed his sons' actions and opinions, he never 

mentioned those of his two daughters. Presumably they were kept too busy helping 

"poor Mary" in the household to have opinions that would interest their father and 

brothers. 

For Britons who travelled to foreign lands, especially those lands which seemed 

untamed to their eyes, the sense of "other" was particularly strong. Many of them 

employed tactics designed to hide the "other". In a very visual description, leading 

landscape theorist J.B. Jackson describes the American Mid-West settlers' attempts 

to subdue the landscape and dispel the "other" by bringing into it the trappings of 

their British cultural life: 
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To read the descriptions of the pioneer houses and ways of life is to discern a 

very definite urge to exclude the untamed outside world. The pride of the 

homesteader was not in his wider experience of nature but in the cleared field, 

the brussels carpet on the floor, the store-bought windows which kept out 

fresh air, the daughter who had taken piano lessons.61 

Australian colonial history is full of stories of heavy and expensive furniture, 

including grand pianos, being brought thousands of miles over the ocean only to be 

left outside unprotected against the weather because the colonists had not yet built 

their homes. The middle and upper classes asserted their God-given rights over the 

landscape by filling it with the objects and cultural behaviours that symbolised their 

positions in society. 

Australian colonists, like their counterparts in other countries, used another method 

of banishing their sense of "other": they named each distinguishable feature by 

associations from their culture (names of British towns, royalty and heroes; names 

from classical literature and history) or by labels from their colonising experience 

(such as Lake Disappointment). Lines describes this as "enclosing the coveted land 

in a net of familiar association".62 This naming also concretised their invasion and 

possession of the land. I will discuss the significant role of naming in the settling of 

Australia in much more detail in a later chapter. 

61J.B. Jackson, "The Order of a Landscape: Reason and Religion in Newtonian America," The 

Interpretation of Ordinary Landscapes, ed. D.W. Meinig (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979) 

162. 

62Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 156. 
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By working the land in ways that were familiar to them, Christian men also 

cemented their sense of God-given ownership of the savage land, and justified 

ousting the Aborigines from it. Since the Aborigines' agricultural methods were 

unfamiliar to them, they dismissed them as savage heathens, who had not subdued 

the land according to God's word and therefore did not deserve to possess it. Joseph 

Banks expressed this belief strongly in 1770, in claiming that on the evidence of the 

unimproved landscape, "(the Aborigines') reason must be supposd to hold a rank 

little superior to that of monkies".63 

Today there would seem to be a contradiction between the need to control and 

civilise the savage landscape and the belief in wild nature as a manifestation of 

God's power and beauty. For devout nineteenth-century Christians, however, there 

was no contradiction. Oliver Goldsmith distinguished between the savage in nature 

and the beautiful and sublime, in his A History of the Earth and Animated Nature, 

which was described by Robert Dixon as such a significant text in the late eighteenth 

century that it was "one of the few reference books known to have been taken 

aboard the First Fleet".64 Goldsmith suggested that beautiful and sublime scenery 

was designed by God to inspire gratitude, while other scenes (including "dark and 

tangled forests, meadows overgrown with rank weeds and brooks that stray without 

determined channels") were designed to inspire industry: 

63Quoted in William J. Lines, Taming the Great South Land: A History of the Conquest of Nature in 

Australia (North Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1991) 23. 

64Dixon, 13. 



God beholds with pleasure that being which he has made, converting the 

wretchedness of his natural situation into a theatre of triumph; bringing all the 

headlong tribes of nature into subjection to his will; and producing that order 

and uniformity upon earth, of which his own heavenly fabric is so bright an 

example.65 

This interpretation depicted a proportion of the natural world as awe-inspiring and 

beautiful and thus an indication of God's majesty, while the rest was "wretched" and 

thus needing to be subdued to God's will. In this scheme the "beings which (God) 

has made" (presumably civilised Britons) were designed to subdue the others, "the 

headlong tribes of nature", to God's will. 

The separation of Christianised humans from their environment and from 

indigenous peoples has been equated by many people with a loss of spirituality, 

which some commentators trace back to the beginning of the Christian era, when the 

natural world became fearful. For example, Keith Thomas contends: 

Since Anglo-Saxon times the Christian Church in England had stood out 

against the worship of wells and rivers. The pagan divinities of grove, stream 

and mountain had been expelled, leaving behind them a disenchanted world to 

be shaped, moulded and dominated.66 

65Quoted in Dixon, 13. 

66Thomas, 22. 
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In contrast with the anthropocentric, manipulative and de-spiritualised view of 

Nature of some Christian teaching, the Australian Aborigines held views that 

emphasised the interrelationship of all facets of the natural world, and human beings' 

responsibilities for the continuing health of the world. To them the relationship 

between humans and the rest of the natural world was an intensely spiritual one: 

According to the Nyungar, the land gave so generously because of the 

essential kinship of all life. The natural world was a myriad of living things in 

social union. People were related to, and dependent upon, innumerable 

beings, extending in a web of reaction to every human action throughout the 

world. Each man and woman knew his or her kin among the animals, trees, 

plants, and stars, and their duties towards them, and acted out their parts at 

dances and ceremonies. Reciprocity was the order of the universe, and all 

Nyungar activity attested to the land's organic entity.67 

Thomas quotes commentators who have blamed modern environmental problems on 

the Judaeo-Christian de-spiritualising of Nature. Among them he includes 

American historian Professor Lynn White, who claims that "(b)y destroying pagan 

animism, Christianity made it possible to exploit nature in a mood of indifference to 

the feelings of natural objects".68 Thomas acknowledges, however, that it is a 

complex issue, since "side by side with the emphasis on man's right to exploit the 

67Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 154-55. 



inferior species went a distinctive doctrine of human stewardship and responsibility 

for God's creatures".69 In a very interesting distinction between northern and 

southern European attitudes to landscape, Peter Howard describes northern people 

as "people who carved their space out of the forest",70 as distinct from southern 

Europeans whose forest had been denuded before the Classical era. He goes on to 

argue that while Northern Europeans worked hard to subdue the landscape, there 

remained a fascination for untamed nature. When this fascination was coupled with 

a Puritan spirit, we have a possible Christian source for today's environmental 

movement: 

Certainly the idea that modern, largely northern, eco-consciousness is a revival 

of the Puritan spirit in a secular world is a tempting one.71 

It is this blend of subduing, stewardship and "a fascination for the untamed", 

particularly in its link with the Northern European sense of carving "their space out 

of the forest", that is the central core of this study. Louisa Clifton and Georgiana 

Molloy, both of whom had non-conformist Protestant backgrounds, might be 

considered in the light of Howard's analysis. 

68Lynn White, Jr., Machina Ex Deo: Essays in the Dynamism of Western Culture (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, 1968) 86. 

69Thomas, 23-4. 

70Peter Howard, Landscapes: The Artists' Vision (London: Routledge, 1991) 12. 

71Howard, 17. 
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The Promised Land 

Christian representations of Paradise were often conflated with the Biblical 

Promised Land, Canaan, to which Abraham led God's chosen people after a journey 

of forty years through the Wilderness, and which the Israelites believed God had 

promised them on their exodus from Egypt: 

Now the Lord had said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy 

kindred, and from thy father's house, unto a land that I will shew thee. And I 

will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name 

great; and thou shalt be a blessing.72 

The images of the Promised Land and of themselves as Abrahams occurred 

frequently in the writings of the Christian men in this study, especially the 

clergyman John Wollaston. By using it to describe their own migrations these men 

defined themselves within a long tradition of devout heads of families who obeyed 

God's call to leave their homes; and they could hope that they too would be given 

what He promised: that their descendants would become a great nation and that their 

names would be great. This was a particularly attractive image to Australian male 

colonists, who left Britain with their wives and children to establish a new colony on 

the other side of the world. It was not as likely to be evoked by explorers and 

adventurers to describe their journeys. 

72Genesis, 12:1-2. 



Nor did colonial w o m e n relate to the image directly; after all, God spoke to 

Abraham, not to his wife Sarah. As faithful wives, mothers and daughters they saw 

themselves as mere supporters of their husbands' role as emigrants. Janet Millett, 

recalling her time in York in the 1860s, relayed a story told to her by the daughters 

of an early settler family, forced to look after the sheep when the family could find 

no reliable shepherds to help them in "their father's first struggle with the 

wilderness". They spent many hours alone in an isolated hut on their very isolated 

property, "where we sat and sewed and read the Bible together, and thought how like 

our life seemed to that of the people in Genesis".73 They saw the landscape as a 

wilderness and themselves as Israelites being led to the Promised Land. Despite 

their clearly arduous life, however, they saw the struggle with the wilderness as 

belonging to their father, not to the whole family. 

To some new colonists so much of the Australian landscape seemed to be a 

wilderness that when they came upon areas that resembled the green, open 

countryside they had been used to labelling as beautiful in Britain, they saw it within 

the framework of the story of the Promised Land. When the explorers were at last 

able to cross the barrier of the Blue Mountains, out of the sandy coastal plains, to 

discover the fertile land on the other side, Barron Field described it as "the promised 

land of Australia, after the wilderness of the Blue Mountains" and added, "This is 

truly a land flowing with milk and honey".74 

73Mrs Edward Millett, An Australian Parsonage, Or, The Settler and the Savage in Western 

Australia (London: Stanford, 1872; Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia Press, 1980) 

123-24. 

74Quoted in Ross Gibson, The Diminishing Paradise: Changing Literary Perceptions of Australia 

([Sydney]: Angus and Robertson, 1984) 98-99. 



Other colonists saw the entire colony as a wilderness, particularly a moral 

wilderness. Many felt that the hard physical labour required to establish homes, 

communities and farms in a sparsely-populated and heavily-forested area brutalised 

them. This was also connected with the sense of unimproved nature as "savage" and 

the "other", and became a justification for the appropriation and European-style 

cultivation of the Aborigines' land: 

Celebratory colonial verse often stressed the awfulness of unimproved nature. 

The arrival of cultivation could then be depicted as an achievement of British 

civilisation.... The ability to make the wilderness fruitful and attractive 

becomes the rationale for its appropriation; the garden is counterposed to the 

bush as civilisation to savagery. There are many silences in this discourse. 

The fact that the 'wilderness' was already fruitful for its Aboriginal inhabitants 

is elided.75 

These people justified their usually violent appropriation of the Aborigines' land-the 

Wilderness—to convert it into a European Canaan, flowing with milk and honey, as 

their obeying God's command and fulfilling His promise to them. 

Most colonists believed that the Aborigines had done nothing to deserve the 

possession of the land, since they had not shaped it in a way that was recognisable to 

white people. 

75David Goodman, "The Politics of Horticulture," Meanjin, 47, 3 (1988) 410-11. 



Attitudes to Forests 

British colonists arriving in South-West Australia were familiar only with tamed 

woodland. They considered deep woods to be the homes of wild animals and 

outlaws. Keith Thomas describes the cultural experience of forests among 

seventeenth-century Britons: 

Forests had originally been synonymous with wildness and danger, as the 

word "savage" (from silva, a wood) reminds us. Early man, it has been 

plausibly suggested, preferred open country to woodland because it was safer: 

he could see what was coming and guard against it in advance. When 

Elizabethans spoke of a "wilderness" they meant not a barren waste, but a 

dense, uncultivated wood ... A mid-seventeenth-century poetical dictionary 

suggests as appropriate epithets for a forest: "dreadful", "gloomy", "wild", 

"desert", "uncouth", "melancholy", "unpeopled" and "beast-haunted".76 

Since forests were the homes of animals and criminals, says Thomas, they were 

equated in this era with the "rough and barbarous", as opposed to the civilised forces 

of society. Cutting down trees was therefore seen as a blow for civilisation and 

progress. 

While attitudes changed during the eighteenth century, causing landowners to plant 

trees rather than cut them down, the planting was very much planned and controlled. 

76Thomas, 194. This section owes a great deal to Chapter 5, sections i to iii of Thomas's work. 



It was aimed at presenting their property in its best light, as an assertion of their 

wealth and social position: if all the land in sight belonged to the landowner then he 

would plant avenues of trees to lead the eye to the distance; while in any place his 

neighbour's land was visible he would block the view with screens of trees. The 

great majority of the landowners were also staunch supporters of the Anglican 

Church, and prided themselves that they were carrying out God's commandment in 

helping to subdue nature by clearing and planting. 

By the early nineteenth century, however, when romantic attitudes to landscape were 

dominant, deep forests were considered awesome and sublime. For example, 

Archibald Alison, a leading landscape theorist of this period, claimed that "one of 

the sublimest objects in natural scenery is an old and deep wood, covering the side 

of a mountain".77 This veneration of the untamed forest needs to be seen, however, 

in the context of the almost complete destruction of woodland in Britain, particularly 

in England.78 Deep forests were so rare as to have lost their power to terrify the 

Britons, and to have become objects of veneration and awe. 

Howard traces the combination of attitudes of veneration and fear of the "wild 

wood" among modern Britons to that fact that northern European people had 

"carved their space out of the forest" during the middle and early modern ages: 

77Thomas, 212. 

78Thomas estimates that by 1800 there were no more than two million acres of woodland left in 

England and Wales. 



In England this attachment to the forest long outlasted the removal of most of 

it. The fear coupled with the fascination of the forest is still sufficiently potent 

in the twentieth century for Kenneth Grahame to write the most resonant 

chapter of The Wind in the Willows when the mole experiences the wild wood. 

... The forest represents the most powerful symbol of refuge ... but it is also 

crawling with hazards. The symbolism of the forest can be controlled by 

building great replicate arcades of stone as cathedral naves, or by exposing the 

post and pan on the sides of Essex buildings. After the beginning of the 

agrarian revolution people, or perhaps one should say some men, the owners 

of the land, felt able to control nature sufficiently to be able to admire it. Even 

then for many years well-farmed land was the epitome of attraction while 

woodland was the fascinating but dark side of the landscape.79 

In Judaeo-Christian tradition, individual trees held much symbolic power. Douglas 

Davies lists many examples of this power in both the Old and New Testaments, and 

shows how Christians readily integrated the significance of trees in Classical 

Literature within their own mythologies.80 The importance in British culture of 

certain trees, particularly the oak tree, can also be attributed to its geographical 

situation: because it was an island, British people valued a plentiful supply of strong 

wood for shipbuilding. At the height of Britain's maritime power, the phrase "hearts 

of oak" was considered the highest praise for its soldiers and sailors. 

79Howard, 12. 

80Douglas Davies, "The Evocative Symbolism of Trees," Cosgrove and Daniels (eds), 32-42. 
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While nineteenth-century colonists left Britain with reverence for and awe of trees 

and forests, however, almost all the colonists reverted to the older British fear of the 

woods, when faced with the apparently limitless forests of unfamiliar trees in South-

West Australia. They described the forests as containing often unspecified, dark and 

primitive dangers. 

Gardens 

By the early nineteenth century in Christian countries, gardens were seen as spiritual 

places, places for meditation and reminders of the beautiful Gardens of Eden and 

Gethsemane. For example, in his journal John Wollaston quotes a verse from the 

Book of Isaiah, which contrasts waste places or wilderness with the "garden of the 

Lord", which he characterises as a place of comfort, joy, gladness, thanksgiving and 

melody: 

For the Lord shall comfort Zion: he will comfort all her waste places; and he 

will make her wilderness like Eden, and her desert like the garden of the Lord; 

joy and gladness shall be found therein, thanksgiving and the voice of 

melody.81 

Thomas quotes titles of eighteenth century gardening books, Paradise Retrieved and 

Paradise Regained, as indications of "the idea that it would be possible to return to a 

state of pre-lapsarian grace by the cultivation of the soil".82 They were also sites for 

81Isaiah 51:3, sections from which were quoted in Wollaston, vol. 1, 128 

82Thomas, 236, 



moral improvement. Gardening was considered a civilising pursuit and one that was 

quietening to the spirit. It was represented as an antidote to male restlessness and an 

instrument of control by giving the working classes small plots of land to garden. 

Even the Quakers, who were hostile to ornamentation of houses and clothes and to 

many forms of recreation, encouraged gardening among their members. 

Gardening was also seen as a preoccupation suitable for middle-class women. 

David Goodman describes the changes in the nineteenth century as a "feminisation 

of the garden",83 associated with images of domestic contentment. This was 

particularly true of the flower garden, according to Thomas: 

Flowers were conceded to women, partly because of the association in men's 

minds between the ephemeral beauty of women and flowers, partly because 

flower gardening was a useless but decorative pursuit appropriate for the 

growing number of leisured, well-to-do females.84 

Many women colonists in Australia planted British flowers. British gardens in 

Australia were "instruments for the reproduction of the old society in a new 

location" as well as indications of the goodness of the new land and its fitness for 

British settlement. Georgiana Molloy differed from the majority, in that from the 

first year of her arrival in Augusta she appreciated Australian bush flowers and 

planted them in her garden, along with British and South African ones. 

83Goodman, 403-12. 

84Thomas, 238-39. 



O n a symbolic level, gardens in Australia also represented the establishment of 

civilised society by peaceful means and the pushing back of the boundaries of the 

savage wilderness or "other": 

(The history of Australia) tells not of the burning of towns, but the raising of 

cities. It has no tale of bloodshed, but a record of progress. Instead of stories 

of destruction and waste, we shall hear of the wilderness becoming a garden, 

and the home of the savage giving place to the house of prayer.85 

The civilising forces of "progress" and "the house of prayer" are here linked with the 

image of the garden, which allows the commentator to invoke the sense of nurturing 

and making fruitful. The entire picture is contrasted with the primitive opposites of 

"burning", "bloodshed", "destruction and waste", "wilderness" and "the savage" to 

mask the violent appropriation of Aboriginal lands. The garden is counterposed to 

the wilderness as is Christianity to savagery. 

Robert Dixon emphasises the link between images of the gardens in the writings of 

early Australian explorers and settlers and the drive to extend the British Empire 

into new territory. Because the writers were disillusioned with much of the 

Australian bush, he argues, they described it as unfit for habitation, or even further 

visits, by civilized people. When they found landscapes that fitted their aesthetic 

85James Bonwick in 1852, quoted in Goodman, 410. 



tastes, however, they exultantly claimed them as part of the Empire by using images 

of the garden, the ultimate mark of the civilized environment.86 

Early Representations of Australia 

Even before white sailors first touched the shores of Australia it was being 

represented as a Paradise: the Great Southland, whose existence classical scholars 

intuited as a balance to the lands of the Northern Hemisphere. Over the centuries it 

was interpreted through the filter of the classical myths of Arcadia and the Golden 

Age, and Christian myths of the Garden of Eden and Paradise. Roger Bacon, 

writing in 1267, basing his opinions on the Classical writings of Aristotle and Pliny, 

even placed the Garden of Eden in the region of the earth that was later to be known 

as Australia.87 The Great Southland was represented as the Antipodes, a land in 

which everything was upside down. While this image encouraged some people to 

indulge in purely humorous creations of a "topsy-turvydom" where people's feet 

were fitted backwards, or they wore their shoes on their heads and hats on their 

feet;88 others depicted it as a paradise unspoiled by the evils of European 

civilisation. 

Ross Gibson describes the European arrival in Australia not as a discovery, but as 

European people's final and inevitable locating of an area that could make concrete 

centuries of their "aspirations and anxieties": 

86Dixon, 95. 

87Quoted in G.A. Wood, "Ancient and Mediaeval Conceptions of Terra Australis," The Australian 

Historical Society, Journal and Proceedings III, x (1916) 465. 



The Antipodes - a mirror to European aspirations and anxieties - had been 

projected since antiquity. There was never much doubt that a territory would 

finally be located to fit the map. Long before the English discovery, the 

Southern Continent was being written into Western culture.89 

During Renaissance times, suggests Brian Elliott, people believed that new lands 

being discovered and yet to be discovered were deliberately left hidden by God until 

European people had need of somewhere still untouched, clean and perfect where 

they could start civilisation again, hoping this time to create the perfect societies.90 

In his 1839 handbook for colonists to the Swan River, Nathaniel Ogle described the 

new colony as still unspoiled by humanity, and also blessed by God with many 

natural advantages. It was therefore a logical assumption for him that God intended 

it to be inhabited by British people, which he explained in language drawn directly 

from Genesis: 

Taking into consideration the climate, extent, and position, it may be looked 

on as being among the finest portions of the habitable world, now given by 

Providence, a free gift, to those who find the old world too difficult an arena in 

which to encounter the vicissitudes of life; or to those who, actuated by a high 

and noble impulse, avail themselves of the offer of their Creator to go forth 

88Quoted in Brian Elliott, "Antipodes: A n Essay in Attitudes," Australian Letters 7, 3 (August 1966) 

51. 

89Gibson, South of the West, 87. 

90Elliott, 52. 

56 



and possess themselves of this smiling land, and there to increase and 

multiply, and enjoy the fruits of their industry.91 

Even as late as 1907, a Presbyterian minister in Perth expressed this imperialist 

attitude: 

The British Empire was not of our making, but God's; anyone who studies its 

history, who knows how it grew, and in what a strange way some of the fairest 

proportions of the earth's surface were reserved until our nation is able to go 

up and possess them sees also the hand of Divine Providence guiding and 

ruling all.92 

In these terms it is no longer the Jewish people who are God's chosen people, but the 

British. This portrayal completely disregarded the aboriginal presence in all these 

countries. It was one of several arguments that could be used to justify the British 

appropriation of other lands: they were merely fulfilling their destiny in taking 

possession of land that had been kept empty waiting for them. And such phrases as 

"go up and possess them" helped to disguise the violence with which the countries 

were invaded. 

91Nathaniel Ogle, The Colony of Western Australia: A Manual for Emigrants, 1839 (London: James 

Fraser, 1839; Sydney: John Ferguson, 1977) 9. 

92Reverend A.S.C. Jones, quoted in Marian Aveling, (ed.), Westralian Voices: Documents in Western 

Australian Social History (Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia, 1979) 159. 



The S w a n River Colony 

The Swan River colony had particular appeal to British people who wanted a new 

start. This was due partly to the promise that there would be no convicts in the 

colony, but also to the very generous land grants offered to those who arrived with 

family members and property. People of all classes came seeking land; even those 

who could not afford the fare attached themselves as servants to wealthier families 

and then claimed their own land as soon as their indentures expired.93 A few 

arrivals came seeking to establish perfect societies, free from the corruption of the 

British class system. On the whole, however, the land grants attracted not social 

reformers but those who aspired to recreate the British social system in a situation 

where they themselves would have wealth and power. 

Since feudal times, wealth and power in British society had been based on 

ownership of land. Despite the respect given to clergymen, army officers and people 

with professional qualifications, real power in early nineteenth-century society lay 

with the landowners. The extremely generous land grants in the Swan River 

Colony, therefore, attracted those people who aspired to be landowners but who, for 

various reasons, could not hold land in Britain, for example, younger sons and 

illegitimate sons, who did not inherit their fathers' properties; and sons of fathers 

who had lost their wealth. 

93All the middle-class subjects of this study complained of the impossibility of keeping servants. 
Most tragically, Georgiana Molloy's lack of help during her eight pregnancies and to look after her 

six children led directly to her illnesses and early death at the age of 38. 



None of the colonists arrived in Australia without some expectations shaped by the 

myths of the Great Southland. And it was these myths, fuelled by the promotional 

literature which presented the Swan River and Australind settlements as potential 

paradises just waiting to be settled, that shaped their expectations of the landscapes 

they would find and thus strengthened their disappointments about the landscapes 

they actually found. 

Dominating the middle-class letters and journals written in the early years of the 

colony is a strong sense of disappointment in and distaste of the landscapes. Other 

than Georgiana Molloy, all the correspondents in this study depicted the South-West 

as infertile, dreary, monotonous and without recognisable features. They entered 

into a relationship of struggle with nature, seeking to subdue and shape it into 

recognisable and acceptable patterns. 

The sense of disappointment and distaste arguably still exists today, as suggested by 

Miriam Dixson in The Real Matilda, her study of attitudes to women in Australia: 

In Finland, as an Australian woman, I was deeply moved by a pantheistic 

affection for lake, forest and field, which came as a startling contrast with 'the 

Australian ugliness', and my feeling that Australia is like the body of an 

unloved woman.94 

94Miriam Dixson, The Real Matilda: Woman and Identity in Australia, 1788 to the Present, rev. ed. 

(Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin, 1984) 23. 



Dixson's description of the Finnish "pantheistic" view of nature, in contrast to the 

Australians' response to the land as an ugly and unloved woman, echoes Peter 

Howard's comments on Northern Europeans referred to earlier—while they worked 

hard to subdue the landscape, they maintained a fascination for untamed nature. I 

will argue throughout this study that the harsh, arid conditions of the land and the 

exacting demands of colonial life in South West Australia led very quickly to a 

drying up of whatever spiritual, pantheistic fascination with nature the British 

colonists may have brought with them. 

In writing of colonists throughout Australia, Elizabeth Perkins represents their 

responses to Australian landscapes as a sense of "dilemma": 

... making a home for the body and spirit involves destroying much of what is 

discovered and loved in the new environment.... For some it was not only an 

economic necessity but a moral responsibility to bring ordered civilisation to 

the landscape. But among these colonists were many who also felt the keenest 

sympathy with a primal beauty that they believed to be virtually untouched by 

its Aboriginal inhabitants.95 

That this "sympathy with a primal beauty" is not found in most of the writings in 

this study could be explained in many ways. Perhaps far South-West Australia, with 

its predominance of dense, hardwood forests, was particularly daunting for the 

95Elizabeth Perkins, "Colonial Transformations: Writing and the Dilemma of Colonisation," The 

Penguin New Literary History of Australia, ed. Laurie Hergenhan (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin, 

1988) 139-40. 
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colonists. Perhaps the fact that they were writing within the first ten years of the 

establishment of the colony, and that they were living in the most isolated region yet 

settled in the colony, made their sense of isolation extreme. Perhaps the extravagant 

publicity for the new colony, with landscape descriptions shaped by picturesque and 

romantic attitudes to landscape, along with the very generous land grants had created 

particularly unrealistic dreams, and therefore particularly intense disappointments, in 

the colonists. Perhaps the particular difficulties in keeping servants in this colony, 

which created extremely arduous domestic conditions for both women and men of 

the middle classes, hardened their responses to the environment. Perhaps the fact 

that the writers were all committed Christians gave them an overdeveloped sense of 

the "moral responsibility to bring ordered civilisation to the landscape". But 

whatever the reason, the sense of dilemma is not dominant in the writings to be 

examined in this study. Instead, they were dominated by an over-riding sense of 

disappointment, unease and distaste. 

It is in these contexts that the subjects of this study—the Bussell family, Georgiana 

Molloy, Louisa Clifton and John Wollaston-were establishing themselves in the far 

South-West. They were all from middle-class families, and there is no record that 

any of them questioned the social and political bases on which the colony was being 

built. Other than the Wollastons, the families had come to the colony in order to 

establish property and wealth that were impossible for them to achieve in Britain. 

They chose the far South-West not because it was far from the evils of European 

civilisation, providing an opportunity to build their Utopian dream, but because all 
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suitable land close to Perth had already been claimed. None of them was an 

explorer or an adventurer in the sense of undertaking travel for its own sake; all had 

the goal of settling on their own land. The Molloys and the Bussells moved from 

Augusta to the Vasse only when they were convinced that the new land offered 

greater wealth in farming, and only after the men in both families had made many 

expeditions from their base in Augusta to assess the families' prospects at the Vasse 

and to set up some domestic comforts for the women's arrival. 
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Chapter 2: Taming the Savage: The Bussell Brothers 

The Bussells were in several ways typical of the middle-class families w h o settled 

the Swan River colony in the early years.1 First, because of family circumstances, 

they had no prospects of becoming landholders in Britain and were therefore 

attracted by the particularly large land grants offered to migrants. In his discussion 

of the early settlers on the eastern coast of Australia half a century earlier, Geoffrey 

Bolton stresses the vital importance given to land by eighteenth century Britons, 

whom he distinguishes from Britons of earlier centuries in their overarching 

emphasis on the possession of land: 

Unlike their forefathers the Englishmen of 1788 did not believe that man's 

rights as a citizen arose from his standing as a child of God, of equal value 

with his fellow Christians.... They thought the essential mark of a citizen was 

the ownership of property.... Land was the most highly regarded form of 

property, but merchandise, hereditary legal rights, even the tenancy of an 

official position could all be regarded as forms of property.2 

Eighteenth century rationality, superimposed on middle-class Christian certainty of 

their God-given rights to take control of the land, led the early settlers on the eastern 

'The information on the Bussell family throughout this chapter and the one following has been 
compiled mainly from E.O.G. Shann, Cattle Chosen: The Story of the First Group Settlement in 
Western Australia, 1829 to 1841(London: Oxford University Press, 1926; Nedlands, W.A: University 

of Western Australia Press, 1978); from William J. Lines, An All-Consuming Passion: Origins, 

Modernity and the Australian Life of Georgiana Molloy (St Leonards, N S W : Allen and Unwin, 

1994); and from archival documents in the Battye Library. 

2Geoffrey Bolton, Spoils and Spoilers: A History of Australians Shaping Their Environment, 2nd ed. 

(Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1992) 11-12. 



seaboard, and their counterparts half a century later on the west coast, to define their 

own and others' importance in terms of the amount of land they owned in the 

colony. 

The Bussells were also conservative Christians w h o doubtless preferred this colony 

over those on the eastern coast because it was not to be a convict colony.3 Publicity 

material widely circulated in the early years of the colony presented it as a paradise 

waiting to be claimed by British settlers, partly because of its reportedly wonderful 

climate, picturesque scenery and good farming conditions,4 but also because it 

would be the domain of "free men". 

W e have access to a wide range of documents of different genres written by almost 

all members of the Bussell family in the early years of the colony, in which they 

recorded their responses to the experiences of settling. Throughout this large family 

there existed an enormous sense of the importance of the family's activities in 

carving their place in the landscape, which were thought to be so significant that 

they must be carefully chronicled. Correspondence was preserved by its recipients, 

but also by its senders, who usually kept copies before sending it. In settler families 

3Battye writes of the "taint of the convict system" and states that the fact of the Swan River being 
established as a convict-free colony "was no doubt an important factor in inducing many of the early 
settlers to make [it] their home" (J.S. Battye, Western Australia: A History from Its Discovery to the 
Inauguration of the Commonwealth, facs. ed. [Nedlands, W . A : University of W.A. Press, 1978] 197) 
The Prospectus for the Settlement of Australind published in 1841 described the Swan River Colony's 
"social condition" as being "superior to that of many of the new Settlements" (quoted in Battye, 466)-

-presumably a reference to its lack of convicts. 

4The description of the Australind region in the Prospectus for the Settlement of Australind is typical 

of the claims of natural beauty and fertility: "The whole undulating surface of the town site is covered 
with luxuriant vegetation and beautiful flowers, and sprinkled with fine timber; but it is not generally 

very heavily wooded, though in part the trees are of gigantic size.... The salubrity of the situation and 

the delicious climate of the district are undeniable."(quoted in Battye, 473). 



at this time, the role of copyist often fell to the women. John Wollaston's youngest 

daughter, Sophy, copied his private journal of his third tour as Archdeacon, while he 

sent his official journal to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, which paid 

part of his stipend. Both Fanny and Bessie Bussell made copies of their brothers' 

correspondence to be sent to England, so that they could store the originals.5 Fanny 

also wrote extensively herself and kept the daily farm diary. The Bussell collection 

is one of the largest in the Battye Library archives, and has been donated from a 

number of different sources in the extended family in England and in Australia. 

William Marchant Bussell, a perpetual curate in the Anglican diocese of St Mary's, 

in Portsea in the South of England, died in 1820, leaving his wife, Frances, and their 

nine children aged from seventeen to six years old. Over the next nine years Mrs 

Bussell struggled to provide for her children through endowment policies that her 

husband had left for them and through investments established for the family by 

their relatives and friends. Despite her constant struggle, she managed to provide a 

private school education for her sons; her daughters were educated at home, in 

domestic and cultural skills, as was customary among the middle classes in this era. 

The eldest son, John Garrett Bussell, completed his education at Winchester School 

and then at Trinity College, Oxford, with the help of scholarships. He was preparing 

to become a clergyman when, in 1829, at the age of twenty-six, he met Captain John 

Molloy on the Isle of Wight, and heard of his plans to migrate to the Swan River 

Colony. 

5Lines, 193. 



Because of the "unbelievably generous"6 land grants available in the Swan River 

Colony to people with capital,7 the Bussell family trustees agreed that migration was 

the best option for providing financial security for the family. They had to move 

quickly, since grants had to be claimed before the end of 1830, so it was agreed that 

John would give up his religious aspirations and sail to the colony on the Warrior 

with the three youngest sons, Charles, Vernon and Alfred, then aged nineteen, 

sixteen and fourteen, and their servant Edward Pearce, who was also fourteen. It 

was intended that the rest of the family would follow after the four brothers had 

established the family property. In the meantime, their mother remained in England 

with her two oldest daughters, Mary and Fanny, her second son, William, who was 

completing studies at the Royal College of Surgeons, the next youngest brother, 

Lenox, who was then in the navy, and her youngest daughter, Bessie. Fanny, Lenox 

and Bessie arrived in the colony on the Cygnet in 1833 and Mrs Bussell and Mary 

on the James Pattison in 1834. William, despite his original intention to follow his 

four brothers almost immediately, stayed in England, where he married, then died 

young. 

The four young men travelled steerage on the Warrior in order to save money. 

Cabin passengers included Captain John Molloy and his wife Georgiana, and the 

wealthy but lowly-bred Turner family from London. After arriving at the Swan 

River in March 1830, they found that all desirable land along the Swan and Canning 

Rivers had already been claimed. On the advice of the Governor, James Stirling, 

6Lines, 53. 



these three families decided to sail together to Flinders Bay, two hundred miles 

south of Perth, to take up their land grant in the area that became known as Augusta. 

The Bussells, Molloys and Turners were the only middle-class families to colonise 

the settlement of Augusta. They brought with them servants, some of whom later 

took on their own grants. Other less powerful individuals appear also to have been 

part of the first colony, although they are seldom mentioned in public documents 

and in the correspondence of the middle-class Augustans. Alexandra Hasluck8 lists 

ten individuals who were granted land in Augusta in 1830 and who do not appear to 

have been servants of the three middle-class families. The isolation of their tiny 

settlement was extreme: in 1830 there were no settlements between Fremantle and 

Augusta; it could be reached from the Swan River only by sea (and ships were very 

unpredictable9) or by a walk of many days through tracks made in the bush by the 

Aborigines. Over the next few years this small group of settlers gradually explored 

the entire peninsula, which had been named the County of Sussex and which 

extended from Flinders Bay in the south to Geographe Bay forty miles to the north. 

First the Bussells and then the Molloys moved their homes to the northern, more 

open areas around Geographe Bay and the Vasse River, which did not demand the 

same back-breaking work in clearing the forest. By 1839, Augusta was almost 

abandoned by the settlers, middle class and poor alike. 

7Capital was taken to include goods, stock, equipment and servants. For every £3 of capital, 40 acres 
of land were granted to all families who arrived in the colony in 1829 and 1830. The Bussell brothers 

were granted 5,500 acres of land, a huge amount in their impoverished circumstances. 

8Alexandra Hasluck, Portrait with Background (Fremantle, W.A: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1990) 

76. 

9For example, between August 1830 and 12 November 1830 no vessels arrived and rationing was 

imposed on all townspeople (Hasluck, 84-85). 



Because they expected the rest of their family to join them, the Bussell brothers sent 

many letters of advice about how to prepare for the migration and what they should 

bring. They also described their impressions of the landscape and their domestic 

arrangements, the latter in great detail. They wrote letters to members of the 

extended family who had supported them financially, especially their cousin Capel 

Carter, expressing their continuing appreciation and assuring them that they were 

working hard and progressing in establishing the family property. Since they moved 

homes several times over the next few years, first to 'The Adelphi', a peninsula of 

land twelve miles up the Blackwood River from Augusta, then to the Vasse, they 

also needed to justify their moves as being in the family's financial interest, rather 

than as a sign of instability. In 1837, John returned to England to find a wife. While 

he was away his brothers and sisters wrote him many letters reporting on the 

continuing progress at the Vasse. 

John Bussell also kept diaries, as was common among well-educated men of his era, 

in which he recorded significant events. In these diaries he wrote poems in 

celebration of particular milestones, for example, their being granted official 

permission to occupy land at the Vasse in 1832. As was conventional in that era, he 

wrote not with a private voice but to a familiar audience of his family and friends. 

He clearly intended the diaries to be preserved as records of the family's progress in 

settling the land. The style is highly controlled and declamatory, as was thought to 

suit these audiences and purposes. Bussell was typical of middle-class British men 

of this era in that he did not write of the personal fears, griefs and doubts associated 

with colonising, unlike some of the women who settled the colony. Any expression 

of private feeling was considered unmanly among his contemporaries, as is clear 



from his letter to Sophia Hay ward of November 1832, a reply to her letter breaking 

off an 'understanding' they had shared. The first half made no reference at all to her 

letter but was a detailed description of his life as a colonist, because, he claimed, 

I hope and think you will be pleased to learn that the man on whose affections 

you had made such an impression, and who, you say, excited such interest in 

your own heart, instead of proceeding with piteous whinings, humiliating 

despondency or dastardly accusations to endeavour to avert you from your 

purpose, has commenced with vigour and activity to bear the communications 

of your letter ...10 

He signed off his letter with a poem that he had written to Sophia, which concluded: 

Yet do I repine not; the calm of reflection 

Have soothed the wild tumults that once tossed my breast, 

The past I regret not, nor shun recollection 

Of pleasures once followed, of pains once possessed. 

Farewell. 

While he claimed that he was not ashamed of his "wild tumults", pleasures and 

pains, he was clearly proud that he had calmed and soothed them. And it was not by 

chance that he did not reply to Sophia until he had attained this calm state; British 

10Shann, 151. 
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men of his class did not write about unresolved feelings of any kind. Through his 

highly ornate language John Bussell also maintained emotional power in a 

relationship in which he had been jilted. In this way he was unlike both Louisa 

Clifton and Georgiana Molloy, who expressed intense and unresolved emotions in 

their journals and letters. It is interesting, however, that the Bussell women were 

much more emotionally controlled in their writing than either Clifton or Molloy, 

which would suggest that the control was a Bussell family trait as well as a 

convention of gender. 

John Bussell also read extremely widely, unlike John Wollaston, Louisa Clifton and 

Georgiana Molloy, who read mainly Christian material. His reading included the 

Classical writers, Shakespeare, Romantics such as Scott, Gray and Wordsworth, and 

philosophers such as Locke and Hume. He was so highly educated in this literature 

that it had a strong influence on his own writing,11 and he even modelled his poetry 

on classical poems. 

John Bussell had been very much the patriarch of the family from the time of his 

father's death in 1820, when the next oldest brother, William, was only thirteen years 

old. During the early years in Western Australia, John was the only dependable 

adult male, since Lenox was psychiatrically ill and Charles was reclusive due to a 

very bad stammer. He was temperamentally suited to the role, being very 

responsible, serious and hard-working. He described himself as "an old young man" 

n For example, in his letter to Sophia Hayward he described himself in the Byronic phrase "the 
colonist... stalking through the woods" and as "the Philosopher himself (the letter is printed in full in 

Shann, 147-57). 

70 



in his distaste for "pleasurable pursuits".12 The Bussell family members all relied 

enormously on him in establishing the family's property. He is reported to have 

worked tirelessly in building and clearing; he was resourceful in adapting to difficult 

circumstances; and his foresight and clear-headedness were the basis of their success 

in colonisation. Even as he grew older, John always upheld his mother's position as 

female head of the household. In fact, the breakdown in his 'understanding' with 

Sophia Hayward occurred when he insisted that even after his marriage his mother 

would "be paramount"13 in domestic affairs. 

In the middle-class society of the Swan River colony, the Bussell family became 

highly respected and were considered by those in powerful positions in the colony to 

possess the qualities most desirable in colonists. Their biographer, E.O.G. Shann, 

defined one quality shared by all the Bussells as "grit".14 From a relatively 

impoverished beginning, when the brothers travelled steerage on the voyage out and 

then survived through several periods of extreme poverty, they became wealthy 

landowners and very influential. As early as 1834, Mrs Bussell in England received 

news of the good name that her sons had developed in the colony from George 

Miller, a surgeon, who had heard it from a naval officer on H.M.S. Sulphur: 

He knew your sons perfectly well.... He describes them as very fine young 

men, most indefatigable and persevering, respected and beloved by every 

individual, high and low, rich and poor. The deference paid to John by his 

12Shann, 157. 

13Shann, 152. 
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younger brothers and their friends in general was no less remarkable than 

deserved. He says their spot is truly a paradise, and that they had made 

considerable progress in cultivating their land.15 

In his study of Australian literature, G.A. Wilkes defines the "myth" of Anglo-

Australian fiction as including a set of values endorsed by the emigrant novel of the 

early nineteenth century and impressed constantly on its readers: 

The qualities required for success in the antipodes ... are industry, sobriety, 

prudence, sturdiness, application, thrift, honesty - and these will surely have 

their due reward.16 

In his 1839 guide for emigrants to the Swan River Colony, Nathaniel Ogle 

demonstrated that this myth was alive also in Western Australia: 

Settlers in such a country are usually men of energy and firmness of purpose, 

with self-confidence and industrious habits, and consequently highly valuable 

members of society.17 

14Shann,41. 

15Shann, 31. 

16G.A. Wilkes, The Stockyard and the Croquet Lawn: Literary Evidence for Australian Cultural 

Development (Port Melbourne: Edward Arnold, 1981) 23. 

17Nathaniel Ogle, The Colony of Western Australia: A Manual for Emigrants, 1839 (London: James 

Fraser, 1839; Sydney: John Ferguson, 1977) 43. 
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The Bussell brothers, particularly John Bussell, possessed many of these qualities 

and, of course, were defined in these terms by those whose view of successful 

colonisation had been shaped by this myth. 

Religious Background 

John Bussell's religious beliefs were particularly strong. In my reading of 

documents from various family members, it is evident that, while the whole family 

prayed together daily, attended church services on Sundays and thanked God in 

conventional middle-class phrases for preserving them from danger and helping 

them prosper in the colony, it was John whose life was most permeated by his 

religious beliefs and practices. 

John was deeply involved in duties as a lay preacher and in efforts to establish a 

church in the Vasse. He conducted the Sunday services first at Augusta and then at 

the Vasse whenever John Wollaston or John Molloy was not available. Wollaston 

acknowledged his support in joining with him at a service in 1843, in which he 

officiated in all parts "except the Absolution, Sermon & Sacrament".18 John Bussell 

continually encouraged Capel Carter in her collection of money in England for a 

church to be built in the colony. According to Wollaston, it was eventually built 

"solely and entirely from contributions raised by private friends of the Bussell 

family".19 In October 1843, Wollaston referred to John Bussell as "Churchwarden 

18John Ramsden Wollaston, The Wollaston Journals, vol. 2, 1842-1844, ed. Geoffrey Bolton, 
Heather Vose and Allan Watson (Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia Press, 1992) 202. 

19Wollaston, 199. 



elect"20 and gave the offertory money from a service held in the district into his safe 

keeping towards building the church. St Mary's, Busselton was completed in 1845 

and John Bussell officiated there as a lay preacher for the next thirty years until his 

death in 1875. 

The Bussell family background was Anglican; William Marchant Bussell had been a 

perpetual curate in a city parish in Portsea. In British towns and cities, Anglican 

churches were the domains of the urban middle classes, and placed great stress on 

the elements of Christian belief that supported the position of these people in 

society: that God had ordained that society be structured on different levels, and that 

all people must accept and be grateful for the positions that were allotted to them. 

They taught that men had God-ordained rights to control their wives and children, 

who should defer to them in all areas of life, even in their attitudes. Since 

landowners were considered to have the same natural rights to oversee their land and 

their servants, and were thought to be morally superior in all areas, it was a sin for 

servants to rebel against their masters. In turn, the landowners had responsibilities 

laid down by God to look after their servants, and to replenish and subdue nature. In 

Australia, Anglican teachings supported the violent oppression of Aborigines and of 

convicts, since both groups were thought to be savage and requiring to be civilised 

by their betters within the hierarchy that God had laid down. 

20Wollaston, 178-79. 
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Nathaniel Ogle in 1839 expressed the middle-class sense that the lower classes 

lacked the God-given fitness for power, a sense that was shaped and encouraged by 

Anglicanism: 

Whenever uneducated persons suddenly find themselves possessed of power, 

the probability is greatly in favour of their being influenced by caprice and 

whim; and an undefined swaggering notion of their importance, arising from a 

deficiency of moral culture, is exhibited towards their superiors ... There are, 

without doubt, many admirable examples to the contrary, and many proofs 

among the labouring classes of fidelity, integrity, and a just view of the 

relative positions of master and man ...21 

Conservative Anglican attitudes are very evident in the Bussell family's writings. 

They talked a great deal about people of "our kind" and justified their patronising 

attitudes to their servants by referring constantly to their own moral superiority. 

When they were unable to civilise their servants by example and by moral lectures, 

they felt justified in casting them out, as in the case of Emma Mould, a young 

servant who became pregnant. According to William Lines, Charles Bussell was the 

father, but Mrs Bussell refused to believe this and sacked her when she was eight 

months pregnant and had no other support. Georgiana Molloy, a very devout 

Christian but not as unforgiving as the Bussells, took her into her home.22 

21Ogle, 94. 

22Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 209. 



It is clear in John Bussell's writings that he felt strongly the Biblical injunction to 

stewardship of nature. My sense is that he undertook his role to "replenish" the land 

not only in response to his family's aspirations as landholders. His care and 

appreciation of the landscape were to a great extent a function of his sense of the 

beauty of the land as God's creation23 and of middle-class Christians as God's chosen 

curators. Geoffrey Bolton points out that, while British landowners tended to have 

conservationist attitudes to their land, being "preservers and beautifiers" as well as 

producers, the differences between Australian and British landscapes and the 

brutalising harshness of life in the Australian bush destroyed the sense of 

stewardship of many early colonists.24 

That John Bussell retained this sense when most of his contemporaries were losing 

theirs may perhaps be put down to his fascination with classical and romantic 

literature, which encouraged him to see the landscape in terms of images of beauty. 

In a very interesting passage written to his male friends from Oxford days, Bussell 

described his impressions of the Vasse in terms that revealed the breadth of his 

learning, particularly in the Classics, as well as his romantic sensibilities. According 

to Shann, this passage was probably extracted from 'A journal of an expedition to 

the Vasse River', written on John Bussell's second exploratory trip, probably 

undertaken in November 1832, and sent to a friend from Oxford days, "rather for the 

amusement of my private friends in England than for public perusal": 

23For example, during one of his early explorations in the Vasse region he wrote, "The country here 

was so clear that a farmer could hardly grudge the fine spreading trees of red and white gum and 

peppermint the small proportion of ground they occupied only to ornament" (quoted in Sylvia J. 
Hallam, Fire and Hearth: A Study of Aboriginal Usage and European Usurpation in South-Westem 

Australia [Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1975] 25). 
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Here was a spot that the creative fancy of a Greek would have peopled with 

Dryad and Naiad and all the beautiful phantoms and wild imagery of his 

sylvan mythology. Wide waving lawns were sloping down to the water's edge. 

Trees thick and entangled were stooping over the banks. One in the centre of 

the rapids had taken root among the very rocks over which the waters tumbled; 

its bended trunk and tortuous roots seemed to indicate that it had struggled 

more than once to regain the perpendicular from which it has been thrust by 

the rude torrents which at certain periods evidently bear down this obstruction. 

This scene seemed to me perhaps more striking from its recalling a beautiful 

line engraving, the subject of which is drawn from Theocritus, where the 

nymphs are represented as bearing away Hylas, and hurrying him down the 

stream to which he has been sent for water by the Argonauts.25 

This passage also demonstrates the division between men and women in nineteenth-

century middle-class society. John Bussell assumed Classical learning in his male 

friends—and indulged in their shared experience of it—which he never did with his 

mother, his sisters or his cousin, Capel Carter, although they were highly-educated 

women according to the conventions of the time. 

On the other hand, John Bussell may also have retained his sense of stewardship of 

the land because life for him was not quite as brutal as it was for other settlers. 

Unlike John Molloy, John Wollaston and many other male settlers, he did not have 

24Bolton, Spoils and Spoilers, 15-17. 
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to provide shelter and food for female family members for the first two years after 

his arrival, and his mother and oldest, least active sister did not arrive until after the 

family property at the Vasse was established comfortably. For the first few years his 

chores were shared with his three brothers and their servant; from 1833, his two 

younger sisters and their female servant saw it as their role to carry out all the 

domestic chores, releasing him to improve the farm and explore the surrounding 

countryside. 

While his attitudes of stewardship might appear admirable, however, it was with 

these same attitudes that Bussell endorsed his own and his compatriots' usurpation 

of the Aborigines' land. Since he could see no signs of the Aboriginal stewardship 

of the land, he believed that they did not deserve to possess it, and that it was his 

Christian duty to take control of it. 

Attitudes to the Landscape: The Familiar and the Savage 

Like most other colonists, the Bussell brothers saw the Australian landscape in terms 

of scenes with which they were familiar in Britain, and based their written 

descriptions on familiarities that they shared with their readers. Time and again in 

letters to their mother and siblings in England, they compared Australian landscapes 

to scenes from Southern England, as did Fanny Bussell when she joined her 

brothers: 

25Shann, 52-53. 
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[The Swan River is] like Chepstow, Clifton, Henley, every beautiful place I 

have ever seen, only broader, clearer, fuller than any river in England ...26 

Vernon Bussell wrote to Capel Carter that they were initially drawn to the Vasse 

because it resembled an English park and therefore looked very fertile to their eyes. 

"You cannot imagine anything more beautiful",27 he added. The image of the 

beautiful English park was commonly used in the early years to describe the most 

open, and therefore apparently fertile, land in the colony. For example, George 

Fletcher Moore, in describing the area around Perth wrote: 

the country has the appearance of being well-wooded, but I should not say it 

was thickly timbered. In some places there are open plains that resemble well-

ordered parks.28 

E.W. Landor, having journeyed from Fremantle to Perth, described the changing 

landscape. At first, "it was scarcely possible to see more than fifty yards ahead of 

you, so thickly grew the banksia trees" but then, high above Melville Water, "the 

forest through which we passed resembled a wild English park".29 In both of these 

descriptions, the park-like landscape was situated within more dense regions, which 

served to emphasise its openness and fertility. Not only were English parks 

considered beautiful according to picturesque and romantic ideas of nature, but they 

26Shann, 30. 

27Shann, 158. 

28Sylvia Hallam, 57. 



were also socially desirable. Since only the richest landowners in Britain owned 

enough land to keep parks, whether well-ordered or wild, they were a powerful 

symbol of wealth and social influence in Britain. It is not surprising that aspiring 

landowners in the colony would see the land that seemed to hold the most promise 

for agricultural exploitation in terms of this image of the English park. 

All the Bussell brothers portrayed the South-West landscape in the conventional 

picturesque and romantic language common among their fellow colonists. They 

wrote with intensity of the grandeur and wildness of the country. All their passages 

of appreciation, however, were immediately qualified in some way, as they struggled 

to come to terms with the "savage" that was unfamiliar to them. Charles could 

appreciate small regions of wildness, but found the extent of it so overpowering that 

his response was to describe it as "monotonous". In November 1832, he described 

his impressions of Augusta for the benefit of his cousin in England: 

The scenery around us is decidedly monotonous, although if it were possible 

to remove a part selected almost at random and place it in a cultivated country 

it would not only afford a pleasing variety but would be pronounced a grand 

and beautiful object. The river, in short, winds through a forest of impressive 

timber, varying very little, except that as it is distant from the sea it is larger 

and of a finer growth.30 

29Sylvia Hallam, 57. 

30Shann, 21. 
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Charles here expressed the typical appreciation of a small region of wild scenery as a 

"grand and beautiful object" when viewed from a distance within a larger context of 

cultivated land. It would then not only provide a contrast to the cultivated areas but, 

as Charles inferred without stating openly, its wildness would be safer since it was 

contained within a larger cultivated environment. 

While Charles was obviously moved by the wildness of this country, the explanation 

of why this scene interested him shows the Bussell family's focus on the financial 

prospects to be gained from taming this wildness: 

As this will be the spot from whence I will address you for many years, and 

our well-being, or the contrary, depends upon the advancement of it, I think I 

cannot well choose a more interesting subject than a description of it. 

From the concept of land as a means of financial advancement, it was a short step 

for Charles to the view that human intervention could actually make a wild 

landscape more beautiful by imposing control on it. Within two paragraphs he had 

dismissed the wildness as too luxuriant for human possession and was focussed on 

the satisfaction he and his brothers were deriving from taming it. In fact, he 

portrayed nature as a woman whose luxuriance was a fault that needed correction: 

But nature has been permitted to run to waste, and man, not to mention his 

fairer partners, is sadly wanted to correct her too great luxuriance. The 

improvements which, in a wild country like ours, the work of his hands is 

daily making are in themselves a recompense for his labour.... It is now 



somewhat more than a year since w e first pitched our tent upon the spot. I 

need not tell you we were houseless, that no garden smiled or had ever smiled 

upon the scene. An almost impenetrable undergrowth supplied the place of 

esculent herbage, and trees, which had been blown over by the storm or 

prostrated by the slower, though not less sure, work of the white ant, 

obstructed our path at every turn. Such is what it was. Now, each has his own 

apartment, our garden promises with the advancing season, the little stock we 

possess increases, and a tolerable crop of corn in another month will be ready 

for the sickle. 

Charles's sense of the need for male control over the female originated in the 

Christian response to Eve's sin in seducing Adam in the Garden of Eden, and the 

consequent curse of nature. The male colonists tamed female nature, clearing away 

God's dangerous luxuriance and turning her into a garden, into pasture for stock and 

farmland under crop. In this context, the female Christian colonists were portrayed 

as "partners" in their menfolk's action of taming, rather than as allies of dangerous 

female nature. But they were not equal partners: he depicted "his" hands, not 

"theirs" as taming the wilderness. It is interesting also that he portrayed the newly-

tamed land as welcoming her male controllers-the garden had never before 

"smiled" but now "promised". Just as the male colonists expected their women to 

support their efforts in taming the land (and the majority of women did so 

enthusiastically), they also portrayed the now-subdued female nature as being 

delighted to be tamed. 
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In a very romantic passage in his letter to Sophia Hayward, John Bussell described 

his relationship with the land as his greatest source of peace and contentment: 

It is true we are not clad in purple and fine linen but when I contemplate the 

colonist, a man perhaps of gentle habits, information, address and family, 

stalking through the woods with his well-greased boots, his trowsers of canvas 

... his faithful provider and protector, his gun, on his shoulder, his dog by his 

side, and when I draw a parallel with such a portrait and the fops of the 

English streets; when I think of (as it exists in England) the murmuring and 

meanness of concealed poverty, the insolence, ignorance and indolence of the 

rich ... I can aver with truth that, in my hammock beneath my roof of rushes, I 

sleep with greater satisfaction to myself than I could under a velvet canopy in 

the spacious mansion of a munificent patron.31 

John Bussell's taming of the bush was not as pervasive as the wholesale clearing 

Charles described, yet his description of himself "stalking" and his reference to his 

gun and his dog show that he assumed the same proprietorial rights over the land, 

while his calling his gun his "protector" suggests the same unnamed fear of the 

bush's wildness. As proprietor, he assumed rights to hunt the native fauna but I have 

found no reference in his writing that he excluded the poorer classes from hunting, 

as landowners had in Britain, where the poor were punished severely for poaching. 

It seems that he did not regard native animals, even on his own land, as belonging to 

him. Nor is there any sense that his stewardship of the land extended to the 

31Shann, 155-56. 



protection of this native fauna. References to hunting are frequent in colonial 

writing. John Wollaston, for example, took pride in being able to provide for his 

family through killing native animals and birds, and regularly wrote of his sons' 

hunting successes. Bolton points out that "the hungry pioneers were willing to eat 

almost anything". His list includes the kangaroo, the bandicoot, the bilby and the 

emu, and excludes only the galah, which was considered tougher than a stone.32 

The strongest impression of John Bussell's passage is of the satisfaction he gained 

from being a free landholder, with the right to roam at will throughout the bush, as 

compared with his portrait of the man who lived in luxury in England but was 

beholden to a patron. His comparison of the huntsman, a man "of gentle habits, 

information, address and family" with his rich counterpart in England, a man of 

"insolence, ignorance and indolence" suggests a new definition of the landowner. 

While Anglicanism depicted the landowner quietly surveying his land under 

cultivation, and his servants at home and tenants on the land all hard at work, 

middle-class settlers in Western Australia soon found that their lives were very 

different. Because of the lack of convicts in the colony and the difficulty of keeping 

paid servants, their writings were filled with descriptions of "gentle people" forced 

to labour hard in tasks they would have been ashamed of doing in England. This 

passage shows Bussell beginning to redefine what it meant to be a landowner, and to 

construct a value system in which hard work was ennobling, provided that one was 

free and therefore working to build one's own fortune. Bussell's satisfied sleep 

32Bolton, Spoils and Spoilers, 54. 



clearly resulted from his days of hard work,33 in comparison with the "indolence" of 

the British middle classes. 

Of course, the strength of John Bussell's language can be explained in part by the 

context in which he wrote this letter: he was determined to convince Sophia 

Hayward that his lifestyle was highly desirable, much better than that of her friends 

in England who had derided the imagined living conditions in the colony and 

persuaded her to break off her 'understanding' with John. Through the ornate, 

rhetorical language that Bussell used to maintain emotional power in a relationship 

in which he had been jilted, he also gained control of the landscape around him. 

This letter and much of his other writing could be described in the terms Paul Carter 

uses of the journals of Sir Thomas Mitchell, the Surveyor-General of New South 

Wales. They are "not simply dramatic accounts of journeys" but "tactical weapons, 

adding up to a strategy for invasion": 

His journals, like the survey, like his names, were planned as instruments of 

persuasion. Their elaborate preparation, their ornate style and picturesque 

illustration brought into being a dwelling place.34 

John Bussell brought into being several dwelling places in this letter: his hammock 

beneath a roof of rushes; the "little mansion" which he had erected for Sophia, 

which he described to her in detail; and even the area of bush itself, which he 

33Earlier in the same paragraph, he described the house he had built for Sophia as "the little mansion 

that I have erected with m y own unassisted hands in the hours that were employed in recreation by m y 

brothers" (Shann, 155). 



claimed by striding through it with gun and dog. Bussell wrote in a much more 

ornate, constructed style than his brothers, and in a more detached style than his 

sisters. His style befitted an "old young" patriarch, who felt strongly the weight of 

the need to create a "dwelling place" for his family. 

Settling the Land 

On a practical level, it was necessary that the settlers clear the land that they had 

been granted in the colony quickly, since the initial terms by which land was granted 

stipulated that any land "which shall not have been brought into cultivation or 

otherwise improved or reclaimed from its wild state, to the satisfaction of the 

Government, within twenty-one years from the date of the grant shall, at the end of 

twenty-one years, revert absolutely to the Crown".35 

The phrase "improved or reclaimed from its wild state" stresses that from the 

official British Christian perspective the bush was not only inferior to cleared land 

but also inherently evil and dangerous. Some settlers were granted such a large area 

of land that they struggled to clear it all within the allotted time. New regulations 

promulgated in January 1829 reduced the period allowed from twenty-one years to 

ten years,36 which made their efforts even more urgent. Bolton claims that some 

settlers cleared every tree within range of the homestead, and quotes George Fletcher 

Moore as an exception to this in choosing to cut down "but one large tree" in order 

34Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay: An Essay in Spatial History (London: Faber, 1987) 121. 

35Quoted in Battye, 76. 

36Battye, 77. 
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to "avoid injuring the appearance of the place".37 In this attitude Moore exhibits the 

sense of stewardship evident in John Bussell; his reluctance to cut down trees 

unnecessarily is atypical of the contemporary picturesque attitudes that favoured 

removal of certain trees to leave clumps and avenues that would delight the eye. 

Land was most valuable to the Bussells to the extent to which it could be made into 

productive farming land. It was for this reason that the brothers moved first to 'The 

Adelphi', which was a peninsula and therefore much more easily fenced than their 

Augusta property, and then to the Vasse, which, being much less heavily forested 

than either of the other properties, was easier to clear and cultivate. And, of course, 

their European heritage led the Bussells, like all their fellow colonists, to equate 

agricultural value with beauty. Geoffrey Bolton underlines the influence of 

eighteenth century rational principles in encouraging agricultural productivity, 

quoting Jonathon Swift: 

[Wjhoever could make two ears of corn or two blades of grass to grow upon a 

spot of ground where only one grew before, would deserve better of mankind, 

and do more essential service to his country, than the whole race of politicians 

put together.38 

The Bussells enumerated their profits in a daily farm journal and in letters to 

England. The first surplus shipment of products from the Vasse to the Swan River 

37Bolton, Spoils and Spoilers, 58. 

38Quoted in Bolton, Spoils and Spoilers, 11. 



in 1837 consisted of 62 lbs of butter and a half-ton of potatoes,39 and was an 

occasion for celebration. 

The same dense forests of huge trees that had been the objects of romantic 

admiration on the colonists' arrival in Flinders Bay became the butts of their curses 

as soon as they tried to establish their farming properties. According to Augusta 

settler James Turner, it took six men two or three days to fell, dig up and cut up each 

tree in the Augusta area.40 Their British heritage had led them to equate tall trees 

with fertile soil, but they soon found that, even when they were able to cut down the 

trees, the cleared soil was very sandy and inappropriate for the wheat that they 

initially tried to grow. 

In his detailed discussion of explorers and settlers in Australia, Paul Carter claims 

that "they were, in reality, more often than not, one and the same person": 

... settlers inhabited the new country strategically. They were themselves 

discoverers and explorers. Rather than thinking of the process as a one-way 

road coming to a full stop outside a cottage door wreathed with roses, we 

should think of settlement much more as a stop along the road.... The process 

of settlement, like the process of travelling, depended upon a continuing 

39Shann, 80. 

40Letter from James Woodward Turner, quoted in Tom Turner, Turners of Augusta (Perth: Paterson 

Brokensha, 1956) 78. 



tension between mobility and stasis: neither made sense except in terms of the 

other.41 

This is certainly true of the Bussell brothers. Other than Charles, who in his 

capacity as Government Storekeeper was required to stay in Augusta, all the 

brothers explored extensively through the far South-West and occasionally travelled 

as far as Perth. They set up home in three different locations within the first few 

years, each time searching for a more profitable situation for farming. And even 

after they had established their home at the Vasse, and had agreed that it was 

excellent land comprising "fine undulating grassy plains",42 they continued to 

explore the County of Sussex, seeking to extend their sense of control of an 

increasingly large area by becoming familiar with it and naming more and more 

parts of it. This is reminiscent of J.S. Battye's description of the exploration of 

inland Western Australia in the first forty years of settlement as journeys "to secure 

information" about the landscape.43 By developing a home where their sisters and 

mother could live permanently, the Bussell brothers also provided themselves with a 

secure home base from which their explorations could extend. Even Georgiana 

Molloy, who was much less conservative than the Bussells, believed that the Bussell 

women would "make their brothers happy and comfortable, a thing men never are 

without families".44 

41Carter, 138ff. 

42Shann, 26. 

43Battye, 305. 

44Letter from Georgiana Molloy to her mother, 29 May 1833. 



The writings of most early settlers expressed intense fear of the untamed bush, fear 

that was highlighted by the lack of recognisable landmarks, and by the silence and 

isolation. Feelings of isolation were particularly strong for the Bussell brothers and 

for John Molloy, since they were among the first settlers to travel extensively 

through the far South-West, both in exploring for new land and in journeying 

overland to Perth. Much of this travelling was done through dense bush or on paths 

that had previously been made by the Aborigines. There were no houses in which 

they could spend nights during their explorations, as John Wollaston was to do 

during his ministrations as a clergyman only ten years later. It was a short step from 

their fear to the depiction of the bush as an ugly wilderness. 

The Bussells, Molloys and Turners quickly developed a strong sense of mutual 

dependence to protect themselves against their feelings of isolation. When the three 

families settled in Augusta, they built their first homes within sight of each other. In 

his biography of Georgiana Molloy, William Lines reproduces early drawings of the 

settlement that show all three houses crammed into one corner of a vast, otherwise-

uninhabited landscape. Vernon Bussell's explanation for this was that "none of us 

wished to divide our force".45 One wonders whether they saw this force as 

necessary to protect themselves against savage Aborigines, or against the wildness 

of the bush. In this light, John Bussell's decision to establish a second house at 'The 

Adelphi', twelve miles up river from Augusta, as early as December 1831, was an 

45Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 109. 
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unusual and courageous one. For him, the need to survive and prosper financially 

overrode the fear of isolation: 

I was induced to take this step by several considerations. In the first place, I 

was able to avoid all society, and reduce our living to the smallest possible 

scale. Next I hoped to be able, with our guns, to procure more food than the 

neighbourhood of Augusta yielded; and lastly, I expected a larger return for 

our labour, inasmuch as abundance of rock and heavy timber rendered our first 

attempts at clearing very arduous; while the land up country was free in a great 

degree from these impediments ,..46 

How quickly the "impressive timber" had become "impediments"! 

46Shann, 20. 
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The Importance of Naming 

The colonists who arrived in Australia from Britain "where almost everywhere is a 

place, with a meaning and a character of its own"47 felt lost in the vast bush they 

encountered. They could see few identifiable shapes and only began to exert some 

control over the landscape by naming the features they could recognise. Naming is 

the most powerful factor in exerting control over a landscape; it creates shapes in the 

landscape by picking out particular features, and delineates boundaries of broader 

regions. In Paul Carter's terms, it is by the act of naming that "space is transformed 

symbolically into a place".48 Naming is also a powerful act of social control: the 

person who creates names in a landscape controls how that landscape will be seen 

by those who follow, and creates a particular place for himself in history as the 

namer. 

The settlers named the houses and settlements they established after their British 

homes, after leading British historical and political figures and after characters in 

literature. In the names of their first two homes, for example, the Bussells described 

their position as early settlers. Lines suggests that their first home, Datchet, was 

named after a small house near Windsor Castle in England, in acknowledgment of 

their secondary place next door to the 'royalty' of Augusta, the Molloys.49 Their 

second home they called 'The Adelphi', the Greek word for 'brothers'. It was in the 

naming of their third home, 'Cattle Chosen', that the Bussells celebrated their being 

47David Lowenthal and Hugh C. Prince, "The English Landscape," Geographical Review 54 (1964) 

310. 

48Carter, xxiv. 

49Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 115. 



'chosen' as major landowners. O n the same day that Mrs Bussell with her oldest 

daughter Mary arrived at the Vasse from England after five years' separation from 

her sons, the Bussells' long-lost cow Yulika, who had disappeared from Augusta, 

appeared at their new property at the Vasse, walking out of the bush with a calf. The 

Bussells took this as a propitious sign that God, through his agent the cow, had 

sanctified their possession of the land. 

It was much more difficult for the British colonists to create names in the Australian 

bush than in their new settlements, because the English language had few words that 

allowed the settlers to distinguish one area of the bush from another. While they 

could see rivers and mountains, there were very few of those, and even these 

features did not obey the natural laws the settlers had come to expect in England. 

The mountains were low and flat-topped, and their summits were almost universally 

covered in thick forest, which made it extremely difficult to gain a clear view of the 

lie of the land. Many rivers were dry for most of the year, or disappeared 

underground for many miles, or broke up in vast, swampy estuaries. Faced with the 

apparently monotonous bush, the colonists could distinguish no features. They 

journeyed through regions without names because they could identify no shapes to 

which they could give names. Large areas of their maps remained empty. 

In contrast, the Aborigines had extremely sophisticated concepts of shapes within 

their landscape, but most of the early colonists were unable to appreciate this. 

Sylvia Hallam, in her study of the white invasion of Aboriginal land in the South-

West, claims that the Swan River Aborigines spoke a language that was very rich in 

its capacity to name the landscape: 



[They were] thoroughly conversant with ecological zones, serai succession, 

and climax vegetation. Chauncy, who was Assistant Surveyor in Western 

Australia from 1841 to 1853, observed: 'They have names for all conspicuous 

stars, for every natural feature of the ground, every hill, swamp, bend of a 

river.'50 

In a very interesting interview in which she compares Australian and Canadian 

responses to landscape, Margaret Atwood discusses the inadequacies of the English 

language to allow people to see the qualities of the Australian bush. She begins by 

describing a Canadian Indian language that has no nouns: 

What we would call a noun is a variation of a verb. So that you don't say, 'A 

deer is running across a field.' You say something like, 'fielding ... or 

something which is being a field is manifesting something which is being a 

deer.' ... The mode of linguistic expression mitigates against seeing objects as 

distinct from their backgrounds. You see the whole field as doing a certain 

thing: the whole area of your perception is behaving in a certain way ... 

It seems to me that English, on the other hand ... sees nouns as hard, 

separate, distinct, contained things. They are separate from verbs ... And 

having seen the Australian bush, I would say that you need another language 

50Sylvia Hallam, 38. 



too. Because the Australian bush is not something in which you see distinct 

objects... You see a space behaving in a certain way.51 

Nineteenth-century Britons had been conditioned over centuries to see the landscape 

as a collection of distinct, unchanging objects placed on a separate backdrop. The 

English language had developed in a landscape that was tamed and in a culture that 

valued the possession of land. It thus both reflected and maintained these attitudes 

and views of what constituted landscape. To Britons, nouns named objects and 

regions which they could tame and improve, according to God's mandate. Other 

groups, such as the Canadian Indians referred to by Atwood, whose language 

consists only of verbs, are unable to isolate objects from the overall essence of the 

bush, or to see European intervention as valuable in bringing improvements to fixed 

characteristics. The emphasis on nouns encouraged nineteenth-century Britons to 

see themselves as distinct from the rest of the natural world and to construct 

hierarchies in the landscape. Without this distinction they would not have seen the 

Australian bush as Savage and Other, and thus dangerous to them. 

Robert Dixon describes how explorer John Oxley was bound by the inadequacies of 

his picturesque notions of space when trying to see the Australian landscape: 

because he defined it consistently in terms of foreground, middle distance and 

background, his entire focus fell on its flatness, lack of visible boundaries and 

monotony of vegetation. Dixon argues that these notions were inextricably linked 

51 Margaret Atwood, Interview, Meanjin 37 (July 1978) 196. 



with the middle-class migrants' drive to extend the British empire into yet unclaimed 

but appropriately bountiful lands: 

Had he found landscapes worthy of the empire, it is clear that Oxley would 

have indulged in the personal tributes associated with prospects of the national 

landscape in eighteenth century poetry.52 

Oxley's perspective was shared by fellow explorers and settlers in all parts of 

Australia. It is no wonder that they were disillusioned with the Australian bush 

when their tastes in landscapes were so tightly controlled by the shapes laid down in 

contemporary aesthetics. 

By creating their own shapes in the landscape with roads, houses, fences, gardens, 

towns, clearings and cropped areas, and giving them names, the colonists made 

concrete and visible their taming of the land. Even when they were aware of 

Aboriginal names for particular regions, they generally chose to create their own 

English names, for of course their naming was as much an act of civilisation as their 

taming the landscape itself. The boundaries between the tamed areas and the savage 

bush delineated clearly the areas that were safe, especially for the women and 

children. While the men regularly explored and journeyed through the bush, the 

women generally stayed within the confines of these tamed areas. Louisa Clifton 

was typical in this regard. Within six weeks of her family's setting up their camp on 

52Robert Dixon, The Course of Empire: Neo-Classical Culture in New South Wales, 1788-1860 

(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1986) 94-95. 



the beach at Australind, she refused offers of trips into the bush because its 

shapelessness repelled her: 

... the country is so similar everywhere, I think there is nothing to tempt one 

beyond the precincts of our own picturesque encampment.53 

The men considered they had a God-given role to protect their women-folk, and felt 

they could best do this within the confines of the settlements. It was considered both 

dangerous and exhausting for the women to venture into the bush. When Bessie 

Bussell journeyed overland in 1835 from Augusta to Vasse to look after her brothers 

at their new home, she was accompanied by three of her brothers and their male 

servant on the two-day journey. The whole family expressed amazement at her 

courage and determination in undertaking such a hazardous journey. The protection 

of the women did not always extend to female servants, however. The Bussells' 

servant Phoebe Bower, at the age of 66, sailed with the brothers to the Vasse to help 

establish the original homestead in 1834, and lived there as the only woman for a 

year before Bessie's arrival. In none of their letters did the Bussell men express any 

concern that life in the unshaped bush would be exhausting or dangerous for her. 

Perhaps only female gentility was threatened by the savagery of the bush. 

To John Wollaston, a major function in controlling the land was to give the formless 

wilderness an identifiable shape so that the white people would feel a sense of relief: 

53 Journal entry of 18 May 1841, quoted in Lucy Frost, No Place for a Nervous Lady: Voices from the 

Australian Bush (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin, 1984) 58. 
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In the place of a thick & gloomy wilderness, in w h (sic), when I first came, I 

remember wandering about without knowing where I was, & almost shedding 

tears at the apparently hopeless task of subduing such a labarinth (sic), there is 

now to be seen a beautiful green level of springing corn, an inexpressible relief 

to the eye - and no less so to the mind.54 

He created several images here of a lack of visible shape: the wilderness was "thick 

& gloomy"; it was a "labarinth". The relief was found in creating a familiar shape-

a cornfield—that could be "seen" because it extended in a flat plain and had 

identifiable boundaries. The colonists feared that they would actually get lost in the 

shapelessness of the bush because they would not be able to recognise landmarks. 

But Wollaston recognised that there was also a terror in the "mind", an unspecified 

terror at being faced with an unfamiliar and formless mass. 

Paul Carter calls this terror "spatial nausea" and claims it was specific to the bush. 

As soon as travellers emerged from the bush onto open plains they were able to see 

boundaries, even if they were distant ones, which allowed the plains to be "visibly 

possessed". But the enclosed bush created in the travellers a sense of placelessness, 

of being invisible even to themselves because the area through which they moved 

was shapeless. The terror arose, therefore, not from vastness or openness, but from 

lack of the boundaries necessary to create shape.55 

54Wollaston, vol. 2, 123. 

55Carter, 146-148. 



In her detailed discussion of documents of settlement in America, Annette Kolodny 

distinguishes between men's and women's responses to the westward migration onto 

the open prairies. She claims that while men were intimidated by the openness of 

the terrain, women saw the new landscape "as their own": 

Then, with the movement of the frontier beyond the forested Ohio valley and 

out onto the open, parklike prairies of the middle- and southwest, women's 

public and private documents alike began to proclaim the new terrain as their 

own. Even as husbands and fathers looked with suspicious eye upon the 

treeless prairies and clung, when they could, to the edges of the woods. The 

prairie, however, spoke to women's fantasies. And there, with an assurance 

she had not previously commanded, the newly self-conscious American Eve 

proclaimed a paradise in which the garden and the home were one.56 

Kolodny bases her study on the image, found throughout early writing by the 

American settlers, of the land beyond the frontier as a beautiful, virginal woman 

waiting to be penetrated. This image, suggesting that men oppressed the female land 

in a relationship akin to sexual control, dispossessed women from having their own 

relationship with the land, and led some women and men to feel angry at the sense 

of despoliation of the virgin forests as the settlers progressed westward. According 

to Kolodny, women began to build their own relationship with the land only when 

settlement reached the prairie regions of Illinois, Wisconsin and Texas, which 



offered the w o m e n open, unspoiled land in which to create their own homes and 

gardens. I would add that in stepping out of what Kolodny calls "the dark and 

enclosing forests" of the Ohio Valley, women were at last able to see horizons and 

to have a sense of the shapes of the landscape. It is no wonder that they claimed 

these open prairie lands as their own. 

The image of the virginal woman appears also in the writing of West Australian 

settlers. Perhaps because South-West Australia was so much drier and less fertile 

than the eastern parts of America, however, this image seldom developed into that of 

a desirable, beckoning woman inviting penetration. She was more often an infertile, 

shapeless woman, who needed to be made more beautiful by male intervention. Kay 

Schaffer takes this image to its extreme in her claim that "the pre-eminent meaning 

encoded in the nationalist myth of the land-as-woman is that of a harsh, cruel, 

threatening, fickle, castrating mother. She is dangerous, non-nurturing and not to be 

trusted."57 

While female colonists in W.A. invariably saw the land as female, and even used the 

image of male sexual penetration,581 have found no evidence in the writings of 

middle-class women that they felt excluded from their men's relationship with the 

land, or that they resented the men's penetration of the land. In fact, almost 

56Annette Kolodny, The Land Before Her: Fantasy and Experience of the American Frontiers, 1630 
-1860 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1984) 6. 

57Kay Schaffer, Women and the Bush: Australian National Identity and Representations of the 

Feminine, Working Papers in Australian Studies, No. 46 (London: Sir Robert Menzies Centre for 
Australian Studies, Institute of Commonwealth Studies, University of London, 1989) 9-10. 

58Fanny Bussell wrote that "the banks of the Blackwood were first invaded by the plough share. The 
iron entered into its bosom for the first time." (Diary of Fanny Bussell, n.p.) 
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invariably, they were willing helpers in their men's efforts to make the landscape 

more productive, and equated agricultural productivity with beauty just as their men 

did. 

On the other hand, Australian women colonists shared their American sisters' desire 

to create homes and gardens, an impetus which I will discuss in some detail in the 

following chapters. 

Attitudes to Aborigines 

Early white explorers in Australia generally portrayed the Aborigines as not just 

savage but as lacking in the pride and dignity often attributed to indigenous people 

in other parts of the world. For example, William Dampier in 1688 described them 

as "the miserablest people in the world": 

setting aside their human shape, they differ but little from brutes. Their 

eyelids are always half closed to keep the flies out of their eyes.... They had 

great bottle noses, pretty full lips, and wide mouths.... They are long-visaged, 

and of a very unpleasing aspect.59 

Their Christian teaching encouraged them to place the Aborigines beneath them in 

the natural hierarchy, since they saw them as sub-human and the Bible taught that 

59Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 45-46. 



God had given human beings "dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl 

of the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth".60 

The Bussell brothers, like almost all their fellow colonists, shared this view. While 

their romantic spirits led them to admire the wild landscape, they could see nothing 

romantic and admirable in its indigenous inhabitants. John Bussell expressed this 

contradiction to his friend Wells in July 1831: 

The place is beautifully picturesque but so wild, so savage that a Spencer 

might see what his imagination so often created of savage wood and cliff and 

lake. But man, alas! is more uncultivated than all, living on the rind of nuts 

the interior of which is poisonous, fish which they catch with an ill-

constructed spear, and the kangaroo, which, however, is a rarity here ... They 

are here at present very peaceful, and yet there is something that makes one 

shudder when he crosses unawares in his path the naked "Lord of the forest". 

These savages have I think been cited, and I believe by Paley in his Natural 

Theology, as having no language, but that is certainly not the case.61 

Paley was an accepted nineteenth century authority on the relationship of nature and 

religion, and his claims in Natural Theology that the Aborigines were so sub-human 

as to have no language were taken seriously by many people. It is interesting to 

compare this belief to the claim that I quoted earlier in this chapter, of Chauncy, the 

60Genesis 1:26 

61 Shann, 93. 



Assistant Surveyor in the colony from 1841 to 1853, that the Aborigines had a much 

more highly developed botanical and ecological language with which to describe the 

landscape than the white colonists. While John Bussell had satisfied himself that the 

Aborigines did indeed possess some language, he certainly did feel disgust about 

their lack of civilised methods of cultivation. His "shudder" was more of disgust 

than fear, echoed in his ironic use of the term "Lord of the forest", in inverted 

commas. In a contradiction they did not seem to recognise, the Bussell brothers 

acknowledged that the Vasse was open and easy to cultivate because of centuries of 

Aboriginal burning, while they claimed that the Aborigines did not deserve to own 

the land since they had done nothing to cultivate it. 

Geoffrey Bolton highlights this negative view of the Aborigines in his discussion of 

how the early settlers and explorers labelled Australia as "a timeless land", 

suggesting a lack of history before the Europeans arrived, resulting from the 

Aborigines' total inertia in changing the balance of nature: 

... the first European comers shared the view that history, the measurement of 

the passing of time as a significant factor in the shaping of an ecology, began 

only with the coming of Western society.62 

Yet, there were some, even government officials, who grudgingly admired the 

Aboriginal male leaders for their courage in resisting the colonists. George Fletcher 

Moore, the Advocate-General in the 1830s, described "a sort of recitative" spoken to 

62Bolton, Spoils and Spoilers, 1. 
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him by Yagan, the outlawed Aboriginal leader in the Swan River region, against the 

whites who had displaced his people from their land. Yagan spoke "leaning 

familiarly with his left hand on my shoulder, while he gesticulated with his right" 

and Moore waited until he had left before sending a message to the nearest 

magistrate that Yagan was in the district, because "the truth is, everyone wishes him 

taken, but no-one likes to be the captor.... There is something in his daring one is 

forced to admire".63 

I have found no evidence that the Bussells questioned the teachings of the High 

Anglican Church, that middle-class, Christian men should control and civilise the 

poor and the "savages". William Lines even suggests that they saw the Aborigines' 

work over thousands of years of burning to clear the forests in the Vasse area as 

preparation for their occupation: 

Members of High Church, they never felt the pangs of an unquiet conscience. 

With a hubris born of the assumption of progress, they convinced themselves 

that people on the lowest scale of humanity had performed their divinely 

allotted task of clearing the land and preparing it for occupation by more 

progressive, civilised people.64 

John Bussell adopted the role of steward over the Aborigines, just as he did over the 

land. While he was patriarch of the family, John provided regular rations of food for 

63Sylvia Hallam, x. 

64Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 228, 



the Aborigines, and relations between the two groups were generally calm. In his 

journal of 1832, he stated that "a judicious treatment of the natives at Augusta has 

procured in them towards the settlers a peaceful disposition".65 Captain Frederick 

Chidley Irwin, lieutenant governor while James Stirling returned to Britain, shared 

John Bussell's sense of stewardship over the Aborigines, expressing it as a religious 

or moral obligation: 

It is impossible for a moment to maintain or vindicate the abstract right of 

civilised nations to establish themselves in the territories of savage tribes, 

without, at least, acknowledging that such intrusions involve the settlers, and 

the nation to which they belong, in deep and lasting responsibilities: in other 

words, that the latter are bound, by the strongest ties of moral obligation, to 

assist the natives in accommodating themselves to the great changes they have 

to undergo ...66 

John Bussell's behaviour towards the Aborigines was basically selfish and showed 

no recognition of them as fellow creatures of God, but was not violent like that of 

many of his contemporaries. Like all of those who supported the Aborigines in that 

era, including Governor Hutt, Stirling's successor, who instituted the position of 

Government Protector of Aborigines, John Bussell was both charitable and 

patronising in his attitudes. 

65Shann, 99. 

660gle, 46. 



O n the other hand, other Bussell family members regarded the Aborigines as 

extremely dangerous, chiefly because they threatened their stock and crops. When 

John was away for several years seeking a wife in England, the situation in the 

Vasse deteriorated markedly. Several commentators blame this on Charles Bussell, 

who took over John's role as family leader, and whose attitude towards the 

Aborigines was much more belligerent. None of the other brothers shared John's 

benign attitude; nor had they, in Shann's terms, "formulated or faced the ultimate 

problem of the whites' intrusion".67 

It was abundantly clear to Charles Bussell that the Aborigines did not deserve the 

riches of the Vasse: 

It is, indeed, almost incredible that so fair a portion of the earth should have 

remained so long uninhabited, save by its wretched aborigines.68 

Bessie Bussell went as far as to suggest, in a letter to Capel Carter, that by leaving 

their well open when they deserted 'The Adelphi', the Bussells gave the Aborigines a 

gift they would be unable to procure themselves: 

I think it will rarely have other visitors than our sable friends, Naabin and 

Wooberdung, whose descendants will, I daresay, long continue to feel grateful 

67Shann, 93. 

68Shann, 21. 



to Mitter Buttle, or 'Mowen', for leaving in their territory such deliciously pure 

water.69 

This is an extremely patronising statement, both in her superior mocking of the 

Aboriginal pronunciation of their name and in her suggestion that the Aborigines 

could not find water themselves. Without the Aborigines' help in guiding them to 

springs of water throughout the region, many colonists would have died of thirst. In 

fact, just a year before Bessie wrote this, John Bussell had celebrated in verse the 

help of an Aboriginal man, who had led Alfred, Lenox and Dawson to a spring of 

water on the beach at the Vasse, on the occasion of their first settlement there.70 

While the Aborigines killed some colonists in Sussex County during these decades, 

they killed many more cattle and horses, which to the Bussells was a serious crime. 

Since these animals were the basis of their wealth, and since the Aborigines seemed 

less than human, the lives of their stock were worth much more to them than 

Aboriginal lives. At this time the British Government, under the influence of the 

reforming Exeter Hall movement,71 legislated to classify indigenous people in 

British colonies as British subjects, who must be tried and punished in courts of law, 

rather than punished summarily by individual colonists. 

69Shann, 162. 

70Incident described and poem quoted in Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 191. 

7'Discussed in Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 317-18. 



Nevertheless, the Bussell brothers, and Charles in particular, were vehement in their 

insistence that the Aborigines must be punished aggressively . In an undated letter,72 

Charles acknowledged the new legislation but added, "the existing law has placed 

the lives and property of the settlers here in a state of dangerous insecurity". This 

was clearly justification enough for him to continue killing Aborigines in retribution 

for the killing of stock. He believed that "it is absurd to hope to dwell in peace in 

any country until the aboriginal inhabitants have been subdued". It is noteworthy 

that he used the word "subdued", the same word that in Genesis was attributed to 

God when he urged his people to "Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, 

and subdue it". 

This attitude was not confined to the early decades of white settlement, however. As 

late as 1912, J.S. Battye claimed that Aborigines were savage, and that white people 

were often forced to shoot them for their own protection. Writing about Aborigines 

in the North-West of the State, who had as yet had little contact with whites, he said: 

Although in the settled districts little trouble was caused by the natives, they 

were still hostile in the North-West, and murders of white settlers caught 

napping were not infrequent. Men who undertook the burdens of pioneering 

and went out into unknown districts carried their lives in their hands, and to 

shoot quickly was often their only safeguard. Such men may have been 

72The letter (without its missing first page) is transcribed as Appendix 7 by Shann. It appears to have 
been addressed to a British newspaper editor, since he concluded, "if you refuse to insert this letter 

...". All quotes I have made from Charles Bussell in the rest of this chapter are taken from this letter. 
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technically guilty of murder, but even that was preferable to being stalked like 

game and treacherously slain by blood-thirsty savages.73 

In his highly-coloured language, Battye contrasted the hard-working whites who 

"undertook the burdens of pioneering" with "blood-thirsty savages" who did nothing 

but stalk their prey, and were "hostile" and treacherous. While the whites' actions of 

"shoot[ing] quickly" ignored mention of the result of their actions (i.e. the deaths of 

their victims), the Aborigines' actions were described as "murders" and treacherous 

slayings. 

Earlier in his letter, Charles demonstrated that he believed that the colonists had 

God's support in their actions: 

I call on God and my fellow colonists to witness that the murder of a white 

may almost always be traced to revenge for former punishments. 

Charles Bussell also stated that all Aborigines within a particular region should be 

held responsible for the sins of an individual, since "the whole tribe are alike 

implicated". This was the justification used by many colonists for punitive raids in 

which large numbers of Aborigines were killed in punishment for the killing of one 

white person, or even of stock. Such was the military massacre at Pinjarra led by the 

Governor, James Stirling, which Charles celebrated in the same letter: 

73Battye, 305. 



[The military] terminated the affair leaving 15 dead upon the field. Be this as 

it may, however, I aver that no one circumstance of whatsoever description, 

throughout the whole colony, has been productive of greater benefit. - The 

most powerful and most successfully insolent tribe in the then peopled 

settlement, received a shock which never has and never will be erased from 

their memory! They have kissed the rod by which they have been scourged 

and the White is permitted to walk unarmed and unharmed through scenes 

which have witnessed repeated murders of their unfortunate countrymen. 

Here Charles placed no responsibility for direct killing on the military. They merely 

"terminated the affair leaving 15 dead". The phrase "they have kissed the rod by 

which they have been scourged" is reminiscent of the language used in the Old 

Testament to describe the punishment of enemies of the Children of Israel, which 

was always depicted as having been carried out by God to protect his chosen people. 

Within this context, it became logical that the killings were "productive of great 

benefit". Lines claims that the massacre was a direct punishment not for "repeated 

murders" but for a raid on the South Perth flour mill in which flour was stolen but 

no one was killed. He also states that the estimates of the number of dead varied 

and that some people put it as high as thirty-five. The massacre was almost 

unanimously celebrated by colonists. George Fletcher Moore even described it as "a 

painful but urgent necessity, and likely to be the most humane policy in the end". It 

was very soon honoured with the title "The Battle of Pinjarra" which, since most of 
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the Aborigines were killed in their sleep, was an inappropriate title but helped to 

justify the white aggression by suggesting that the Aborigines fought back.74 

The colonists' fear of the Aborigines was compounded by what they saw as their 

natural affinity with the bush. It was often very difficult for the whites to find the 

Aborigines responsible for various misdeeds since they quickly disappeared. In the 

same long letter from which I have quoted above, Charles Bussell described the 

recent actions of some white people dissatisfied with the government attitude to 

punishing the Aborigines responsible for killing stock: 

Others, taking the Law into their own hands, revenged their losses upon the 

heads of some of the tools of the ringleaders - while they, cunning above their 

fellows, absented themselves amid the fastnesses of their own forests, until the 

white man's ire had subsided. 

Instead of admiring the Aborigines' cunning in avoiding capture, Charles condemned 

them for hiding themselves in the bush. The colonists' inability to find the actual 

perpetrators of offences also justified them in carrying out revenge upon any 

Aborigines they could find in the area. 

**** 

74Incident described in Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 199-200. 
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The "old young man" John Bussell was very much the patriarch of the Bussell 

family, taking responsibility for building homes, looking after the women of the 

family, and establishing the farm and the community church. He also appears to 

have accepted without question the role of steward of both the land and its 'savage' 

inhabitants. When he was away from the property, tools were broken and lay 

unrepaired, supplies dwindled, new ventures were not undertaken, and relations with 

the Aborigines deteriorated dramatically. 

Gradually the family separated, leaving John in charge of Cattle Chosen. Both Mary 

and Bessie Bussell married in the late 1830s and left the Vasse. Lenox was insane 

by the early 1840s and died in 1845, within a few weeks of his mother's death. 

Charles, Alfred and Vernon established their own properties elsewhere in Sussex 

County. John stayed in Cattle Chosen with the women: his mother (until her death 

in 1845), his wife Charlotte and her daughter from a previous marriage, his sister 

Fanny (except during her brief marriage between 1851 and 1855) and the four 

daughters he and Charlotte had together. 

Nor did the Bussell women question John's role as patriarch. They saw themselves 

as 'help-meets' to John, on the Christian models of Eve before the Fall and of Sarah. 

Their responses to the landscape and to Aborigines were different from, but 

complementary to, John's and those of the other Bussell brothers. In these 

responses, they were typical of the middle-class women of the colony. 
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Chapter 3: W o m e n in Domestic Roles 

The first European women in the colony were most commonly wives and daughters 

of middle-class male settlers and government officials. Some women emigrated as 

servants of the wealthier families, along with their servant husbands; but even those 

male servants who were married often left their wives and children in Britain until 

they could make enough money to pay for their passage. Almost no women 

emigrated without men, whether husbands, fathers or brothers. Since few people 

chose to settle outside the main areas on the Swan and Canning Rivers, even fewer 

women lived in these areas. Debra Adelaide, discussing settlement throughout 

Australia, comments: 

The pioneering and pastoral history of white occupation meant that few 

women lived in non-urban areas; indeed at times entire sections of geography 

and society existed where no white women, sometimes no women at all, were 

to be found.1 

Louisa Clifton, who migrated with her father and the rest of the family to Australind 

in the 1840s, and Fanny and Bessie Bussell, who arrived in Augusta in 1833 to join 

their brothers, were some of the very few early female settlers to have ventured into 

remote areas in South-West Australia. 

•Debra Adelaide (ed.), A Bright and Fiery Troop: Australian Women Writers of the Nineteenth 

Century (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin, 1988) 2. 
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Louisa Clifton was the eldest daughter of Marshall Waller Clifton, a retired 

Admiralty Official appointed by the Western Australian Company as the Chief 

Commissioner of the Australind Settlement.2 When he was appointed in 1840 he 

was living with his large family in France on a pension of only £600 a year. He was 

still in his early fifties and very energetic, so to him this was a wonderful challenge, 

as well as an opportunity to improve the financial situation of his family. In May 

1840 he and his wife journeyed back to England to settle their affairs there, before 

sailing for the Swan River Colony with eleven of their fourteen children on the 

Parkfield in December 1840. 

In April 1840, when her father was first considering the appointment to Australind, 

Louisa Clifton began a journal. It was not the only journal she kept during her life-

she wrote voluminous journals and letters, as was expected of a woman in her social 

position—but it is the only one to have survived. She felt "much torment and 

harass"3 about the move, very similar to the "growing agitation at the momentous 

step on which he and his family were embarking" on leaving England, described by 

John Wollaston's editors. These latter suggested that "it may be that [Wollaston] 

undertook the systematic compilation of the diary-letter as a form of emotional 

relief'.4 In contrast to Louisa Clifton, however, Wollaston expressed agitation only 

2 A detailed account of the establishment of the Western Australian Company and of the settlement at 

Australind is contained in J.S. Battye, Western Australia: A History from Its Discovery to the 
Inauguration of the Commonwealth, facs. ed. (Nedlands, W.A: University of W.A. Press, 1978) 154-
60. Other major sources for this section on Louisa Clifton include Lucy Frost, No Place for a 

Nervous Lady: Voices from the Australian Bush (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin, 1984) and the 

typescript of Louisa Clifton's Journal in the Battye Library. 

3Typescript of Louisa Clifton's Journal, 19 April 1840. 

4John Ramsden Wollaston, The Wollaston Journals, vol. 1, 1840-1842, ed. Geoffrey Bolton and 

Heather Vose (Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia Press, 1991) 5-6. 
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about practical problems, such as overwork and lack of food, and about his 

parishioners' faithlessness to the church, while Clifton expressed openly her 

emotional torments and indecisions. Here is yet another example of the emotional 

differences that I discussed earlier between the sexes in British middle-class society. 

Clifton's torment and harass arose partly because she was not sure whether to 

accompany her parents to Australia. At 25, she was old enough to remain in Europe 

without them, and, in fact, her older brothers, Francis and Waller, and one of her 

younger brothers, George, chose not to migrate with the others. Louisa stated that 

she had been "led to" begin writing "after an interregnum in my journal writing for 

two or three years" by 

the reflection that if our destiny should be eventually to settle the other side of 

the world, it will be a sweet enjoyment to be able to recall with clearness the 

events and incidents of the time that remains to us in Europe.5 

As well as recording events and incidents, however, the early entries were filled with 

descriptions of her doubts about the migration, her concerns for the feelings of 

family members, and her humiliation at her treatment by Edward Kater, a man 

whom she had expected would propose marriage. 

Despite the personal nature of the journal, however, the conventions of the era gave 

it a very polished, almost declamatory style. When looking at the Australian shore 

5Louisa Clifton's Journal, 19 April 1840. 
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for the first time, for example, she expressed her "intense interest and excitement" in 

measured tones, even to the use of a rhetorical question: 

Under feelings of the most intense interest and excitement I take up my pen to 

write the account of this day; we are laying to within sight of the Australian 

shores. How can I describe the emotions of this moment? My heart bounds 

with the deepest gratitude, and my spirits respond in feelings of delight and 

joy.6 

Her desire to keep this journal in order to preserve her memories of significant 

events also shaped the language she used, of course. It was not a case of writing 

about her feelings in order to resolve them, as is common in twentieth-century 

journal writing, but of recording her responses to events accurately so that she could 

recall them later. She also sent a copy of at least part of the journal to her closest 

friend, her cousin Priscilla, with whom she had always shared her feelings.7 With 

these factors in mind, she used precise, detailed language and very measured syntax, 

even when describing intense and unresolved emotions. 

Louisa Clifton's journal is, of course, very different from the writings of John 

Wollaston and the Bussell brothers, designed for public, though small, circulation, in 

order to inform friends and family in England of the men's progress in settling the 

new land. 

6 Louisa Clifton's Journal, 17 March 1841. 
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Family Background 

However exciting the challenge was for Marshall Waller Clifton, to his wife Elinor 

the move was a wrench. She had to leave behind three of her sons, which was 

painful. But she was also a devout Quaker, a cousin of Elizabeth Fry, and the 

English Quaker community was small and close-knit. Louisa shared her mother's 

devotion to the Quaker faith, as did some of her brothers and sisters, and much of 

her family on her mother's side, including her cousin Priscilla. The closeness that 

Louisa felt to these family members and the degree to which she missed them after 

she left England are indicated in her description of one Sunday's services on board 

ship: 

I have particularly enjoyed the meeting this morning and the religious services 

of the day and have felt drawn very closely in spirit towards dearest Frank and 

Waller. I seemed to meet them with dearest Aunts and Priscy at the throne of 

grace, and my heart has been expanded into earnest aspirations for them.8 

Quakers in London in the early nineteenth century, according to Rufus M. Jones,9 a 

leading writer on Quakerism, had three different tendencies of thought: towards 

evangelicalism and quietism, which were generally mutually exclusive, and towards 

social reform, which often co-existed with one of the other two. I have found no 

evidence of evangelicalism in Louisa Clifton's journal. While she was devoutly 

7She wrote in her entry of 10 June 1841 that she was copying her journal in order to send the original 

to Priscilla (quoted in Frost, 72) 

8Louisa Clifton's Journal, 7 February 1841. 

9Rufus M. Jones, The Later Periods of Quakerism, vol. 1 (London: MacMillan, 1921; reprinted 

Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood, 1970) 
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religious, she made no mention of sharing her beliefs with anyone other than fellow 

Quakers, while in Europe, on board the Parkfield or when in Australind, and had no 

drive to convert others to her faith. In this way she was unlike Georgiana Molloy, 

whose strong evangelical tendencies evaporated only after she had been in Augusta 

for several years. Clifton's quietism, on the other hand, was evident throughout her 

journal. 

Quietism, a mystical Christian movement that began in the seventeenth century, 

stressed "the immediate connection of the human soul with God"10 without need of 

the intervention of priests or clergymen. Quietists believed that when human beings 

were able to completely quieten their own human natures, or 'creatures', by 

silencing all thoughts, desires and self-will, then the spirit of God would speak to 

them. The influence of this movement was very strong among Quakers, particularly 

in the eighteenth century. Communities of Quakers in this era held their services, 

called 'meetings', mainly in silence waiting for moments when one member would 

hear God speak, and would then share these words with the others. Jones reports 

that in 1770 twenty-two successive meetings were held in Dublin with only one 

break in the silence.11 Quietist tendencies led eighteenth-century Quakers to a 

complete withdrawal from the outer world and from any responsibility for social or 

political matters. 

10Ibid., 33. 

nIbid., 63. 
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By the early nineteenth century, however, some Quakers had developed strong 

concerns for social reform and held enough influence in British politics to help bring 

about the abolition of slavery and improvements in conditions for factory workers 

and for prisoners. Elizabeth Fry, Elinor Clifton's cousin, was a major figure in this 

social reform; in fact, she is described by Jones as "the most distinguished of all 

persons in the annals [of Quakerism] for humanitarian service".12 While Louisa 

Clifton did not exhibit any interest in social reform in her journal, she must have 

been aware of Elizabeth Fry's activities, carried out between 1800 and her death in 

1845, a period that covered Louisa's entire life in Europe. 

Louisa's religious tendencies were quietist. She regularly attended the 'meetings' in 

London and felt the spirit of God strongly present. To both Louisa and her mother it 

was vital to be able to worship as part of a Quaker community, since they believed 

that spiritual energy grew when like-minded people worshipped together. This is 

clear from an entry in Louisa's journal describing a Quaker meeting in London: 

The spirit and love of Christ truly appeared to reign through the whole 

assembly.... How increasingly and experimentally do I feel that it is amongst 

friends that true spirituality is more felt and known than anywhere else. It is 

impossible to doubt this meeting being owned by the great head of the church, 

and I feel while sitting amongst them to be among a company of saints, with 

those who are living in accordance with the dictates of the blessed spirit.13 

12Ibid., 351. 

13Louisa Clifton's Journal, 30 June 1840. 
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For Elinor and Louisa Clifton, therefore, the decision to travel to the Swan River 

Colony meant isolating themselves from their small, supportive Quaker community, 

a community that would be impossible to rebuild in the very limited society of 

Australind. Louisa's close friendship with her cousin Priscilla, with whom she 

stayed in France for several weeks after the rest of the family had gone back to 

England in mid-May 1840, held the spiritual communion she would miss so much in 

Australia: 

... there we sat on a ledge cut in the bank and conversed most delightfully on 

the state of our religious feelings and views.14 

Because of their emphasis on silence and waiting in their 'meetings', it was difficult 

for Quakers to worship with other denominations. Clifton illustrated some of these 

problems in her description of a shipboard service in which her father attempted to 

unite Anglican Bible readings with Quaker silences or 'sitting': 

... a petition being brought by Dr Carpenter from the young men to say that the 

sitting before reading was conscientiously distasteful to them and that they 

could not join the service if it were continued.15 

14 Louisa Clifton's Journal, 24 May 1840. 

15 Louisa Clifton's Journal, 27 December 1840. 



The result of this petition was that Marshall Clifton omitted the 'sitting' from his 

services, and Elinor Clifton no longer attended them, but held her own Quaker 

meetings with Louisa on Sunday afternoons. 

Marshall Clifton was a devoutly Christian man also, but an Anglican rather than a 

Quaker. He conducted regular Anglican services for the Australind community 

members on board the Parkfield and later for family members and servants in his 

home in Australind. John Wollaston's frequent criticisms of both Marshall and 

Elinor Clifton's religious practices in Australind did not reflect a lack of religious 

devotion on their part, but arose from Wollaston's own feelings of outrage that they 

frequently rejected his services as a clergyman, and from his very rigid attitudes to 

the protocols of religious observance: 

At Australind there is no external observance of the Sabbath beyond Mr 

Clifton's family Prayers in his house, & Mrs Clifton's attendance, often in 

perfect silence, at her Quaker's Meeting House, wh at last she has got put up 

for her.... I have offered to officiate there occasionally; for I can do no more. 

But there is no place for me to officiate in of the most ordinary kind, even 

were my offer accepted, & I do not think it would answer any good purpose to 

preach under a Tree.16 

16John Ramsden Wollaston, The Wollaston Journals, vol. 2, 1842-1844, ed. Geoffrey Bolton, 

Heather Vose and Allan Watson (Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia Press, 1992) 20-

21. 



Wollaston's pique that a "Quaker Meeting House" was built for Elinor before an 

Anglican church can be heard in the phrases he underlined in this passage. 

Despite her devout religious attitudes, Louisa shared many of the conventional 

social attitudes of her class. The Cliftons were very active members of middle-class 

society in England and in France, where they were part of an expatriate English 

community. The first part of Louisa's journal is full of descriptions of parties, balls, 

at homes and concerts, particularly focused on gossip about romantic dalliances. 

Most of her days flowed from morning to late evening with social engagements with 

one group of people after another. She was snobbish and elitist, and showed little 

interest in people beyond her circle, whom she painted in her journal in vivid, 

sometimes biting portraits.17 She shared none of her cousin Elizabeth Fry's concern 

for the oppressed in society. On the other hand, she was extremely caring of her 

immediate family, and even adopted a mothering role with her older brothers, over 

whose love lives she agonised constantly. 

Louisa Clifton was very well educated, in the manner of nineteenth century middle-

class English women. She drew and painted, sang, wrote and read a great deal. She 

read books aimed at spiritual and mental improvement: in her journal she mentions a 

book by Reverend Stewart on his missionary work in the Sandwich Islands, Keith on 

"The Prophecies", Heber's Journal and Herschel's Lecture on Physical Science. She 

often read the books aloud to others, or listened to someone reading to her. 

17For example, here is her description of Mrs Austen, a fellow settler at Australind: "Mrs A. [was] 
attired in the same dress as she wore at one of our soirees; and at the dejeuner, and [with a] bonnet of 
flowers, [she] looked more than usually unladylike." (31 March 1841, quoted in Frost, 52). 
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She was also imbued with nineteenth century picturesque and romantic attitudes to 

nature. Her description of a walk she took with her brother Frank along the cliffs 

near their home in France is typical: 

After dinner Frank and I strolled out over the hilly green knoll within our 

home view, along the top of the hills, commanding a sweet view of the sea, 

town and the pretty village of Capecure and the valley of the Leane, with the 

river full and glittering among the emerald meadows.18 

Throughout her journal she used typically romantic words such as "ecstasy", 

"delight" and "imagination" to describe the effects of particular scenes upon her. I 

find it interesting, however, that she did not express her appreciation of such 

picturesque and romantic scenes in religious terms: she did not refer to these scenes 

as physical demonstrations of God's power, or of his love for his people in creating a 

beautiful world for them. While she could write of a Quaker meeting that "the spirit 

and love of Christ truly appeared to reign through the whole assembly" she did not 

describe beautiful scenes of nature in such terms. Her quietist religious tendencies 

led her to emphasise not the external, natural world but the internal, spiritual one. In 

this way she differed from the other non-conformist Christian woman in this study, 

Georgiana Molloy, whose evangelical religious attitudes had a much more external 

focus, on other people and on the beauties of nature. 

18Louisa Clifton's Journal, 5 May 1840. 



As well as viewing scenes through picturesque and romantic eyes, Louisa Clifton 

and her family embraced traditional nineteenth-century middle-class attitudes to 

gardens, both as places of beauty and as civilising forces. Marshall Waller Clifton 

expressed these attitudes in a speech he made as a member of the Legislative 

Council in the 1850s.19 Here he associated pleasure in gardening with "advances in 

civilisation and refinement" and with "order and cleanliness", presenting it as an 

antidote to lives of "listless vacancy" and to the lower classes' tendencies to 

"congregate in places where drinking and singing alone occupy their leisure hours". 

He urged the Swan River colonists to pay more attention to their gardens in order to 

advance the cause of civilisation in the new colony, as well as to provide a suitable 

place for "ladies" to walk. Like the vast majority of his countrymen, Clifton 

believed that natural beauty such as he saw in the Perth region could be enhanced by 

human shaping: 

I would now remark that the position of this town ... is surpassingly beautiful 

and highly calculated for the display of the beauties of gardening. The natural 

scenery around it is equal to anything I have ever seen elsewhere; and what 

might it not be made.20 

1 9An extract of this speech is printed as "Colonial Gardens in Perth: A Legislator's Exhortation," 
Early Days: Journal and Proceedings of the Western Australian Historical Society December 1941: 

34-36. 

20"Colonial Gardens in Perth," 35. 



The Decision to Migrate 

The first part of her journal records Louisa's agonising over whether to go to 

Australind. While her social life in England and France was hectic, her future 

prospects were unclear. She was beyond the fashionable age for marriage and 

Edward Kater had not yet asked her to marry him. She believed that she ought to 

feel trust and acceptance that it was God's will that the family should migrate, but 

often found this very difficult to achieve. She alternated between submission to 

God's will and intense resistance to the idea of migration. In France she felt trust 

and acceptance: 

How clear is the hand of Providence in all [these plans for Australind].... 

When Heaven proposes and disposes how easily are the most difficult things 

accomplished.21 

But less than a month later, she had lapsed into sadness: 

Today all has been settled about the Company. I do not allow myself to think 

or speak of it, or rather I cannot; but an indescribable sadness comes over my 

mind at times; it is the shadow of the future coming before to cloud my 

thoughts and feelings.22 

21Louisa Clifton's Journal, 15 M a y 1840. 

22 Louisa Clifton's Journal, 12 June 1840. 



It was not until after the Quaker meeting at the end of November, held to offer 

prayers for the departing Clifton family, that she expressed final acceptance of her 

decision to leave: 

Mrs Fry prayed at least for half an hour in the most touching and solemn way. 

The divine presence of the Lord appeared to me to be very near and to own the 

earnest supplication offered up for dear Papa and Mama and all of us.... Alas 

how many we have seen for the last time, but my trust is in him who has 

promised to be our guide, our guard, our friend.23 

While Louisa did not share her cousin's zest for social reform, she was obviously 

deeply inspired by her spirituality. She was not the only person to have been moved 

by Elizabeth Fry's prayers. Rufus Jones claims that many diarists of the time 

attested to the "extraordinary effect of her communications": 

She was possessed of a marvellous voice - rich, melodious, penetrating, full of 

pathos, and melting the listener with an indescribable quality. Her power in 

prayer was even more wonderful than when she addressed public meetings, 

but in both exercises she exhibited very rare gifts which, added to the majestic 

impressiveness of her manner and personality, produced an effect not to be 

forgotten.24 

23 Louisa Clifton's Journal, 22 November 1840. 

24Jones, 359. 
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Louisa had a special relationship with her mother, particularly spiritually, often 

taking on the role of teacher and guide to the younger children. Several times in her 

journal she referred to "dear Mama and me", especially when remembering their 

Quaker friends in England. It was this relationship that eventually decided her to go 

to Australind with her parents, despite her trauma at the prospect of leaving Edward 

Kater: 

I chose Australia; dearest Mama's bitter tears have decided my wishes. I 

would rather break my heart than add one drop to her cup of sorrow and of 

care.25 

The Sea Voyage 

Louisa Clifton found much to move her on the voyage to Australia. This was due 

partly to the types of scene she witnessed, so different from those she had been used 

to and very much in keeping with nineteenth-century concepts of the sublime in 

nature. A volcano on the island of Santa Cruz provided her with "a display of the 

beauties of nature ... unequalled by anything I have yet seen".26 A sunset over the 

ocean excited her with its "majestic fullness and brilliancy".27 Despite her sadness 

at sailing further and further from friends and family, the vastness of the ocean 

moved her intensely, and provoked in her a sense of humility in the face of God's 

creation, such as she had not expressed for natural scenes in Europe: 

25Quoted in Frost, 40. 

26Louisa Clifton's Journal, 22 December 1840. 

27 Louisa Clifton's Journal, 31 December 1840. 



... but yet withal I never felt so calm, so filial a dependence upon Providence 

as now. I do not lose the sense of being upon the trackless fathomless ocean 

upheld and preserved by him alone whose grand and mighty workmanship it 

is. L'immensite sur nos tetes, l'immensite sous nos pieds. My mind is 

solemnized into deep and profound humility and dependence before the 

mighty creator, and there is a charm in these sentiments which these vast 

objects create which affords me moments of true satisfaction and mental 

enjoyment.28 

Since they were close and vulnerable to the natural elements, storms were both 

terrifying and awe-inspiring to the travellers. They reminded Clifton of her ultimate 

trust in God: 

I then went on deck where a magnificent scene awaited me. The sky grey and 

lowering, the sea majestic in the grandest, most frowning mood we have yet 

viewed it. The lowering waves just curling at their summits and displaying an 

exquisite tint of lucent green, tossed and foamed and roared in every direction, 

and as they rolled towards the stern and upheaved our gallant bark, they 

appeared like mountains of water ready to overwhelm it, and presented a 

spectacle partaking at once of the sublime and beautiful, the which I most 

28 Louisa Clifton's Journal, 26 December 1840. 



thoroughly enjoyed ... I never felt m y mind more calm, peaceful, free from fear 

and dependently trusting in our heavenly guardian and protector.29 

For most voyagers to Australia at this time, the voyage out, which averaged a 

hundred days, was a hiatus in their lives. For its duration people were forced to 

become contemplators of nature rather than manipulators of it. Other than taking 

care of any animals they had brought with them, there were few domestic tasks to 

do. This does not mean that the voyage was a time of unalloyed calm, since 

conditions were always cramped and food monotonous and of poor quality. But it 

does mean that people had time and space to contemplate the natural world in ways 

they had seldom done before. Paul Carter describes ships as "houses on the move", 

which "had something of the convenience of home with the advantage of enforced 

leisure". He adds that the self-referential character of shipboard journals has been 

largely ignored. Because of the monotony of life, enforced stillness and lack of 

incident, travellers on the ocean were led to write about the experience of travelling 

more than their counterparts on land.30 

A major aspect of shipboard life was the experience of the natural world. The world 

through which they sailed was particularly suited to inspiring those who were 

devoutly religious. To Christian travellers the vastness of the ocean and the sky, the 

quietness, and the reflections of the sunrises and sunsets on the water seemed to 

manifest the beauty of God and his power in creating this world. They were imbued 

29 Louisa Clifton's Journal, 15 February 1841. 

30Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay: An Essay in Spatial History (London: Faber, 1987) 141-42. 
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with the traditional Christian view that the sky was the home of God and his angels. 

Since their view of the sky was completely unobscured they felt closer to God than 

they had been in Britain and believed that they were therefore in a purer spiritual 

state. Nathaniel Ogle, whose handbook for emigrants to Western Australia was first 

published in 1839, wrote: 

When the sun has sunk into his ocean-bed amid clouds of every hue and form, 

the sudden night changes the splendour to scenes as wonderful, only more 

subdued;... the vault of heaven is indeed 'fretted with golden fire;'... while the 

soul is rapt in wonder and admiration, and silently worships the great Creator; 

which must tend to elevate, to purify, and to fill it with gratitude and 

humility.31 

They found much to marvel at in starlit nights and sunsets, the vastness of the sky 

and the ocean, storms at sea and the strange, often volcanic islands that the ships 

passed by. 

During the voyage and while anchored offshore, Louisa regularly expressed deep 

gratitude for God's protection on their journey: 

We are all in a state of excitement, softened excitement, I feel, for a review of 

the striking favours we have experienced as we have tracked our solitary way 

31Nathaniel Ogle, The Colony of Western Australia: A Manual for Emigrants, 1839 (London: James 

Fraser, 1839; Sydney: John Ferguson, 1977) 11-12. 
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across these pathless oceans cannot fail to create sentiments of solemn 

thankfulness and joy.32 

When they arrived in the colony, however, the colonists very quickly reverted to 

their previous attitudes of the responsibility to control nature. Louisa Clifton's 

reaction was typical; in fact, she was already anticipating their arrival with 

impatience more than two weeks before they were to set foot on land: 

The starlight nights, brilliant and sometimes cloudless, have given us ample 

scope for admiring and studying the wonders of the heavens. We have seen 

the Magellanic cloud and looked upon worlds unknown to our northern 

hemisphere. At times I have been almost impatient to see land, to commence 

our new existence and enter upon our duties and labours.33 

Australind 

The Parkfteld anchored in Port Leschenault, off the site of Australind, on 18 March 

1841 but the Clifton family stayed for several weeks on board while Marshall 

Clifton visited Perth to discuss the location of the settlement with the Governor. 

During this time Louisa and several of the other young women made many trips 

ashore, in the company of Mr George Eliot, the Resident Magistrate of Leschenault, 

and his friends. In these weeks her journal was dominated not just by delight at the 

picturesque beauty of the area but also by appreciation of George Eliot himself. 

32Louisa Clifton's Journal, 17 March 1841. 

33 Louisa Clifton's Journal, 1 February 1840. 
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"There is something about him," she wrote on 2 April, "that amuses m e 

excessively". Just over a year later she was to marry him. 

A week before the ship had sailed from England, the Board of the Western 

Australian Company had received news that the land they had purchased at Port 

Leschenault was no longer available and, in the ensuing confusion, decided to move 

the settlement to Port Grey, three hundred miles north of Perth. The surveyors, sent 

out before the others to survey the original site, had not received news of the change 

and had begun their surveys at Port Leschenault. On his visit to Perth, however, 

Marshall Clifton received the Governor's permission for the settlement to be made at 

the original Port Leschenault site, and he returned to his family on 28 March 1841 

with the good news. It was not until the 5 April that women of the family finally left 

the Parkfield for the tent settlement that had been set up for them. 

This period of several weeks was a hiatus for Louisa, similar to the time she had 

spent on the voyage out. She could do nothing to help establish the settlement, so 

she had time to admire the scenery. Her journal abounds with descriptions of the 

"picturesque" scenes (the word appears on almost every page), particularly when she 

could see long views from on board ship or from vantage points on the shore. She 

also spent some time making drawings of the coastline from on board ship, a 

common pastime among well-educated young women of her class.34 Her first 

34Some of these are held in the Battye Library. Five of her drawings of Australind are reproduced in 

Barbara Chapman, The Colonial Eye: A Topographical and Artistic Record of the Life and 
Landscape of Western Australia, 1798-1914, Perth, 29 August - 7 October ([Perth]: Art Gallery of 

Western Australia, 1979). 
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description from on board, before she set foot on shore, is typical of her early journal 

entries: 

We were all struck by the pretty aspect of the country at the mouth of the inlet 

and in parts along the shore. Masses of beautiful foliage grow down to the 

water's edge and in an opening of it we descried Mr Eliot's and Mr Stirling's 

little dwelling. The immediate coast rises in sandhills, but there is vegetation 

upon them, trees everywhere seen beyond the hills in the distance, high and 

reminding us of the Paris(?) hills at Sauoer(?). The colouring as the sun began 

to decline became exquisitely soft and radiant, the hills robed in the brightest 

pinks and blues, the sky reflecting every colour in the rainbow, and yet so 

softly that every tint completely melted into one another. I cannot easily cease 

to remember the first Australian sunset, nor the feeling with which I viewed its 

promising coasts, and the native fires burning along the country, the smoke of 

which however we only saw.35 

From her point of observation on board ship, the sights she saw fitted easily into her 

concept of a picturesque scene: the massed greenery which opened just enough to 

reveal a "little dwelling"; the sandhills in the middle distance; the hills in the 

background covered in trees; and the intense colours of the sunset. Nor did the 

smoke of the Aborigines' fires jar the scene for her; because she could not see the 

actual fires, or the Aborigines themselves, the smoke in fact enhanced the reflected 

colours of the sunset. 

35 Louisa Clifton's Journal, 18 March 1841. 
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The language she used to describe Australind was very similar to that of the 

Prospectus for the Settlement of Australind published in London in August 1841: 

The view of the inlet and opposite shore from the town site is extremely 

beautiful, while the view of the town site from the inlet is equally pleasing. It 

presents in appearance a high bank of forest scenery rising from the water's 

edge (in some places within less than a quarter of a mile) to a considerable 

elevation, which reaches at points to eighty to one hundred and even one 

hundred and twenty-eight feet.... To the east of that hill is another of great 

picturesque beauty, the highest ground in the town site, being one hundred and 

twenty-eight feet high ...36 

In view of my earlier comments on the type of natural features the British eye 

noticed, which was controlled by the language the colonists used to describe the 

landscape, it is interesting that Louisa Clifton mentioned some of the same features 

as the Prospectus, even though she wrote in a different genre. Since this Prospectus 

was published in London several months after the Cliftons arrived in Australind, it is 

unlikely that Louisa had seen the description, even in draft form. Her description 

was not a copy; it was written from the same picturesque standpoint, noticing the 

same features and describing them using the same limited repertoire of language. 

Clifton's passage includes the personal references to "Mr Eliot's and Mr Stirling's 

little dwelling" and the French hills, and the specific descriptions of the native fires 

and the sunset, inappropriate inclusions in a public prospectus; while the prospectus 

36Battye, 472-74. 



includes specific measurements of distances, which would not interest Clifton or her 

audience. Other than these genre-specific differences, the two passages are very 

similar in perspective. 

Like almost all her compatriots, Louisa Clifton shaped her view of the unfamiliar 

country by reference to what she was already familiar with, the hills of France. Her 

unfamiliarity often made it very difficult for her to appreciate the natural world 

around Australind as beautiful, except in theory because it was part of God's 

creation. For example, when family members returned from a walk in the bush with 

many different wildflowers, she could see their loveliness only theoretically: 

I have not seen yet many which strike me as surpassingly pretty; all nature is, 

and must be, lovely, and I love it wherever I meet with it; but I do not think it 

rivals her charms as displayed in England.37 

In fact, once she had settled on shore, she never again depicted nature as evidence of 

God's power and goodness to his people, as she had on board ship. It is strange, 

then, that she concluded this journal with the phrase "the God of grace is the God of 

nature also".38 I can find no suggestion in the parts of her journal written on land, 

whether in France, England or Australia, that this was part of her daily thinking. 

3725 May 1841, quoted in Frost, 61. 

3811 July 1841, quoted in Frost, 85. 



Clifton shared the picturesque attitudes of many other British people that, however 

beautiful wild nature might be, humans could shape it to be more interesting and 

satisfying to look on: 

It is astonishing how much the hand of man improves nature (unless 

particularly picturesque), throwing an air of interest upon a scene otherwise 

tame and unstriking.39 

Although this contradicted her Christian beliefs that "all nature is, and must be, 

lovely" she did not acknowledge the contradiction. This is a direct echo of 

Wollaston's attitudes expressed in a passage from his journal: 

I did not experience that effect upon the mind which is caused by the 

magnificence or sublimity of Nature, yet, notwithstanding, I must own I felt 

the truth of the lines; 

"Midst Forest Shades, and silent Plains," 

Where Man has never trod;" 

There in Majestic power He reigns," 

The ever-present GOD!"40 

While the Christian colonists believed in theory that all God's creations must be 

beautiful, when faced with the "savage" bush of South-West Australia their beliefs 

3926 May 1841, quoted in Frost, 61-62. 

40Wollaston, vol. 1, 187. 



generally evaporated. In Christopher Hussey's words, quoted in Chapter 1, they 

responded to the "vastness" of nature by "analys[ing] and bottl[ing] it into the 

picturesque".41 Picturesque attitudes valued small, framable scenes, and the forests 

of the region seemed too vast and too unvaried to be attractive to the colonists. By 

18 May 1841 Clifton refused the offer of an exploring trip on the grounds that "the 

country is so similar everywhere, I think there is nothing to tempt one beyond the 

precincts of our own picturesque encampment".42 

Domestic Life 

One of the main attractions of the Australind region for Louisa (apart from the 

obvious attractions of George Eliot himself) was that it had already been settled by 

some Europeans. George Eliot's home and the homes and tents of other settlers 

featured in many of her journal entries. She shared the dominant view of the bush as 

"savage" and therefore unfit for civilised people. When it was finally agreed that the 

group would not move to Port Grey she expressed her relief: 

I am retired to rest with a grateful heart, I trust, for this great favour. This 

place offers a home we never could have felt in an uncivilized uninhabited 

territory.43 

The fact that the men had already erected the family's tents by the time the women 

came ashore on 5 April allowed her to see the confused scene as "picturesque 

41Christopher Hussey, The Picturesque: Studies in a Point of View (London: Putnam, 1927) 114. 

4218 May 1841, quoted in Frost, 58. 
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romantic" rather than savage, and she described it in a letter to her brother Waller in 

England: 

We sailed almost all the way up this beautiful estuary, under a sky of 

surpassing beauty, the heat intense and scarcely a breath of wind. On arriving, 

we found our tent erected and two or 3 others scattered about, on the slope of a 

deep declivity a few hundred yards from the waterside, commanding a lovely 

view, surrounded by beautiful trees, but in a state of charming confusion, the 

sand, ankle deep, almost the only floor.... I feel a sensation of 'home' in this 

place; civilization is partly known.44 

Immediately on settling in the tent area at Australind, Louisa Clifton and the other 

middle-class women became absorbed in domestic chores they had never had to do 

before. She depicted this as a form of religious purification for herself, in which she 

would be cleansed of her self-indulgence: 

I passed great part of the morning in making my noviciate in washing, an 

employment I expect often to be engaged in. I feel no desire to spare my self-

indulgent nature; on the contrary I am only eager to humble it and to come 

down to the occupation most repugnant to it. There is too much selfishness, I 

fear, in my desire for refinement of every kind; it is a web that must be broken, 

4328 March 1841, quoted in Frost, 50. 

H5 April 1841, quoted in Frost, 55-56. 
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for it partakes perhaps too largely of that which is only worldly, and producing 

dissatisfaction and vanity.45 

Descriptions of her domestic chores continued during the rest of the journal but she 

also had plenty of time for drawing and reading, and for visiting and entertaining 

other people. Although she seldom mentioned female servants, the Clifton family 

must have had domestic help throughout Louisa's time at home. At no point was she 

caught up in the exhausting domestic drudgery of Mary Wollaston and her 

daughters, or of Georgiana Molloy, none of whom were able to keep domestic 

servants. Her life resembled much more closely that of the Bussell women, who had 

at least one female servant to help them during their early years at Augusta and at 

the Vasse. 

While tent life was picturesque at first, it very soon lost its glamour for Clifton. For 

several weeks her journal entries were filled with her depression at living in tents 

during very bad winter weather. Throughout this time she could see nothing 

beautiful about their situation and described herself as feeling "totally unsettled, 

indolent and dull".46 Then, in mid-June, their first house was finished, and protected 

inside it she was able to again appreciate the picturesque scenery: 

4522 March 1841, quoted in Frost, 47. 

4615 June 1841, quoted in Frost, 72. 
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This is a luxury I especially enjoy, and I can scarcely do anything but gratify 

the childish gratification I feel in looking through glass again. The view of the 

estuary from this cheerful sash is always a pretty scene.47 

The completion of this first house marked the beginning for Louisa Clifton of a 

sense of domestic security, which led her to think back over their months of tent life 

in a long passage of comparison: 

I could not help comparing this night with the first Mary and I passed on our 

landing here. I cared not for the cry of the wild dog which woke me this night, 

except as being distressed to lose the poor goose which he carried off, a sense 

of security lulling my heretofore watchful senses. I never can forget those first 

nights of tent life. This spot was then a wild untrodden wilderness; bushes, 

zarnia, brushwood and small trees thickly covering the soil which is now quite 

cleared;... and then when night came and we were left to ourselves; Papa and 

the two boys at some distance from us; all hushed; no one stirring, and then to 

hear in the dead stillness of night a wild cry like a wild beast, and presently 

pat, pat, round the tent.... My heart beat when I tried to allay Mary's terror, lest 

it was a native coming in; for I was just as frightened, tho' I pretended to be 

quite calm.48 

4716 June 1841, quoted in Frost, 73. 

4816 June 1841, quoted in Frost, 74. 
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Clifton here depicted her former insecure life in tents in a composite picture of 

uncleared bush, darkness, the absence of male support, the wild cries of unnamed 

animals, and Aborigines attempting to enter her territory, which, of course she was 

unable to defend, since there were no fences, locks, or even doors to be locked. In 

her description of the imagined intruder, she equated the "native" Aborigine with a 

"wild beast", thus reflecting the common depiction of Aborigines as inhuman and 

therefore outside the recognised controls of civilised life, such as laws and a system 

of punishments. Louisa's responsibility for her younger sister made the picture even 

more fearful. She concluded the passage with a strong description of her former 

sense of helplessness: 

... when I think how lonely we were, how easily he might have come in at the 

entrance of the tent, what our personal feelings were in the security of our 

abode, I wonder we were not more intensely frightened than we were. 

Like most of her fellow colonists, Louisa was shocked and repulsed by the 

Aborigines she saw, looking on them as less than human: 

I never witnessed so affecting a sight as this display of the degradation of 

humanity. They do not look like human beings, so thin, so hideous, so filthy; 

oiled and painted, red faces and hair, and pieces of rush passed through their 

hair. They danced and distressed us still more; in fact I feel distressed at the 

idea of living among such a people, so low, so degraded a race.49 

4920 March 1841, quoted in Frost, 46. 



While she was not prepared to "live among" these people, however, she was 

distressed by their punishments by the government. Some traces of the Quaker 

desire for social justice are evidenced in her response to them, very different from 

the responses of the Bussell family: 

Tho' punishment for all crime is necessary, yet how much mercy should be 

shown to this poor race to whom but one talent seems to have been given. 

When will justice appear upon earth? Not I fear while white man who 

professes Christianity falls so far short of acting up to its first principles. I 

cannot help liking these poor people, especially the children.50 

The fear of the "savage" bush was also evidenced in Louisa's description of "poor 

Louisa Lamb" who was found after two days lost in the bush at Brunswick. Louisa 

Clifton was so unwilling to move out of the settlement herself that she could only 

surmise that Louisa Lamb must have been "a little deranged" to have wandered off 

alone, and suggested that she had intended to commit suicide.51 The person lost in 

the bush was a very common image in Australian literature and in painting 

throughout the nineteenth century, particularly the lost woman or child, who was, of 

course, seen as doubly fragile and helpless against the savage bush. 

Although Louisa did not mention a garden until one entry nearly at the end of her 

journal, to her it was an integral part of a picturesque domestic scene. In this one 

502 July 1841, quoted in Frost, 81-82. 

5120 June 1841, quoted in Frost, 76. 



entry, she described how she had planted an English garden with seeds given her by 

Edward Kater, and had spent about ten minutes each day in tending the seeds.52 

This short amount of time and her failure to mention the garden up to this point 

indicate that she was not a keen gardener, but she had a strong desire for an English 

garden to enhance her feeling of domesticity. When Edward Kater failed to write to 

her by the first mail delivered on 26 June 1841, she was finally convinced that he 

had never intended to propose marriage, and the seeds became a painful reminder of 

her failed hopes. Her desire for an English garden, however, was a little stronger 

than her pain and humiliation at Kater's treatment of her, and she kept tending her 

seeds, rather than letting the garden die. 

Once they had settled into their new homes, Louisa and the other Clifton women 

resumed a social life that was similar in many ways to their lives in Europe. Of 

course, many of the more glittering events of London society, such as balls and 

concerts, were unavailable to them, but they replaced them with their own parties 

and dinners which were as civilised as they could make them within their very 

limited community. Louisa even mocked an Australind resident, Mrs Austen, as 

"unladylike" for wearing the same dress to a dinner, a "soiree" and a "dejeuner".53 

Louisa, her sisters and her mother began visiting other women in their homes and 

tents, and gossip about births, deaths, sicknesses and romantic dalliances again filled 

her journal. The family also held Quaker meetings and Anglican services every 

Sunday, which were attended by small groups of fellow settlers. 

5226 June 1841, quoted in Frost, 81. 

532 April 1841, quoted in Frost, 52. 



W h e n she married, Louisa Clifton moved into the most established house in the 

district, which she described proudly in a letter to her brother Waller: 

Between the fireplace and window is a large mahogany cheffonier, with three 

rows of books, and a large cupboard underneath; four wicker arm-chairs, and a 

table with a brown and crimson cover in the centre of the apartment - this is 

the portrait of our sitting room.... My bedroom is very small but large enough 

to contain my Somerset House four post bedstead, which father very kindly 

gave us, and with white furniture looks very nice and most luxurious in this 

quarter of the globe.54 

The amount of detail that Louisa included in this letter (this is a small extract from a 

long description) does more than give her dear brother a clear picture of her new 

home. It emphasises that despite the hardships of life "in this quarter of the globe" 

she was living in conditions that were suitable to her status. Louisa's emphasis on 

social appearances throughout her journal indicate the importance of the domestic 

sphere to her. It was where she established her social status as well as her status as 

the good daughter and older sister to the children, and later the wife of a successful 

settler. It was also her protection against the fear of the wild bush that lay outside 

the settlement. 

54Letter to Waller Clifton, quoted in E.D. Cowan, "Early Social Life and Fashions," Journal and 
Proceedings of the Western Australian Historical Society 1, III (1928): 4. 



The Bussell Women 

I have already outlined the history of the Bussell family's decision to migrate to the 

colony, and the arrival of the first four brothers on the Warrior in early 1830. The 

family was so close that it was not long before the second group, the sisters Fanny 

and Bessie with their brother Lenox, set off to join the four brothers. They arrived 

on the Cygnet in January 1833. At this time Fanny was 26 years old, Lenox 23 and 

Bessie 20. 

Both Fanny and Bessie kept journals on board ship and after they had arrived in 

Australia, and both wrote a huge number of letters to family members in England, as 

did their brothers. Fanny and Bessie also wrote many letters to each other while 

they were separated looking after their brothers in Augusta, at 'The Adelphi' and at 

the Vasse. Like other middle-class women of their era, they were educated to write, 

read and draw, activities which they carried on throughout their lives in the colony, 

even at times when domestic duties were hectic. Fanny Bussell was a particularly 

busy correspondent, a role which she perhaps accepted as the oldest unmarried 

daughter—she remained in the family home until 1851, when she eventually married 

at the age of 45. While she and Bessie were at home together, they both made 

copies of much of the correspondence written (their brothers' as well as their own), 

sent the copies to England and stored the originals as records. 

Fanny Bussell does not openly identify the audience for her shipboard diary, 

although it appears to have been written for her family, both those already in 

Australia, and her mother and older sister Mary, still in England at that time but 
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intending to follow the rest of the family to Australia.55 In it she concerned herself 

almost totally with the daily activities of the three siblings and their relationships 

with other passengers, which made it of little interest to people outside the family. 

In this way, it was a personal family document, but not a private one like Louisa 

Clifton's. 

Fanny and Bessie's writings express a combination of love for their brothers, 

concern with helping to establish the various home environments, and appreciation 

of the landscape within picturesque terms. They did not mention their religious 

feelings and beliefs at all, except to note their attendance at Sunday services, first on 

the Molloys' verandah at Augusta, then at Cattle Chosen on the Vasse, and 

eventually in the church at Busselton which was opened in 1845. Their religious 

attitudes were conservative and very strong, but do not appear from my reading to 

have held a dominant place in their everyday thinking. Occasionally such phrases as 

"with the help of God we have ..." occur, but their beliefs in God did not shape their 

behaviour in establishing their homes, or their attitudes to the landscape or to the 

Aborigines. 

Attitudes to Landscape 

Unlike Louisa Clifton, Fanny Bussell seldom commented in her shipboard diary on 

the beauties of the natural world she saw from on board ship. In one of her rare 

55This is indicated by her description of the stars in the Southern Hemisphere, followed by the 

comment, "But this has or will be a familiar spectacle to most of m y readers." (Fanny Bussell's 

Shipboard Diary, 29 October 1832) 



descriptions of the sunset and the stars, her language is typically picturesque and yet 

her lack of delight in the scene is not: 

The sun set beautifully behind a bank as they say here and a beautiful contrast 

there was the transparent sky with rather a sad tinge over it and the very dark 

clouds on the horizon with their edges slightly illumined. The moon too 

nearly in the zenith and here and there some peculiarly bright stars. 'It was a 

comment (?) only for the good'! And yet there were some evil spirits abroad.56 

Fanny Bussell seems to have felt required to describe the scene for her readers but 

did not feel moved by it herself. This can be explained by the fact that she was 

almost completely absorbed, throughout the voyage, by a dispute between Lenox 

and a Mrs Leake, caused by Lenox's hanging his hammock in the lobby outside the 

women's cabins because he could get no air in his own cabin. Fanny was scathing 

about Mrs Leake, who appeared to her to be "living proof of the "flippancy of 

woman's tongue and the waywardness of woman's nature".57 Her loyalty to her own 

sex had no chance against the pull of her family loyalty. Nor had any picturesque 

appreciation of the natural world around her. Fanny was protective of both Lenox 

and Bessie because she was the oldest of the three, but she was particularly 

protective of Lenox because he had a psychiatric illness throughout his life. All 

members of the family looked after him and wrote about him to each other with 

great concern and compassion. Fanny's response to the sunset scene that "there 

56Fanny Bussell's Shipboard Diary, 28 November 1832. 

57 Fanny Bussell's Shipboard Diary, 29 October 1832. 



were some evil spirits abroad" might reflect the mood she had developed in having 

to protect Lenox from Mrs Leake during the voyage, rather than any particular 

qualities of the scene itself. 

Fanny did feel moved, however, by the wildness of the natural world she saw on 

arrival in Augusta, which fulfilled her romantic ideals of sublimity,58 and which she 

described in a letter to her mother detailing their arrival at Augusta: 

It was nearly dark but I could perceive that the river was broad and beautiful 

and the country more richly wooded than the English imagination can 

conceive.... It is here that one sees the magnificence of emigration. At the 

Swan, European comforts and luxuries have already robbed this life of all its 

wildness and grandeur.59 

This appreciation was not as carefree as it sounded, however. Had Fanny been faced 

with the untamed land her brothers met on their arrival, her response would have 

been different. She was able to express such unalloyed delight because her brothers 

had already created a snug home from which she could view the wildness. In the 

same letter she described in romantic detail the inside of the home-a "bandit's 

cave", complete with blazing fire: 

58Bessie shared Fanny's romantic impressions of the countryside. In December 1833 she described 
her walk to the highest point of Molloy Island, "where I feasted m y eyes on the beautiful woods, 

rivers, hills and lagoons with the sun just rising upon this wide, wild, & almost uninhabited country." 

(Letter to Mrs Bussell, 1 December 1833.) 

59Letter to Mrs Bussell, 5 April 1833. 



There among casks of all descriptions we found them seated round something 

by courtesy called a table, a lamp fed with pork slush, a huge chimney in 

which a wood fire was blazing, eating rashers of salt pork and pancakes, 

without either the adjuncts of knives, plates or forks. Two hammocks 

suspended from the roof completed the picture which Bessie compared to a 

bandit's cave. 

Despite her exhilaration at the vast forests of Augusta, Fanny felt no dismay that the 

men were beginning to chop down the trees. She shared the common view of 

untamed land as virginal, and celebrated the settlement of this land in the image of 

the penetration of a virginal woman: 

The banks of the Blackwood were first invaded by the plough share. The iron 

entered into its bosom for the first time.60 

Throughout their writing, neither Louisa Clifton nor the Bussell sisters showed any 

signs of compassion for the land as a fellow victim with women of male oppression, 

as expressed by twentieth-century ecofeminists. To Fanny, the taming of the land 

was a sign of the progress of white men: she saw the important work as being done 

by the men, with the women supporting only on the domestic front. She also saw it 

as visible proof that the Bussell family fortunes were being cemented. Nor could I 

find any sign among any of the Bussell women of a protest against the rape of the 

landscape by males forces, identified by Annette Kolodny among pioneer women in 

60Dairy of Fanny Bussell, n.p. 



America.61 Although describing it as an "invasion" and characterising it with very 

male images of the plough share and iron, she celebrated rather than bemoaned the 

taming. 

Like almost all of her compatriots, Fanny Bussell saw the European invasion of the 

Australian bush as improving its beauty, by instilling visible shapes on the landscape 

and by making it productive in British terms: 

Improvements are daily springing up around us. The garden, well-fenced and 

productive in all English vegetables, would almost make you forget that you 

are in Australia.... the windows command on one side a pleasant view of the 

river, with the countryside in its unredeemed state, which is so completely 

park-like that you would scarcely believe that a year and ten months only have 

elapsed since the improving hand of the European was first extended over its 

glades.62 

The word "unredeemed" was commonly used among the settlers to describe the 

Australian bush. In Christian terms, the word had very specific connotations, 

describing how Christians were forgiven their sins (arising from Eve's original sin in 

the Garden of Eden) only by accepting Christ's sacrifice of dying on the cross. The 

use of the word indicated, therefore, that the land could be healed from its sinful 

state not only by the "improving hand of the European", but also by coming under 

61This is a common theme in Kolodny's work. For example, Annette Kolodny, The Land Before 
Her: Fantasy and Experience of the American Frontiers, 1630 -1860 (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 1984) 7-8. 
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the influence of Christianity, with its special method of redemption. The word has 

similar Christian connotations to the word "reclaimed" as found in the phrase used 

in the Land Grant Regulations for the establishment of the Swan River Colony, 

which stipulated that settlers would have land confiscated from them that had not 

been "brought into cultivation or otherwise improved or reclaimed from its wild 

state"63 within a specified period. 

In the colonists' view, therefore, the Europeans' improvement of the land was not 

just aesthetic; more important, it was also moral and spiritual. 

Domestic Roles 

Mrs Bussell and her daughters shared the view that women gained satisfaction in life 

by providing domestic comforts for their men. Fanny called her brothers "my 

darlings" throughout her journals and letters, and hoped that her mother would be 

pleased with the way she and Bessie were looking after them. She described the 

moment of her first meeting with John at Fremantle as "decidedly the happiest, the 

brightest I have ever experienced".64 Their attitudes were shared by almost all 

women in that era, as endorsed by Georgiana Molloy's comment that she hoped the 

sisters would "make their brothers happy and comfortable, a thing men never are 

without families".65 

62Letter to family at Henley, 6 February 1836. 

63Quoted in Battye, 76. 

64Letter to Mrs Bussell, 5 April 1833. 

65Letter from Georgiana Molloy to her mother, 29 May 1833. 
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Fanny was a particularly energetic person. She even strove to keep busy on board 

ship, when most passengers took the opportunity for a hiatus in their activities: 

I might say that a few shades of brown had been added to our complexions but 

the effects of the heat have not been otherwise felt. Indeed had I room to 

move about I fancy that I would have been quite as industrious as I was in 

England.66 

She took delight in being active throughout her life at Augusta and the Vasse, and 

her activity was completely in the domestic sphere. John Wollaston referred to her 

in his journal as "the indefatigable Miss Bussell".67 She described the women's 

routine at the Vasse within the first month of her arrival as alternating between the 

roles of cook, housemaid and chambermaid, daily cleaning and flea extermination of 

the boys' rooms, helping the servant Phoebe Bower to wash clothes and churn butter, 

and looking after the domestic animals.68 The only time she left her home was to 

visit either her older sister Mary, who moved to Albany after her marriage, or 

Bessie, who married John Wollaston's nearest neighbour Henry Ommaney. Her 

preoccupation with domestic life is shown in the fact that she reported dreaming of 

her home in the colony even before she left England.69 Her letters home, 

66Fanny Bussell's Shipboard Diary, 29 October 1832. 

67Wollaston, vol. 1, 177. 

68E.O.G. Shann, Cattle Chosen: The Story of the First Group Settlement in Western Australia 1829 

to 1841, facs. ed. (Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia Press, 1978) 77-78. 

69Letter to Mrs Bussell, November 1833. 



particularly to her mother, were full of detailed descriptions of the insides of their 

various homes. 

While neither Fanny nor Bessie Bussell expressed the total absorption with 

gardening of Georgiana Molloy, they clearly saw the garden as part of the domain of 

the family home. Until their garden was established at Augusta, Fanny planted 

cuttings of fig, vines and peaches sent from England in the Molloys' garden.70 The 

Bussell women described their various houses in minute detail but hardly mentioned 

their gardens, particularly gardens of flowers, which were much less useful to the 

family than fruit and vegetables. When describing the house at the Vasse for her 

cousin Capel Carter, Fanny gave brief acknowledgment to the "pleasant view of the 

river, with the country in its unredeemed state" out of one set of windows before 

moving onto a description of the buildings, farm and garden seen through the 

opposite windows: 

This side of the prospect is full of beauty, and yet I dwell with more interest 

and delight on the opposite scene where offer to view the little hamlet, our 

garden, our hayrick and our stockyard. It is more essentially English, and it 

bears the marks of daily improvements.71 

In my earlier discussion of the naming of the Bussell homes, I commented that the 

name "Cattle Chosen" denoted the Bussells' sense of being settled landowners in the 

70Fanny's letter to her mother, November 1833. In fact she referred to it as "Captain Molloy's 

garden". Given the fact that the Molloys' garden was clearly the domain of Georgiana Molloy rather 
than her husband, this indicates Fanny Bussell's Anglican focus on the dominant role of the husband. 
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colony. It is highly significant that this naming coincided with the arrival of Mrs 

Bussell and Mary in the colony. It seems that the brothers could not feel settled in a 

home until all their womenfolk had arrived; it was only then that their domestic 

arrangements appeared sanctified to them. 

The Bussell women did not see their duty only as to provide domestic comforts for 

their men. They also set out to "civilise" them. This term had a range of meanings 

to the women, and included furnishing and decorating the homes beyond the bare 

minimum (the boys' "bandit's cave" may have been picturesque but it certainly 

wasn't civilised), keeping their men's clothes neatly mended, providing meals and 

domestic labour so that the men could work regular hours outside their homes, and 

bringing artistic pursuits such as music and drawing into the homes. 

It also included the women's unquestioned and undefined influence over their men's 

manners: it was thought that without female influence men risked becoming 

"savage". And, of course, this was particularly dangerous in a savage environment 

such as the Australian bush. In his guide for emigrants to Western Australia, 

Nathaniel Ogle summed up the civilising influence of the women settlers as being 

much more than domestic: 

All the writers agree in their accounts of the moral courage, and unmurmuring 

perseverance, under great privations, of the women who encountered the 

difficulties entailed on the earliest settlers; and all equally agree in the great 

71Shann, 66. 
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influence their noble and endearing conduct has, and must continue to have, 

on the community at large ...72 

When their Aboriginal servant William left them unexpectedly to join his family in 

the bush, Fanny contrasted the refined and civilised "family" life of the English with 

the savagery of the Aborigines: 

Wm. is gone into the bush with them for the savage life is irresistable to them 

even admidst (sic) the refinements & comforts of an English family.73 

Fanny reported proudly that Georgiana Molloy "pronounced us more civilized than 

any other house in Augusta".74 In the same letter she eluded to her own civilising 

influence when she described herself as fulfilling a mother's role with her brothers: 

On Sunday last we all attended prayers on Captn. Molloy's Varandah (sic). I 

think I felt a little of the Mother in me when I looked round on my darlings & 

saw them all assembled looking so well, so happy & so good. 

The first of these quotes referred to the furnishing and decor of their home. The 

second, however, was much less specific. Her recognition of her civilising influence 

while at prayers and her underlining of the phrase "so good" suggest that she saw 

her civilising force as a spiritual one. 

720gle, 84. 

73Fanny Bussell's Diary, 1-16 February 1834. 
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Mrs Bussell assured the family in England of the girls' roles: 

My dear girls are perfect wonders in their new life. They mend every article 

for their five brothers and you will see their little hands sewing canvas trousers 

and making coarse cloth jackets, kneading bread, etc. We do not neglect the 

elegant occupations. We have our music and reading and dancing.75 

She also stated in the same letter that "with all our barbarity we are very 

considerable people. Every possible distinction is shown us and the Bussells are as 

well known in every part of Australia as the Governor." Mrs Bussell was very proud 

of her family being seen as "very considerable people". She saw her girls as playing 

significant but very different roles from her boys in bringing this about. 

From the Vasse, Fanny looked forward to a time when "female industry and 

foresight will soon make affairs wear an orderly and comfortable look".76 So it was 

not just their hard domestic work that created comfort, but their ability to organise 

the home. Mary Bussell echoed this idea of order when she wrote to Capel Carter in 

England about Bessie's influence in the new home at the Vasse: 

74Letter to Mrs Bussell, November 1833. 

75Letter quoted in William J. Lines, An All-Consuming Passion: Origins, Modernity and the 
Australian Life of Georgiana Molloy (St Leonards, N S W : Allen and Unwin, 1994) 202-03. 

76Letter to Capel Carter, 12 September 1835. 



She is indeed an admirable girl and equal to anything. W e hear from the boys 

that she is working wonders, reducing our savage brothers into some kind of 

order.77 

It is clear that the Bussell women and men exemplify the attitudes described by 

Anne Summers as "the tradition of idealizing the women who lived and bore 

children in remote parts of the colonial wilderness",78 a tradition expressed by 

Manning Clark as recently as the 1970s in his History of Australia: 

Out of such squalor and hardship, which drove the menfolk into erratic, 

unsteady ways in the primitive huts of the gentry, a matriarch quietly took over 

the central position in the family, and in the huts of the servants a 'Mum' came 

into her own.79 

It is interesting that Bessie was not the only woman in the new home at the Vasse; in 

fact, Phoebe Bower, the Bussells' servant, had arrived a year before her, having 

come with the men and lived there throughout the early days of establishment. As a 

servant she was not seen as having a civilising influence, even though she undertook 

most of the domestic duties. Clearly, the role could be filled only by middle-class 

women and was therefore much more than a domestic one. It is interesting, also, 

that Mary reported hearing this "from the boys" themselves. In this era the civilising 

77Letter quoted in Shann, 47. 

78Anne Summers, Damned Whores and God's Police, rev. ed. (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin, 1994) 

357. 

79C.M.H Clark, quoted in Summers, 357-8. 
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role of w o m e n was naturalised by middle-class Christians, both male and female, 

and was endorsed by the church, using biblical teachings. It was in direct contrast to 

the view of women as dangerous seductresses, carrying the sins of Eve. People saw 

Christian women as neutralising savagery through their domestic efforts, through 

their cultural pursuits and also through their characters, which they saw as gentler 

and softer than men's characters. Some Christians extended this concept to the view 

of women as spiritual guides and inspirations for their men. 

The Domestic Sphere and the Bush 

I have shown in this chapter that the most common initial response of Christian 

women to the landscape of South-West Australia was excitement at its wildness, 

strongly influenced by picturesque and romantic attitudes to nature current in 

nineteenth-century Britain. Very soon after their arrival, they became absorbed in 

their families' colonising activities and began to look on the land around their 

settlements as an object to be tamed so that their families could progress. They saw 

their role as providing domestic support to their men in order to free them to do the 

physical work of cultivating the land. They also emphasised their civilising 

influence, which would make their men's lives comfortable, ordered and gentle. 

Despite the theoretical beliefs held by all these women that nature in general was 

God's creation and therefore beautiful, they always supported the 'improvement' of 

the particular land that comprised their settlements in order to make it productive, 

safe and therefore beautiful in their eyes. 
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W o m e n were generally content to remain very close to their homes, which can be 

attributed partly to the satisfaction they gained in looking after and "civilising" their 

menfolk. It can also be seen as due to their discomfort with the savage bush around 

the settlements, which they saw as the domain of wild animals and Aborigines. 

While men of this region travelled regularly to Perth and back, the women seldom 

moved more than a few miles from their homes. 

Louisa Clifton and the Bussell women clearly found great enjoyment in describing 

in detail the layout and decor of their various homes for their friends in England. 

Much of their description was designed to convince their readers that they had 

already created genteel homes in the admittedly savage land that surrounded them. 

As Louisa Clifton assured her brother, her new home as wife of George Eliot "looks 

very nice and most luxurious in this quarter of the globe".80 These particular 

women, unlike Georgiana Molloy, placed much less emphasis on descriptions of 

their gardens, but it was clear that English gardens were expected accompaniments 

to middle-class settlers' homes. 

Annette Kolodny describes how American female settlers not only created gardens 

but used the imagery of gardens and gardening to define their own influence on the 

landscape. She suggests that they developed this imagery to deal with their fears of 

the "dark and enclosing forests around them". In this way they avoided their male 

counterparts' violent treatment of the landscape as an object of their sexual conquest: 

80Letter to Waller Clifton, quoted in Cowan, 4. 



What it offered was a socially sanctioned means of altering the landscape 

while delimiting the imaginable scope of that alteration. Even as she 

reclaimed a substantial plantation from the wilderness, for example, Eliza 

Lucas Pinckney [who wrote in the mid-eighteenth century] would accept no 

title beyond "head gardener".81 

She states that while the women created gardens and used garden imagery as early as 

the seventeenth century, 

the beauty of the view did not become a recurrent theme for women, however, 

until the early decades of the nineteenth century brought them out of the 

forests and onto the open and flowering plains of Illinois, Wisconsin, and 

Texas.82 

While it is true that their sense of the beauty of the view coincided with the settlers' 

move out onto the plains, the early decades of the nineteenth century were also the 

era of picturesque and romantic responses to landscape. This era gave them the 

language to identify and describe open prospects and grand scenery in ways 

unavailable to their predecessors. In this era, their sisters were discovering the far 

South-West of Australia and being awed by the wildness and grandeur they saw, 

always provided that they were able to look on the scenes from the safety of their 

81 Kolodny, 6-7. 

82Kolodny, 8. 



verandah, or to return to their snug homes to enjoy their feelings of awe, and then 

describe them in letters and journals to their fascinated audience in Britain. 

Their sisters in Australia, too, created domestic environments, both houses and 

gardens, to improve their settlements. In this way they created visible boundaries 

between civilised European settlement and the Savage bush outside. Middle-class 

females also strove to assert their superiority over the lower classes by creating 

genteel homes and gardens that had many of the qualities they had identified with 

wealthy landowners in England. John Bussell's description of the home he had 

created for his intended wife Sophia Hayward is a typical example of the emphasis 

on fine furnishings and decor: 

This temporary residence is small and incommodious enough, it must be 

allowed, but with its glazed windows (a luxury here), looking out on the 

fairest prospect, its mantel-piece looking glass, its blazing hearth, its dressing 

and writing-table, its well-stored bookshelves of my own fabric, its pictures of 

well-remembered objects, it has been the envy of many of my neighbours.83 

It was not just domestic decorations that were unavailable to the lower classes. The 

entire cultural world-denoted here by the writing table, "well-stored bookshelves" 

and familiar pictures-was alien to women from the lower classes. While women 

servants like Phoebe Bower could provide domestic comforts, they were completely 

excluded from the cultural world that middle-class women were educated to create, 

83Shann, 155. 



and that was considered essential to protect their men from the wilds of the savage 

Australian bush. 
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Chapter 4: The Reverend John Wollaston: A n Abraham in the Wilderness 

The Reverend John Ramsden Wollaston differed from most other middle-class male 

colonists in the early Swan River Colony in that he migrated not in order to become 

a landowner in the colony but because he felt called by God to minister to the white 

settlers. In the sermon marking the opening of his first Australian church, which he 

transcribed into his journal for the enlightenment of his previous parishioners in 

Cambridgeshire, he assured his new parishioners, "I have never felt more strongly 

than at this Moment that, by Emigrating with my family to this country & throwing 

in my lot amongst you, I have obeyed the call of God".1 This call was so strong that 

it persuaded him, at the relatively advanced age of fifty, to move his family across 

the world to a young colony. 

Wollaston had officiated in a small Anglican church in rural Cambridgeshire. Most 

rural Anglican churches at that time were strongly conservative and placed particular 

stress on the place of each person in God's order: the upper classes as the rightful 

owners of the land, blessed with natural ability to meet the responsibilities and 

accept the rights of the position; the lower classes as the natural farm-labourers, who 

must be content with their position and obey their masters in exchange for their 

protection. Wollaston's lifetime, however, was a time of social struggle and 

upheaval. In a very interesting study of the representation of the rural poor in the 

painting and poetry of the eighteenth century, John Barrell suggests that in the last 

•John Ramsden Wollaston, The Wollaston Journals, vol. 1, 1840-1842, ed. Geoffrey Bolton and 

Heather Vose (Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia Press, 1991) 245. 

163 



years of this century for the first time the poor came to be considered as a class, 

rather than as a series of individuals without class consciousness. He then questions, 

whether the greater awareness of the poor as a class that we observe among the 

rich in the last quarter of the century is in fact an awareness of the greater 

threat they posed to the stability of England, by reason of their increasing 

literacy and their own developing class-consciousness.2 

Barrell discusses the move from the Arcadian images of the poor popular in the 

early 1700s to representations that revealed "more and more of the actuality of the 

life of the poor" and yet presented only "half an image of rural life"3~the half that 

represented the poor as contented and hard-working, and thus willing to continue in 

their position. 'Industry' was considered "the chief virtue a poor man could display" 

to such an extent that when George Morland exhibited paintings in the 1790s that 

showed the English poor in poses not involving work, his depictions were seen as 

both unpatriotic and unsafe to the upper classes.4 

While the aristocracy and middle classes struggled to maintain existing social 

structures, Wollaston saw these structures as unquestionable because they were God-

given. Throughout his journal he stressed the importance of members of each class 

accepting their positions in society willingly: 

2John Barrell, The Dark Side of the Landscape: The Rural Poor in English Painting, 1730-1840 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980) 3. 

3 Wollaston, vol. 1, 16. 

4 Wollaston, vol. 1,20-21. 



It has been the boast of this Colony that w e have had no Poor - but I think it is 

a misfortune - (I don't mean Paupers) - for Society will never work well 

unless there is a station for each Class according to God's ordinance; not to 

mention the evil arising from the non-exercise of the reciprocal duties of Rich 

& Poor, Master & Servant.5 

In the same vein, Wollaston insisted that in God's order the male was the protector 

and provider, with the female as his 'help-meet' and obedient supporter. Rural 

Anglican churches, most of whose parishioner families would have been farming in 

their districts for centuries, also placed particularly strong emphasis on the patterns 

of the seasons and on the human place in these patterns. Thus church services to 

celebrate the spring and the harvest were very significant in rural communities. 

Wollaston, with his wife Mary and six of their seven children, arrived in Western 

Australia on the Henry in April 1841, hopeful of an appointment as clergyman to the 

new Australind settlement, of which Marshall Waller Clifton was the Chief 

Commissioner. Unfortunately, while the Western Australian Company advertised 

the presence of a clergyman at Australind in their promotional literature, it was 

unwilling to appoint Wollaston officially and to pay him a stipend. When he 

investigated the alternative possibility of being paid as part of the government 

establishment, through the Colonial Treasury, he was informed that he could not be 

paid until he had built a church. 
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Despite their early setbacks, John and Mary Wollaston chose to settle their family at 

Picton in the Australind area, and began to farm a small area of land to meet their 

daily needs. None of them had farming experience and life was very hard in the first 

few years. Nonetheless, father and sons found spare moments to work on building 

the Picton church that would provide Wollaston with a stipend. John Wollaston also 

spent many days ministering to the people of several dispersed settlements in far 

South-West Australia, extending as far as the Vasse, 30 miles to the south. His 

keenest parishioners included the Bussell and Molloy families, who had by then 

moved from Augusta to the Vasse. 

Wollaston even found time to keep a series of journals to be sent to his former 

parishioners in West Wickham, rural Cambridgeshire. These journals covered the 

period from his departure from England in November 1840 to January 1844, nearly 

the end of his third year in Australind.6 It is interesting that at this time of great 

hardship and physical exhaustion he felt the need to maintain the journals. Geoffrey 

Bolton and Heather Vose, the editors of the most recent edition of the first volume 

of his Picton journals, speculate that, given his evident "growing agitation at the 

momentous step on which he and his family were embarking" on leaving England, 

"it may be that he undertook the systematic compilation of the diary-letter as a form 

of emotional relief'.7 The journals ceased only after his church was opened on 18th 

5John Ramsden Wollaston, The Wollaston Journals, vol. 2, 1842-1844, ed. Geoffrey Bolton, Heather 

Vose and Allan Watson (Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia Press, 1992) 10. 

6He also wrote journals in Albany, where he was archdeacon from 1848, which are not directly 

relevant to this study. They are published as John R. Wollaston, Wollaston's Albany Journals (1848-
1856), coll. A. Burton, ed. with notes P.U. Henn (Perth: Paterson Brokensha, 1954) 
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September 1842 (an event Wollaston called "the most important event of m y life"),8 

his farm established and his family more financially stable. 

Like Louisa Clifton, therefore, John Wollaston kept journals to help him cope with 

the period of emotional turmoil occasioned by his migration, and ceased writing 

them (at least temporarily) when his new life had stabilised. On the other hand, 

since Wollaston's emotional self-control was typical of nineteenth-century middle-

class males, his journal included none of Clifton's unresolved emotional 

outpourings. He restricted himself to descriptions of the family's daily routines, of 

the new landscapes, and of the progress of church building, and exhortations to his 

former parishioners to maintain their faith and morality. 

Despite suffering from regular periods of melancholy, often marked by very negative 

descriptions of the landscape, his tone throughout his journals can be described as 

trusting and inspiring.9 His emotional control and inspirational tone can be 

understood in the context of his audience for these journals, and of his 

acknowledged and apparent purposes in writing them. He wrote very specifically to 

his relatives and to some of his former parishioners, sending entries for several 

months in each package, usually concluding with a summary of the family's and 

7Wollaston, vol. 1, 5-6. 

8 Wollaston, vol. 1,240. 

9His depression was often provoked or exacerbated by the lack of religious zeal of the colonists, 

evidenced in their unwillingness to attend church services and to help him build the church that he 

thought so vital for the settlement. For example: 
The Settlers ought to help m e (in building the church), as they promised; but as they fudge off, 
it is only waste of time going after them. I do not remember ever having laboured under 
greater mental depression than at this time. Yet when I review all that I have done, I cannot 

but believe that God has directed m e for the best on behalf of his Church & m y own family 

(Wollaston, vol. 1, 231) 
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colony's situation at the time of dispatch. At no time did he envisage a wider 

audience. In fact, at the conclusion of the journal dispatched in April 1842, he 

insisted: 

I must particularly request that what I have so imperfectly written may not be 

handed beyond the circle of my own relations. I may possibly have cause to 

alter some of my sentiments & views in the course of time, please God we live 

to see the result of our exertions.10 

On the practical level, like all settler-writers, he wrote the journals to keep contact 

with his relatives and friends, to tell them how his family was progressing, and to 

paint a picture of what their new life was like. As was common among early journal 

writers, including the Bussell family, he also provided information about prospects 

for future colonists and advice on how these people might best prepare themselves 

for migration.11 

More fundamentally, however, he wrote with a sense of his role as minister to his 

former parishioners. This can be seen clearly in his letter of August 1842, addressed 

to Mr Webb, a former parishioner with whom he was particularly friendly. The 

letter contained accounts of the family's difficulties in establishing themselves in the 

new colony, where he saw the environment as harsher and much less fertile than he 

had been led to imagine by publicity materials. Such phrases as "rough life", 

10 Wollaston, vol. 1,213. 
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"nothing but sheer necessity" and "by no means abundant" painted the picture 

strongly. Nevertheless, he also filled the letter with good wishes to his former 

parishioners, advice, urgings to maintain their faith in God, and quotations from the 

Bible designed to inspire them all to contentment and acceptance: 

... I loved them all, when with them, & love them still... If a word from me 

can do them good, tell them to "fear God & keep His commandments," to 

depend upon their Saviour's merits alone for acceptance - to pray constantly 

for me &for themselves - to be humble, patient & contented.12 

He concluded the letter with the instructions, "Read such portions to others as you 

think proper, but do not hand this letter about beyond your own family circle". It is 

my impression that Wollaston felt that most of them should hear the religious 

urgings and not his accounts of the harsh environment. He was unable to step out of 

his clerical role, even after he had travelled across the world. Bolton and Vose 

explain it as a personality trait that kept him in a slightly detached relationship with 

others, as "a Tory rural clergyman of the early nineteenth century": 

... although he often endeavoured to identify some touch of common 

humanity, his upbringing could never quite allow him to succeed.13 

11 In fact, at least one family of former parishioners did follow the Wollastons to W.A. - Frederick and 

Phoebe Hymus arrived in April 1842 with their eight children. (Wollaston, vol. 1, 232) 

12 Wollaston, vol. 1,278. 

13 Wollaston, vol. 1, xxx. 



The journals show Wollaston to have been a gentle, humane man,14 w h o fought hard 

for the rights of all human beings, provided that they accepted the constraints of the 

British social system. For example, when convicts were introduced into the colony 

in 1849, many middle-class people were horrified and afraid, believing that these 

people were "all that is vile and infamous in humanity"15 and a danger to the polite 

society that had been established in the colony. Wollaston, at the age of 60, and then 

Archdeacon based at Albany, travelled to Fremantle in 1851 to examine the convict 

system, and to assist at a church service attended by some of the convicts. While he 

acknowledged that he had initially shared the "strong prejudices" against them, after 

this service he came to see that some of them were "truly penitent and devout", and 

he supported their rehabilitation: 

If any plan can, humanly speaking, carry out the merciful object in view -

reformation, not punishment, it is this, and it deserves the support of every 

humane, patriotic and Christian man.16 

His use of the term "Christian man" indicates the limitations of his thinking. Like 

all conservative thinkers of the time, he believed that Christian women should defer 

to their husbands in all areas of life, even in attitudes. It was therefore unthinkable 

1 Nevertheless, he was quick to condemn individuals for the shortcomings he perceived in them. 

Despite his initial warmth towards the Bussell brothers in his journals from Picton, towards the end of 

his life, in the Albany journals, he became highly critical of them. For example, he criticised John 
Bussell for the "carelessness, irreverence and irregularity" with which he conducted church services 

(Wollaston, Albany Journals, 116). 

15Editorial from The Independent Journal, 30 November, 1849, quoted in Marian Aveling, (ed.), 
Westralian Voices: Documents in Western Australian Social History (Nedlands, W.A.: University of 

Western Australia Press, 1979) 17. 

16Wollaston, Albany Journals, 124. 



that one would consult women, particularly on political and social matters such as 

the treatment of convicts. On the other hand, his humanity in seeking to "reform" 

convicts and to "civilise" Aboriginal children in schools run by the church set him 

apart from most fellow colonists, including the younger Bussell brothers, whose 

attitudes were aggressive towards convicts and "savages". He even condemned the 

European settlement of Aboriginal lands as a lawless "usurpation", showing an 

attitude uncommon among settlers: 

I sadly fear very many of these natives have been shot, not merely in self-

defence but wantonly and lawlessly. In these parts the "Warrang" greatly 

abounds, which is a kind of yam, and when roasted, sweet, pleasant and 

nourishing food. This grows where the best feed for stock is found, hence the 

usurpation of the ground and the secret destruction of the poor aborigines. Is it 

to be wondered that they retaliate upon the flocks and herds? ... Such doings 

are very shocking, perpetrated under the mask of civilization and Christianity, 

but alas! the well-known consequence of colonization among savages in all 

parts of the globe.17 

Wollaston was also scathing of the morals of many of his fellow colonists. He 

believed that, since British people had the advantage of having been brought up 

within a Christian society, they had no excuse for immoral behaviour. After 

discussing the "most iniquitous" behaviour of a drunken settler who had given a 

17 Wollaston, Albany Journals, 170. 



bottle of brandy to an Aborigine and of Dr Allen of Bunbury who stole provisions 

left in his care, he concluded: 

I think the conduct of the Whites here, considering their advantages, ten times 

worse than any thing the poor Savage, under his heathen darkness, can do.... 

In short, all persons who come here, since they come to make a new start, 

ought to be well looked at, & enquired about, & not too hastily admitted to any 

intimacy.18 

Reading the journals, one must bear in mind that John Wollaston was a middle-

aged, conservative Anglican clergyman, who had led a restricted life before 

emigrating. On graduating from Cambridge University, he had worked first as 

curate to his father in the small rural parish in Cambridgeshire in which he had 

grown up, before moving to the next-door parish, which he held for twenty years 

until leaving for the Swan River. While he had graduated from Cambridge 

University, he was not an intellectual. His attitudes were typical of a particular 

group of conservative, rural and relatively-privileged members of the church 

establishment at this time. 

18 Wollaston, vol. 2, 16. 
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The Forests as Wilderness 

John Wollaston shared the attitudes I discussed earlier of fascination with deep 

forests and yet distaste for and fear of the untamed darkness of the South-West bush. 

He arrived in the colony hoping to be inspired by the glory of God's creation 

unspoiled by human beings, but was disappointed, since the Australian bush did not 

fit with his concept of the sublime. He was particularly distressed by its silence and 

lack of greenness: 

Major Irwin assured me that in taking a new line from King George's Sound 

across the country at the head of the Blackwood River, he & his companions 

met with grand & beautiful scenery - fresh & verdant, with no marks of fire 

upon the trees. In that which I have seen - generally speaking - the absence 

of animal life, the want of verdure & the terrible effects of fire, render it 

melancholy and distressing. -1 did not experience that effect upon the mind 

which is caused by the magnificence or sublimity of Nature, yet, 

notwithstanding, I must own I felt the truth of the lines; 

"Midst Forest Shades, and silent Plains," 

Where Man has never trod;" 

There in Majestic power He reigns," 

The ever-present GOD!"19 

19 Wollaston, vol. 1, 187. 



H e tried hard to maintain the Church's teachings about untouched nature, to the 

extent of quoting a verse from a hymn to remind himself how he should feel. 

Nevertheless, all his experiences in the colony contradicted these teachings. 

Elsewhere he described untouched nature as "primitive" and acknowledged his 

disappointment that he had found it distressing and lonely, rather than spiritually 

inspiring: 

I have always entertained a wish to see a Country in a state of primitive nature, 

& now that wish has been granted; but the impression on my mind has been 

very different to what I anticipated. Nothing can be more depressing than the 

loneliness of the Bush away from any Settlement. This feeling is greatly 

increased by the apparent absence of all animal life; sometimes not a bird or 

beast are to be seen for several miles; & above all, such an awful silence 

prevails, except when broken by the horrid screech of the great black, or white, 

Cockatoo ...20 

The sounds of the cockatoo were awful because they were unfamiliar, as much as 

because of their screeching quality. This unfamiliarity and absence of white 

settlement were connected in Wollaston's mind with the "primitive" and the savage, 

which was all the more terrifying because it was part of the huge formlessness of the 

bush. 

20 Wollaston, vol. 1, 128. 



E.W. Landor, another early colonist, also connected the bush with the screeching of 

unnameable birds: 

From out of the depth of those woods rose the occasional shrieks of an owl, or 

other night bird, and at intervals the long dismal howl of a wild dog.21 

Landor's general description of the birds of the blackness, "night birds", was linked 

with his sense of the formlessness of the bush. To his ears these terrifying shrieks 

and howls came from "out of the depth" of the forest. 

John Wollaston shared the Bussells' sense that the S.W. bush was drab, monotonous 

and shapeless, which caused in him a distaste that sometimes amounted to revulsion. 

When he came to describe the Australian bush in the summary pages to his first 

Journal sent in November 1841, he described the hot air as diseased: 

From a very high Hill on Point Casuarina there is a view extending for many 

miles into the interior, bounded by Roe's range of mountains, but to me it is 

rather distressing than agreable. Apparently an impervious mass everywhere 

presents itself, of one uniform Colour, a dark dirty green; over wh22 on a hot 

day the hazy, African-looking, atmosphere hangs like a pestilence.23 

21E.W. Landor, quoted in William J. Lines, An All-Consuming Passion: Origins, Modernity and the 
Australian Life of Georgiana Molloy (St Leonards, N S W : Allen and Unwin, 1994) 104-05. 

22Wollaston frequently abbreviated common words in his journals - e.g. "which" became "wh"; 

"would" became "wd". 

23 Wollaston, vol. 1, 127. 



The word "pestilence" is used throughout the Bible to suggest God's punishment on 

sinful people. Its use here shows the strength of Wollaston's belief that the colonists 

were being infected by the savagery of the bush. 

His sense of outrage at British people's willingness to become "wild" reached its 

height when he visited Thomas Peel's failed settlement at Clarence, by then almost 

deserted: 

I passed by the ruinous huts & abortive attempts at Gardens at "Clarence" -

the Spot where Peel landed his immense establishment, & where his 

notorious Bubble burst. - The scene was the most desolate, dreary & 

melancholy imaginable - a single grave surrounded by a fence shewed where 

a white person had perished ... 

(Peel) lives in a miserable Hut, or nest of Huts, Built of stone & 

covered (not thatched) with rushes. Everything about him shows the broken-

down Gentleman - Clay floors & handsome plate - curtains for doors and 

Piano Forte - Windows without glass & costly China... He has beautiful 

summer & winter gardens & extensive grapery, but in utter neglect.... 

In short, it was impossible not to muse sadly at what I witnessed, & I 

left him the next day with melancholy feeling of regret at such a dreadful 

waste of God's bountiful gifts.24 

24 Wollaston, vol. 1, 184-85. 



Wollaston's feelings of desolation were provoked first by the evidence of a white 

man buried in unconsecrated ground far away from white settlement. This was 

particularly repellent to him as a clergyman, with his strong belief in the sanctity of a 

Christian funeral service and churchyard burial.25 Then he expressed a strong sense 

of disgust at Peel's living conditions. He believed that God had granted Peel such 

"bountiful gifts" (presumably wealth and social position) that it was his duty to 

create and maintain an opulent property-Wollaston mentioned house, furnishings 

and garden in his examples. The disgust was also at Peel's neglect of his God-given 

social responsibilities as a landowner. According to Bolton and Vose, "his 

grandiose and ill-planned project led to much misery and privation among the poorer 

colonists who migrated with him".26 

The scene also shocked Wollaston's sense of the Christian duty of stewardship over 

the land. Peel had manifestly not "replenished" the land as exhorted in Genesis but 

had left it in a state worse than he had found it since it was strewn with the refuse of 

his "abortive attempts" at settlement. 

Wollaston's fears about the wildness of the land stemmed to a great degree from the 

fact that he linked it with the breakdown of the civilised, Christian society he had 

known. Within six months of their arrival he wrote of his own children, "The young 

do not so much feel their hardships - but a colonial life uncivilises them most 

25Although he was so critical of other Christian denominations, when the husband of a Roman 
Catholic woman who had died in Bunbury refused his offers to conduct a funeral service for her, 

Wollaston was distressed that she had not had a Christian burial: 
... I do not think I am wrong, in the absence of any other Minister, to bury, according to the Rites 
of m y own Church, the corpse of a member of any other Xtian Church ... (Wollaston, vol. 1, 263) 
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lamentably",27 in a phrase similar to his description of the domesticated horses that 

had escaped into the bush: 

They are literally untameable when they have once had a taste of the wild 

freedom of the bush.28 

Wollaston was typical of British colonists in his belief that women were the major 

civilising force in society, protecting their menfolk and children against the wildness 

of the bush and the moral wildness of the new society. When Georgiana Molloy 

was dangerously ill, for example, he wrote, "As to poor Cap. Molloy, 1 pray God 

that he may be spared the loss of his Wife, & that his five little girls may not be left 

motherless in this moral wilderness".29 

In Christian teaching, it is the soul that separates the human from the animal. To 

Wollaston, most of the British colonists ignored their souls by ignoring "the 

Church's claims upon them... as being the Nursing Mother of their souls";30 they 

were thus no better than animals and unable to resist "the wild freedom of the bush". 

Thus Mother Church was equally as powerful as the human mother in her spiritually 

civilising influence on men and children. Wollaston saw the danger as strongest for 

26 Wollaston, vol. 1, 184, note 97. 

27 Wollaston, vol. 1,132. 

28 Wollaston, vol. 2, 39. 

29 Wollaston, vol. 2, 7. 

30 Wollaston, vol. 1,221. 
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young people, however, presumably because they had not yet been completely 

educated in the claims of the church on them. 

Like his contemporaries, Wollaston depicted the wilderness of the South-West as 

the natural habitat of the Aborigine. He viewed the Aborigines as savage and 

therefore suited to the shapeless, untamed areas outside the settlements. The 

Aborigines' unfamiliar religious practices increased his impression of them as 

primitives. When describing a corroboree, he emphasised the contrast between dark 

and light in an unthreatening but eerie scene: 

The sight was striking by the light of their fire. The Elderly Men, Women & 

children squatted round in a semicircle, applauding according to the 

proficiency of the Dancers, & leaving the opposite space as a sort of stage on 

wh the dance was exhibited. It had quite an histrionic effect, inasmuch as, 

whenever a part of the acting was finished, the person performing it slipped 

aside into the darkness, as a Player wd disappear behind the scene.31 

Wollaston often commented in his journals on coming on Aborigines suddenly in 

the bush while he was travelling, but he always described them as peaceful to him, 

often as shy. Although he constantly expressed a patriarchal concern to educate and 

civilise the Aborigines, and generally treated them kindly, he was clearly ill-at-ease 

with them. He depicted them as at least potentially threatening, since he wrote, "I 

31 Wollaston, vol. 1, 134. 



verily believe in some parts of Australia they are cannibals".32 H e labelled them as 

"savages", "heathens" or "primitive". 

When travelling back from Busselton to Picton in December 1841, Wollaston chose 

a difficult road through scrub and swamp, willing to go far out of his way in order to 

keep out of the deepest parts of the forest: 

After steering for about two hours thro' scrub & swamp, I fell in with the 

Easier Vasse road near the Beach. This was no small comfort. The reason of 

my getting into this road & not the one I had come by was my not liking to 

venture a single point Eastward (the direction towards the recesses of the 

Forest).33 

He did not explain here why he avoided the forest, except by creating vague images 

of darkness and silence caused by lack of human and animal life. When his son 

George was lost in the forest overnight, Wollaston himself was terrified by fears 

which he did not name, even after he recognised that they were baseless: 

The night was cold and dreary; it is at all times an awful thing to be alone in 

the forest, & poor George had only the company of a young savage ... My 

anxiety (being then unused to these things, & entertaining many fears wh I 

have since found were groundless) on his account, when night closed in 

32 Wollaston, vol. 1,134-35. 

33 Wollaston, vol. 1, 160. 



without his returning & signal guns w h w e fired were unanswered, was 

intense.34 

The darkness accentuated his fears of Aborigines and of wild animals. He 

acknowledged that he discovered only later that the dingo was the only dangerous 

wild animal in the area and was not a threat to humans but his strongest fear was of a 

much less tangible danger than either of these: it was of the savagery of the bush 

itself. It is interesting that "poor George had only the company of a young savage", 

a person whom Wollaston clearly saw as being no protection in the situation, since 

he was part of the savagery. 

It is understandable, therefore, that Wollaston should find relief in the colonists' 

gradual clearing of the forests. By 1843, he felt safe enough to think back on his 

initial fears of the bush with some dispassion, and to acknowledge the power of the 

fear in his mind, in a description reminiscent of Paul Carter's concept, "spatial 

nausea"35: 

In the place of a thick & gloomy wilderness, in wh, when I first came, I 

remember wandering about without knowing where I was, & almost shedding 

tears at the apparently hopeless task of subduing such a labarinth (sic), there is 

34 Wollaston, vol. 1, 140. 

35Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay: An Essay in Spatial History (London: Faber, 1987) 146-48. 



now to be seen a beautiful green level of springing corn, an inexpressible relief 

to the eye - and no less so to the mind?6 

Agricultural Land 

John Wollaston depicted the landscape of S.W. Australia as an unproductive and 

harsh wilderness, filled with a multitude of unfamiliar elements. Like most of his 

fellow Britons, he understood God's call to his people in Genesis to "be fruitful, and 

multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it" in an agricultural sense. This is 

particularly clear in his descriptions of the soil, which, since it appeared to him 

infertile, was worthless, even when it produced beautiful plants: 

The soil, except near the Rivers, very poor, sandy & worthless. - many of the 

plains abound in beautiful & elegant flowering shrubs; sometimes a great 

extent, the soil barren sand, on wh grew a few stunted trees & low shrub, but 

for the most part producing only coarse grass, very scanty, withered & nearly 

parched up.37 

In the strange syntax of this sentence, he acknowledged the beauty and elegance of 

the flowers while at the same time calling the soil "worthless" and "barren". In the 

hierarchy promoted by Genesis, flowers, small trees and coarse grass were of no 

value while food crops, tall trees (which produced wood for building, and fruits that 

British people recognised as edible) and grass that could be used for fodder were 

36Wollaston, vol. 2, 123. 

37 Wollaston, vol. 1, 186. 



valuable. Wollaston wrote throughout his journals of agricultural tasks he saw as 

arduous but important, such as tree felling, fencing in domestic animals, and sowing 

appropriate crops. These provided visible evidence that the land was being subdued, 

and were thus regarded by the colonists as factors in creating beautiful landscapes. 

Like the Bussells, Wollaston found great satisfaction in becoming agriculturally 

productive himself. While in his early journals he stressed the drudgery and 

hardship of the family's new life, throughout his later journals he wrote in great 

satisfaction about the produce they were taking from the land, attributing their 

success to their own hard work and God's loving care of them: 

We are now digging new Potatoes - very excellent. From this Crop we may 

date the commencement of a full supply of vegetables all the year round - i.e. 

please God, & we are industrious.... The first thing a Colonist must attend to 

is the plough: & nothing but the plough -1 might almost say. He has especial 

cause to pray - God speed the Plough.38 

As usual, Wollaston wrote this entry to his former parishioners in his clergyman 

voice. He underlined God's role in their success, and reminded them that people 

only continued to prosper by God's will. The surrender to the will of God, as 

interpreted by the Church, was a vital quality of the good Christian in this era, 

signifying that one was willing to be like a child in acceptance of Mother Church's 

authority. By emphasising their growing agricultural successes, Wollaston reminded 

38 Wollaston, vol. 2, 120. 
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his parishioners, and indeed his family and himself, that he had gone to the colony in 

answer to the "call of God". 

While the other colonists appreciated the cleared and fenced landscapes because 

they delineated in a visual way the boundaries between civilisation and the wild, 

making them feel physically safe within the confines of the white, Christian 

settlements, Wollaston felt the added satisfaction of a pastor concerned about the 

spiritual health of his flock. As the amount of cleared land increased, so the moral 

dangers of the "savage" land receded. 

A Settlement of "True Churchmen" 

Wollaston generally interpreted the "call of God" as a call to help establish a 

settlement of "true Churchmen"39 in an untamed land. He saw his task as 

particularly onerous and unsatisfying, because many of the colonists seemed to him 

godless, a fact demonstrated to him by their unwillingness to maintain traditional 

Christian religious practices and beliefs: 

I am much struck by ... the Apathy of the people generally as to Church 

membership, compared with the Zeal, ardour & piety of the N. American 

Colonists. I think it is thus accounted for - Most of the American Settlers 

were united Church bodies, or belonged to such, before they emigrated.... 

They moreover, at once settled in the Country - whereas the people here, for 

the most part adventurers, are not only of mixed religions, but tainted with 

3 9 H e used this phrase, along with such variants as "sound Churchmen", throughout the journals. 



the liberalism of more modern times, have evidently understood the Church's 

claims upon them in a wordly light, & not as being the Nursing Mother of 

their souls.40 

His comparison with the N. American colonists emphasised his criticism of the lack 

of religious zeal of their Swan River counterparts. By implication, the Swan River 

colonists were adventurers, of mixed religions, generally liberal in religious 

attitudes, and sinful in their refusal to accept unquestioningly the rule of the church 

over their lives. 

Church membership was Wollaston's first concern and was reflected in regular 

attendance at church. His melancholy and fear of the growing wildness were often 

strongest after he had held Sunday services: 

Nothing can be more melancholy & distressing to a Clergyman who has been 

used to even the very imperfect order of things in England, under due 

Authority in Church & State; to find here ... his Countrymen and fellow 

Churchmen running wild, & lapsing into ignorance, & greater darkness, from 

the want of any order at all or authoritative custom, & requiring to be urged 

on to resume the religious habits of their Native Land.41 

40Wollaston, vol. 1, 220-21. 

41 Wollaston, vol. 1,252-53. 



This entry was headed "Sunday Evg - Octr 9th (1842)" and included the complaint 

"I had only eight Communicants, including my own family". Attendance at Church 

was one "authoritative custom" that was required by Mother Church, and in 

Wollaston's view good Christians were required to give childlike obedience. 

On the other hand, Wollaston saw the young settlement as having great potential for 

the creation of a very vibrant, alive congregation. Several times he referred to the 

"Primitive Model" by which he meant the early church, in the first centuries after 

Christ's death. As he stressed to the Chaplain at York during one of his journeys as 

Archdeacon in 1853, it was less important to have a large congregation than it was 

to have a large proportion of communicants in the congregation, which indicated the 

"Zeal, ardour & piety" of those attending: "An overflowing congregation is not 

always a safe criterion whereby to judge of the godliness of a community."42 

He was particularly keen that his own family, or at least the male members of the 

family, exhibit the behaviours of "true Churchmen": 

Read the Bishop's Protest at Picton Church this Morg.... It was gratifying 

however to see my compliance with the request of my Diocesan certified in 

the register Book by my five Sons. May they always prove stanch (sic) 

Protestants, as well as zealous and obedient Churchmen!43 

42Wollaston, Albany Journals, 142. Throughout the journals he listed the number of people who 

attended each service followed by the number of them who took communion. 

43Wollaston, vol. 2, 138. 



It is significant that Wollaston here referred to his five sons, and made no mention of 

his two daughters, Agnes and Sophy. It is clear that his two girls and his wife 

attended this service, since he stated that his family group numbered nine, and yet 

they were not invited to certify the Bishop's Protest. The women's only role in the 

colony was a domestic one: his daughters were constantly described as helping 

"poor Mary" their mother around the house. They remained at home while their 

brothers, including Edward, who was younger than Agnes, travelled throughout the 

far South-West. 

Wollaston's belief that the Anglican Church was the neutraliser of the "savage" in 

the land was commonly held in the nineteenth century. It was expressed as late as 

1893 by Sir John Forrest in a parliamentary debate in which he spoke in support of 

the retention of ecclesiastical grants: 

He really believed that if you took away from the colony all the ministers of 

religion and all those who are engaged in trying to do good, and trying to bring 

up the young in habits of morality and in right-thinking ideas, you would 

sooner or later reduce the country to a state of savagery.44 

It was not enough for Wollaston, however, that colonists be members of one church 

body; that body must be the Anglican Church. He expressed disapproval throughout 

his journals of all denominations of Christianity other than Anglican. While he 

approved of the piety of the American colonists, he did not approve of their religious 
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sympathies, since most of them were of non-conformist denominations. This was 

his main concern about Marshall Waller Clifton and his wife Elinor, whom he saw 

as encouraging liberalism and dissent among the settlers: 

I am placed in a difficult position, having the local Government, patronising 

the Voluntary system, & Dissent at least as much as Churchmanship, on the 

one hand: - & Mr Clifton, altho' boasting himself a Churchman, Agent for a 

No-religion Company, on the Other - his Wife a Quakeress, and inculcating 

the inutility of Sacraments & Forms upon her Children. 

For Wollaston the Picton church building was much more than his means of 

acquiring a stipend: it was the focal point of the religious settlement he felt called to 

establish. He saw a dominant church building as a visual encouragement to 

Anglicans to attend church regularly and to adhere to establishment denominations 

rather than being swayed into non-conformist sects. It was unthinkable to him that 

the new colonists of Australind could sustain their religious zeal without a church in 

which to worship, especially since the Cliftons provided such an ambivalent 

example. 

But the church building was more to Wollaston than a visual reminder of Christian 

duties: it was an essential part of the Christians' worship of their God. He criticised 

the lack of a church at Australind, believing it was useless for him to conduct church 

^Quoted in Marian Aveling, (ed.), Westralian Voices: Documents in Western Australian Social 

History (Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 1979) 155. 
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services there because "I do not think it would answer any good purpose to preach 

under a Tree".45 Elsewhere he bemoaned: 

Every week I more & more feel the want of (the church), & shall never be able 

to collect Churchmen together in a regular, decent & orderly manner, until I 

can invite them to the House "which God has chosen to place His Name 

there".46 

These two sentences show clearly his disdain for other denominations. The "good 

purpose" to which he referred was the maintenance not of Christian practices of 

worship but of "regular, decent and orderly" Anglican ones. 

After surveying the site for a future church at Busselton, Wollaston commented: 

A more unsuitable spot in the present state of the settlement cd not be; there 

is not a single settler near it. Two or three ruinous huts shew where abortive 

attempts have been made to settle. The land is low & flat; the scene dreary & 

desolate ...47 

He associated his feelings of desolation in this instance first with the absence of 

White settlement. Then the fact that the site was low and flat also detracted from its 

45 Wollaston, vol. 2, 20-21. 

46 Wollaston, vol. 1,216. 

47 Wollaston, vol. 1, 159. 
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appeal to him. In British tradition, churches were usually on fine sites, often on hills 

where they could be seen to dominate all around them. 

The quality of church buildings was also important to members of the Anglican 

Church. They felt that their churches should be of as grand a design and built with 

as fine materials as possible in order to glorify God. This distinguished them from 

the various non-conformist denominations who resisted the beautification of 

churches as sinful and worldly, even calling their places of worship "meeting 

houses" or "conventicles", rather than churches, in order to separate themselves 

from establishment denominations. That Wollaston did not share their disapproval 

of beautification was indicated by his comment on his visit to Guildford in February 

1842, when he described its Anglican church as a "small mud built church, sadly 

neglected, & not at all in character, being exactly like a Conventicle".48 

An Abraham in the Wilderness 

Wollaston frequently compared his situation in leaving England to minister to the 

colonists to that of Abraham journeying at God's command through the Wilderness 

to the Promised Land, willing to leave his home, with his wife and extended family, 

and trusting that God would provide them with a suitable home at the end of the 

journey. 

When dismayed by his feelings of having brought his family into a wilderness, 

Wollaston found comfort and justification in this comparison-not only had God 

48 Wollaston, vol. 1, 178. 



called him, but he might also bless his family and make it prosper as he had with 

Abraham. His regular comparison of himself with Abraham also served to underline 

his specialness in the eyes of his readers, his former parishioners in Cambridgeshire. 

In contrast to Abraham's story, however, Wollaston could not simply endure the 

wilderness trusting that God would lead him through it to the Promised Land. The 

Swan River colony was both his wilderness and his Promised Land. He saw himself 

as a significant agent in helping to transform the landscape from a wild and savage 

wilderness into his definition of a Promised Land—a green and fertile region, with 

clearly visible boundaries around well-controlled agricultural land. Two decades 

earlier in New South Wales, William Charles Wentworth saw the same need for 

transformation of "one vast and mournful wilderness" into the land that God had 

promised millions of his compatriots: 

What a cheering prospect for the philanthropist to behold what is now one vast 

and mournful wilderness, becoming the smiling seat of industry and the social 

arts; to see its hills and dales covered with bleating flocks, lowing herds and 

waving corn; to hear the joyful notes of the shepherd, and the enlivening cries 

of the husbandman, instead of the appalling yell of the savage, and the 

plaintive howl of the wolf; and to witness a country which nature seems to 

have designed as her master-piece, at length fulfilling the gracious intentions 

of its all-bounteous Author, by administering to the wants and contributing to 

the happiness of millions.49 
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William Lines expresses this concept in political terms, when he contrasts European 

views of Australia and North America: 

In contrast to European preconceptions of North America, no antipodean 

invader ever entertained a sentimental vision of Australia as nature's garden, a 

prelapsarian Eden - quite the opposite. To the British, Australia stood in need 

of redemption. For the influential men of the colony civilising Australia 

constituted an imperial mission, a long journey of Biblical proportions through 

a dark wood to a transfigured landscape.50 

Wollaston was not interested in either agricultural improvement or empire building, 

however; he believed that the earth would return to the perfect state of Eden before 

the Fall only when all Christians became "true Churchmen". He would have agreed 

with the attitude expressed by Gerrard Winstanley in the Puritan era: 

And when this universall power of Righteousnesse is spread in the earth, [the 

world shall be] a Land flowing with milk and honey, plenty of all things, every 

one walking righteously in the Creation one to another ... as it was in the 

beginning.51 

49Quoted in G.A. Wilkes, The Stockyard and the Croquet Lawn: Literary Evidence for Australian 

Cultural Development (Port Melbourne: Edward Arnold, 1981) 15. 

50William J. Lines, Taming the Great South Land: A History of the Conquest of Nature in Australia 

(North Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1991) 48. 

51Gerrard Winstanley, quoted in M. H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism: Tradition and Revolution 

in Romantic Literature (New York: Norton, 1971) 53. 



Much of Wollaston's hope that Paradise would develop in Western Australia lay in 

God's power to transform. The passage I quoted earlier, when he was appalled by 

the "awful silence (of the bush) except when broken by the horrid screech of the ... 

cockatoo" was followed immediately by a strong insistence on God's power: 

... that I have been almost tempted to shed tears at the desolateness of the 

Scene, had I not called to mind the ubiquity of the God of Nature, who can 

make a "wilderness like Eden & a desert like the Garden of the Lord". - Can 

cause "joy and gladness to be found therein, thanksgiving, & the voice of 

melody".52 

The Biblical quotations in this passage were taken from the Book of Isaiah and are 

part of a longer passage in which Isaiah reminds the Jewish people of what their God 

did for Abraham.53 Wollaston's intimate knowledge of the Bible, evident 

throughout the Journals, indicates that he would have known the context of these 

quotes and that the comparison of his family's situation with Abraham's was again 

strong in his mind. 

The story of Abraham being given the Promised Land by God also justified in 

Wollaston's mind, and in the minds of the British establishment, the expulsion of the 

Aborigines from the land. In a long passage in which he quotes many phrases from 

Psalm 105, he described how God tested his people with many natural disasters 

52Wollaston, vol. 1, 128. 



(plagues of frogs, grasshoppers and caterpillars; hailstones and flames of fire) before 

he finally gave them their Promised Land - the "land of the Heathen in 

possession".54 Wollaston trusted that he would be rewarded for bearing the natural 

disasters he described throughout the journals with possession of the land of the 

heathen, the Aborigines. The vast majority of settlers shared his opinion that since 

the Aborigines had done nothing to improve their land, they deserved to have it 

taken away from them. 

Wollaston's gratitude that God had brought his family safe to Australia and given 

them their Promised Land is echoed in many other documents of the era. For 

example, Nathaniel Ogle, in his handbook for emigrants to Western Australia 

published in 1839, wrote that the emigrant should spend the hiatus time during the 

voyage to Australia reading about the new colony: 

never forgetting to commune with himself - to seek by prayer that calmness 

and peacefulness of spirit which enables the mind to see farther and more 

clearly, and to reason more wisely, while his heart beats with gratitude to that 

'God, who bringeth thee unto a good land; a land of wheat and barley, of vines 

and fig-trees, and pomegranates; a land of oil, olives, and honey, where thou 

shalt eat bread without scarceness: thou shalt not lack anything in it.'55 

53 "Look unto Abraham your father, and unto Sarah that bare you: for I called him alone and blessed 
him, and increased him. For the Lord shall comfort Zion: he will comfort all her waste places; and he 

will make her wilderness like Eden ... (Isaiah, 51:2-3). 

54Wollaston, vol. 1, 146. 

55Nathaniel Ogle, The Colony of Western Australia: A Manual for Emigrants, 1839 (London: James 

Fraser, 1839; Sydney: John Ferguson, 1977) 18. 



The Contemplative 

Wollaston was also a contemplative, although after he settled in Western Australia 

this quality was more theoretical than actual in him. In his journals he described 

particular forms of untouched nature as beautiful because they reflected God's power 

in having created such beauty, and his goodness to human beings in having given 

them dominion over such a magnificent natural world. On the other hand, he did not 

show the same sense of stewardship over the land that I found throughout John 

Bussell's writings, partly because his focus was on ministering to the people, rather 

than on becoming a large landowner. Perhaps because his background was not High 

Anglican, like the Bussell family, he did not have as strong a sense as John Bussell 

that because he was a middle-class gentleman he was one of God's natural curators. 

Rather than stopping in awed contemplation of a scene, however, he always drew a 

spiritual lesson from it. This is yet another indication of his relationship through the 

journals with his former parishioners in Cambridgeshire. Even when inspired by the 

beauty of nature, he seldom forgot his role as pastoral guide and teacher, and felt 

constrained to point out the lessons to be drawn from each scene of beauty. 

The contemplative side of his nature was particularly strong during the voyage to 

Australia. As I discussed in relation to Louisa Clifton, the types of scenery the 

settlers witnessed on the voyage, coupled with the forced hiatus in their lives, 

promoted feelings of awe in the contemplation of nature, particularly in those who 

were devoutly religious: 
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Ship slowly advancing on smooth Sea with gentle soft wind. Sun splendidly 

shining - we seem centre of immense circle of Waters - Majestic sameness in 

Scene - only relief fm Clouds & Sky, but these often very beautiful. When Sea 

is calm, to be on Deck Solus great treat to contemplative mind (this not meant 

for sentiment). What mere worms we are in Universe - less than dust on 

balance, yet the God & Maker of all these wonders has vouchsafed to reveal 

Himself to us as a Saviour. What madness & folly is human pride!56 

Using words that created an impression of hugeness and intensity, like "splendidly", 

"immense" and "majestic", he portrayed the scene as spiritually inspiring. He also 

underlined to his former parishioners the lesson that could be drawn from this—that 

in the face of such a grand scene human beings were "mere worms" and that they 

were therefore sinful to feel pride in any of their achievements. He called himself a 

"contemplative" in this passage. It is clear that he defined this as someone who 

appreciated natural beauty as an opportunity for spiritual learning and who felt the 

middle-class male suspicion of a strongly emotional depiction of it: he insisted that 

he was not expressing "sentiment". 

He suggested that certain types of scenery encouraged certain responses, of which he 

saw "serious and calm reflection" as morally valuable: 

Mary & I were leaning over the Ship's side last night watching the brilliant 

silvery light of the Moon as reflected fm the waves, & talking of these things, 

56Wollaston, vol. 1, 24-25. 



& w e agreed it was our duty to think more of the many mercies w e have 

received, in the continuance of health & our preservation fm danger.... There 

is something very conducive to serious & calm reflection in bright Moonlight. 

At Sea you, at such times, seem to see your position in this world, even with yr 

bodily eyes. The view around shows you plainly that you are on the surface of 

a globe, wh literally appears self-suspended in the firmament, like the other 

innumerable Heavenly bodies. Such a view must humble the pride of anyone 

who thinks at all ...57 

Here he depicted pride as a particularly sinful human emotion, which could be 

humbled by contemplation of the vastness of the ocean and the sky. Gratitude and 

trust were worthwhile emotions encouraged by the same contemplation. 

Wollaston also related to the natural world on a symbolic level, as a source for 

symbols of his Christian beliefs. To him the symbols were more than pictures with 

which he could teach his congregation; they contained powerful associations that 

had developed over centuries of Christianity in Britain. In particular, the rhythm of 

the seasons had been imbued with Christian significance. Just as the lack of a 

church building had left him ill at ease, so the inversion of natural rhythms in 

Australia distressed him. On Christmas Day 1842 he wrote: 

In England, when the shortest day is past, the gradual rise of Spring, like that 

of the Sun of Righteousness wh we celebrate at this Season, is looked forward 

57 Wollaston, vol. 1,78. 



to. - But this is our longest Day, & w e must experience more & more that 

gradual parching up of everything on the ground, 'till the rainy season begins 

in April... 

It is, to be sure, hardly Spring time, in England, before April - so that our 

respective seed times may be said to be very much the same - but then we do 

not witness that joyous busting forth of the leaf from the naked trees & shrubs, 

wh completely alters the face of the country, & from contrast, affords such 

pure delight to the lover of Nature, & so striking an emblem of the 

Resurrection.58 

In this response, Wollaston was not just a devout Christian but also a child of the 

picturesque era. Archibald Alison, a leading commentator on the Picturesque 

popularised the theory of associationism in his Essays on the Nature and Principles 

of Taste published in 1790. He argued that "when any object of sublimity or beauty, 

either in art or nature, is presented to the senses, it evokes a 'train of thought' that 

carries the imagination far beyond the original object".59 Alison's description of the 

emotions evoked by Autumn provided a secular version of Wollaston's response to 

the seasons: 

Who is there, who, at this season, does not feel his mind impressed with a 

sentiment of melancholy? or who is able to resist that current of thought 

58 Wollaston, vol. 1, 165. 



which, from such appearances of decay, so naturally leads him to the solemn 

imagination of that inevitable fate, which is to bring on alike the decay of life, 

of empire, and of nature itself?60 

When John Wollaston arrived in the colony, the contemplative side of his nature 

became less active. Any theories he might have had about the beauty of untouched 

nature were irrelevant to his work as God's minister and farmer, and his needs to 

tame and shape the landscape took over from his contemplation of it. 

From time to time, however, he did depict some individual examples of Australian 

flora and fauna, particularly birds, as beautiful. On these occasions his keen 

observation and his poetic eye were evident: 

The Peppermint Tree is very graceful and fragrant - not unlike our weeping 

Willow in England. The Tea Tree also, either single or in clumps, is of a light 

fawn colour or dirty white; & is ornamental, & there are many varieties of 

smaller trees, and shrubs. The Tea Tree is most remarkable for its bark, wh 

peels off in strips, like sheets of Paper; & and is frequently seen flapping in the 

wind, as if the stem had been enveloped in rags.61 

In this passage he created a picture aimed clearly at his English readers, first by 

comparing Australian trees to English ones, as most of his fellow colonists did, then 

59Robert Dixon, The Course of Empire: Neo-Classical Culture in New South Wales 1788-1860 

(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1986) 49. 

60Quoted in Dixon, 50. 

199 



by drawing a very precise, poetic image of the peeling bark "as if the stem had been 

enveloped in rags". The passage is taken from the summary pages of his first 

journal sent home, in November 1841 and shows that he was looking at the country 

with the precisely observant eyes of a new arrival, and that his observations were 

very much filtered through his English attitudes. 

At times he expressed a disgust in the destructive power of humans over the animal 

world that was uncommon among West Australian settlers: 

Indeed, the Birds of prey in the Country are very numerous, & of many most 

beautiful varieties - Eagles, Hawks, Falcons, & Owls. Whereas of Beasts of 

Prey there are none but dogs (tho' they are troublesome enough); wh is 

singular I think for so vast a range of Country - but no -1 forgot - of Beasts of 

prey, of one genus, there are abundance - the genus Homo. - Alas! for human 

Nature!62 

Wollaston's disgust at the destructiveness of human beings is reminiscent of Annette 

Kolodny's comments, quoted in an earlier chapter, that many North American 

settlers felt angry at the despoliation of the virgin forests as the settlements moved 

westwards. It is the only example I have found of such disgust among West 

Australian settlers. In Wollaston's case, however, it is as much a comment on the 

general sinfulness of human beings as on their destruction of the virginal landscape. 

61 Wollaston, vol. 1, 127-28. 

62 Wollaston, vol. 1,219. 
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While his disapproval of human destructiveness does not fit with his general sense 

of humans' rights of dominion over all nature, as expressed in Genesis, it is in 

keeping with the contemplative side of his character. The passage also contradicts 

his frequent complaints about the emptiness of the Australian bush. Since it was 

written in May 1842, after many of the passages quoted earlier bemoaning the 

emptiness and silence, it indicates that as he became more familiar with the 

landscape around him, and as the boundaries of the settlements were extended 

further, he became less fearful of the bush, and more able to appreciate its beauties. 

Certainly by the 1850s, when he travelled extensively throughout the South-West of 

the colony as Archdeacon, he seldom expressed fear or distaste of the landscape and 

was comfortable travelling alone in the bush, even sleeping outside when shelter 

was unavailable. 
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Chapter 5: Georgiana Molloy: From Outsider to Insider 

Georgiana Molloy was born in 1805 into an upper middle-class family from the 

Scottish borders.1 She left England on the Warrior in October 1829, with her new 

husband Captain John Molloy, twenty-five years her senior and a Napoleonic War 

veteran. They were fellow travellers of the Bussell brothers, although they were 

cabin passengers rather than steerage, and travelled on with them to establish the 

new isolated settlement of Augusta, two hundred miles south of the Swan River. 

The Governor immediately appointed John Molloy Government Resident of the 

settlement. The isolation of the Augusta settlement, which was extreme for all the 

families, was doubly so for Georgiana Molloy, since her husband, her only adult 

companion, was away from home for weeks at a time, exploring the area or visiting 

Perth on government business. 

In her youth Georgiana Molloy was so piously religious that there appears to have 

been a rift on this subject between herself and her mother and sisters, which 

persuaded her to live with her friends the Dunlops at Keppoch House, 

Dumbartonshire, in Scotland. The three sisters in this family all shared her religious 

zeal; in fact two of them, Helen and Mary, married clergymen. During 1828 and 

1829, before she was married in August and left for the Swan River, Molloy lived 

with Helen and her husband Robert Story in his parish of Roseneath, close to 

Keppoch House. 

^e information on Georgiana Molloy and her family throughout this chapter has been compiled 

mainly from Alexandra Hasluck, Portrait with Background (Fremantle, W.A: Fremantle Arts Centre, 
1990); from William J. Lines, An All-Consuming Passion: Origins, Modernity and the Australian 
Life of Georgiana Molloy (St Leonards, N S W : Allen and Unwin, 1994); and from archival documents 

in the Battye Library. 
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Molloy became strongly influenced by the evangelical fervour sweeping the West of 

Scotland in the 1820s. Religious historians agree that the first modern instances of 

the 'Gifts of the Holy Spirit', including glossalia, or speaking in tongues, and faith 

healing,2 were found in two parishes in this area, one of them being Roseneath itself. 

While these historians generally place the high point of the fervour in the early 

1830s, after Molloy had left Scotland, it is clear from her writings that she was 

familiar with the major figures of the movement and saw herself as very much part 

of this group.3 

A leading figure in this movement was the charismatic Edward Irving, a minister in 

the Church of Scotland. He was a close friend of Thomas Carlyle and the poet 

Coleridge, and had been a fellow student of Robert Story. Although he had been 

minister at Hatton Gardens in London since 1822, he made many visits to Scotland 

and even preached inspiring sermons in Story's parish of Roseneath in June 1828 

and June 1829, which Molloy almost certainly attended. At Roseneath he witnessed 

the strong religious fervour of the community, and on his return to London began 

spreading the news about the 'Gifts of the Holy Spirit' to his parishioners. He was a 

dramatic, passionate preacher, who appealed to the heart rather than to the mind. 

Carlyle described him as, "the freest, brotherliest, bravest, human soul mine ever 

2For example, D.W. Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 
1980s (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989); Andrew L. Drummond and James Bulloch, The Scottish 
Church, 1688-1843: The Age of the Moderates (Edinburgh: Saint Andrew, 1973). 

3A young woman Mary Campbell began to speak in tongues, and local preachers Sandy Scott and 

McLeod Campbell were controversial and powerful influences. Robert Story published a memoir of 

Isabella Campbell, Mary's sister, who had died after a short but saintly life. Called Peace in 
Believing it went into three editions within weeks of first publication. All of these people are 
mentioned in familiar terms in Molloy's letters, suggesting she held a significant place in this 

evangelical circle. In letters to Mary Dunlop (31st August 1829) and to Helen Story (1st October 
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came in contact with".4 H e was known to preach sermons for up to three hours and 

yet he held his congregation's interest so strongly that in his Hatton Gardens parish 

he regularly drew congregations of a thousand people. Blending the philosophies of 

the Romantics with the proselytising of the evangelical movement, he stressed the 

awe-inspiring qualities of the natural world; the power of the uncanny, the 

mysterious and the mystical in life; the vital importance of each individual's 

conversion and salvation; and the responsibility of Christians to bring non-believers 

to a belief in Christ that would lead to their salvation. He also stressed that the Day 

of Judgement was imminent. He brought to the Church of Scotland in the 1820s an 

"outburst of imaginative energy"5 that inflamed Molloy and the Dunlop sisters. 

Their religious responses were thus much more energetic and outgoing than the 

conservative High Anglicanism of the Bussells and Marshall Waller Clifton, the 

more low church but equally conservative rural Anglicanism of the Wollastons and 

the quietist Quakerism of Louisa Clifton and her mother. 

Molloy referred to Irving several times in her letters. While in London, she and her 

husband attended a service where Irving prayed for them and for the success of their 

emigration: 

Irving prayed last Sunday week for the new Settlement and for those two lately 

joined in Wedlock by God and man, that we might be like Abraham and Sarah 

1833) she talks of having given Peace in Believing to her husband's valet Elijah Dawson and to her 
maid- servant Kitty Ludlow in her attempts at religious conversion. 

4Julian Symons, Thomas Carlyle: The Life and Ideas of a Prophet (London: Gollancz, 1952) 37. 

5Bebbington, 81. 
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in the land God had allotted us~and that we might finally reach that other 

promised shore which had been ordained to us for Eternity.6 

Comparing the Molloys with Abraham and Sarah—as John Wollaston did of himself 

and his wife—Irving justified the establishment of the Swan River Colony by 

Christians or God's chosen people, since it was the land God had "allotted" to them. 

He also emphasised that this colony was only a stage on the Molloys'journey: the 

ultimate goal in Christians' life journey was heaven or "that other promised shore 

which had been ordained to us for Eternity". Irving regularly preached about the 

imminent ending of the world, which would have made this "other promised shore" 

more of a reality for his adherents than for more conservative churchgoers. J.B. 

Jackson, a leading American landscape theorist, has explored the influence on early 

American settlements of the large proportion of American colonists who were 

members of evangelical and other non-conformist religious groups. He suggested 

that this led to a sense of the "temporary and makeshift" in many American 

settlements: 

In the traditional past, the question of meaning of existence had always been 

"Where?" Where did we belong in the social order? Where was sanctity and 

salvation? But now the question was When? When was the end to come? 

When to build a permanent home, when to sell, to move, when to plant and 

harvest? In the meantime the temporary and makeshift sufficed: houses were 

6Hasluck, 41. 



good for at least a year or two: burials in the back field or under a tree were 

good until a later date.7 

While the end of the world was of immediate concern for Irving, however, it does 

not appear to have been so for Georgiana Molloy. She was not emigrating to Swan 

River in order to have greater religious freedoms, as many American colonists had 

done; in fact, she would have been aware of exiling herself from the huge 

evangelical surge then taking place in Scotland. The Molloys' decision to emigrate 

arose solely from their desire to establish land, wealth and opportunities for 

themselves and their descendants—hardly the indication of people anticipating the 

end of the world. Molloy's lack of concern about the end of the world was 

reinforced in her letter of 7 November 1832, where she wrote to her sister Elizabeth, 

"I think Irving's prediction to take place about this period must startle many".8 This 

comment was made in isolation, and showed no indication that she herself was 

startled or afraid. 

As well as being unconcerned about Irving's predictions of the end of the world, 

Molloy seemed less than excited by his promotion of the 'Gifts of the Spirit'. On 

12th January 1833, she wrote to Maggie Dunlop, "What is all this about Irving and 

7J.B. Jackson, "The Order of a Landscape: Reason and Religion in Newtonian America," D.W. 
Meinig (ed.), The Interpretation of Ordinary Landscapes (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1979) 161. It is interesting that Jackson's first question, "Where?" was asked strongly by the 

conservative Christians in this study, the Bussells and John Wollaston. The Bussells were most 
concerned with "where" they belonged in the social order, while Wollaston focussed on "where" to 

find sanctity and salvation. 

8Hasluck, 105. 



the super-natural gifts and strange tongues?"9 This question was sandwiched 

between memories of conversations between herself and Maggie and comments 

about the domestic drudgery of having to wash clothes and put her baby to bed. She 

expressed little concern about Irving's 'Gifts of the Spirit', and was certainly far 

from his sphere of influence by then, on the other side of the world and strenuously 

occupied in her domestic life. 

At the time of her departure from Scotland, in her early twenties, Molloy's religious 

and moral attitudes were patronising and priggish. Her early letters to the Dunlop 

sisters were full of stories of her attempts to convert those she met, including a 

Jewish dressmaker in London, whom she reported lecturing: 

My dear woman, I devoutly pray the Light of the Gospel may break in upon 

your hardness of heart and enable you to see you are one of Christ's Redeemed 

sinners.10 

She disapproved strongly of Matilda Byrne, the young wife of one of her husband's 

former comrades: 

I find Mrs Byrne ... unquiet with a bustle~her petticoats in the air and two very 

pretty legs and feet protruding beyond them. However, she has much subsided 

9 Hasluck, 110. 

10Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 70. 
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and Molloy thinks when she sees more of me, she will change that quick and 

abrupt manner for my more steady and sedate aspect.11 

Captain Molloy's hopes were dashed, however, because his wife chose to dine in her 

cabin rather than with the other passengers and emerged only when the ship was 

anchored at the Cape Verde Islands, when the company had been made acceptable 

by "the absence of the 'disrespectable'"12, that is, Matilda Byrne, who was staying on 

shore. Although the Captains Byrne and Molloy had been two of an original group 

of four who had discussed business prospects at the Swan River early in 1829, the 

Byrnes were the only middle-class passengers of the Warrior who did not join the 

Molloys in their settlement of Augusta. It would seem that their falling out was due 

largely to Georgiana Molloy's open disapproval of Matilda Byrne. 

In her letters Molloy complained many times of feeling lonely and isolated at 

Augusta "without a female of (my) own rank to speak to".13 In many ways she 

isolated herself because of her socially and morally superior attitudes. On the other 

hand, she was not alone in this. At this time British women of her background did 

not find companions among working-class women, nor even among women from 

the new middle classes, like Mrs Turner of Augusta, whose wealth was based on 

business and industrialisation. Molloy looked forward to the arrival of Mrs Bussell 

and her daughters, with whom she could develop a relationship, but was 

disappointed when she found they were not a generous family: 

"Hasluck, 43. 

12Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 88. 
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They are genteel nice people and that sort of thing-but terribly close-fisted, 

which gives us the idea they belong to the Take All family, as we have on 

several occasions been most liberal to them.14 

The phrase "genteel nice people and that sort of thing" says much about the rules of 

social acceptance under which Molloy operated. This coolness of relations between 

the Bussell women and Georgiana was not one-sided, of course. Alexandra 

Hasluck, the writer of the first full-length biography on Molloy, has attributed it to 

Mrs Bussell's religious conservatism, as the wife of a clergyman in the high 

Anglican tradition. Hasluck quotes one of Mrs Bussell's first letters after arrival in 

Perth, which contained criticism that "they" had built a "conventicle",15 the term 

used at that time for a meeting place for non-conformist religious denominations, 

and suggests that Georgiana felt Mrs Bussell's disapproval of her religious 

tendencies. Nevertheless, the relationships between the Bussells and the Molloys 

remained civil throughout Georgiana's life, and they were near neighbours in both 

Augusta and the Vasse. 

Molloy's snobbery is also evident in her response to the child of a labourer's wife 

who had died soon after giving birth. Although she took the girl into her home, 

looked after her so that she could be helped to walk on the "Path of Virtue" and 

acknowledged that she was "an uncommonly good child and sits and plays the 

13Hasluck, 89. 

14 Hasluck, 120. 

15 Hasluck, 137. 
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whole day", she added "Of course, I have no great affection for so plebian a child 

and have never yet kissed her".16 

Her moral superiority was even more marked than her social snobbery in her letters. 

She complained of the soldiers' wives, who though compelled to attend Captain 

Molloy's Sunday sermons, "very often quit the service in the middle of it to hold 

their enebrious (sic) orgies".17 She felt morally superior even to her own family 

members; she wrote to her brother that their sister Mary's alcoholism would make 

her unwelcome in Molloy's home.18 

Several people saw her as passionate, eloquent and full of spirit. Charles Bussell 

described how much he admired her when they spent time together on board the 

Warrior: 

She is rather inclined to be romantic and is delighted to have anyone with 

whom she can contemplate the sublimity of a night scene or expatiate upon the 

beauties of this or that piece of poetry.19 

16Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 210. 

17Hasluck, 83-84. 

18Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 287. 

19Hasluck, 55. Molloy is known to have loved the poetry of Thomas Gray, one of the first 
Englishmen to have portrayed mountains as awe-inspiring. In 1765 he wrote of the Scottish 
highlands: "The mountains are ecstatic, and ought to be visited in pilgrimage once a year. None but 
these monstrous creatures of God know how to join so much beauty with so much horror" (quoted in 

Christopher Hussey, The Picturesque: Studies in a Point of View (London: Putnam, 1927) 107). 



She shared the views of Edward Irving that particular aspects of nature could inspire 

the human soul: 

They belonged to a generation that believed that mountains and ocean were the 

two grandest phenomena of nature. Under the influence of the early 

nineteenth-century Romantics, mountains had become, in the imagination, 

temples of nature built by the Almighty. Mountains were places of spiritual 

refuge, of withdrawal; mountains were seats of the gods, where humans might 

encounter divinity and be transfigured.20 

Like John Wollaston and Louisa Clifton ten years later, Molloy found the natural 

beauty she saw from on board the ship spiritually awe-inspiring, particularly when 

the mountains or the ocean were seen in moonlight, at dawn or at sunset. So much 

so that, when the ship approached the Cape Verde Islands, she stayed up all night 

hoping to see the mountains in the moonlight, even though she had barely emerged 

from her cabin before then, as she had been so ill. 

From childhood Molloy had found beauty in flower gardens and had been interested 

in natural history, along with many other nineteenth-century middle-class women. 

She was given packets of flower seeds as wedding presents to take with her to the 

Swan River and bought many more in Cape Town. Her interest in botany is 

indicated by the fact that she took with her to the new colony a "hortus siccus", a 

book made of stiff card pages for storing dried plants. 

20Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 83. 
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Unconventional Attitudes 

Georgiana Molloy's responses to the landscape of far South-West Australia were in 

many ways similar to those of Louisa Clifton and the Bussell sisters. She expressed 

no hesitation in upholding her husband's position as Government Resident in 

Augusta and later in Vasse, and in taking over his role in his absence. And while 

her attitudes to the Aborigines were much less judgmental and punitive than those of 

the Bussells, this can be explained by the fact that she found the local Aborigines co

operative, not because she questioned British rights and responsibilities to civilise 

them. She saw her role as to establish a home and garden, look after her husband 

and children, and keep them civilised. She was pleased that the Bussell sisters had 

arrived in Augusta and hoped that they would "make their brothers happy and 

comfortable, a thing men never are without families".21 

My reading of her letters has convinced me that she was also very much an 

individual. Her non-conformist, evangelical background encouraged her to see the 

natural world as awe-inspiring and a manifestation of God's power and love for 

humanity. She maintained this attitude throughout her life, even when faced with 

the hardships of settlement, when other, more practical colonists had moved their 

focus to financial values and the requirements for taming the land. This can be seen 

in her 1841 description of Castle Rock: 

All the American Captns., five in number, concurred in declaring its valuable 

situation, not only wood and Water, but the position of this. I understood 

21Letter to her mother, 29 May 1833. 



nothing but the beautiful and congenial scenery to m e is exquisite and soul-

enjoyable in this part of the world ...22 

While she was patronising towards servants and Aborigines, she was also 

compassionate and, in the case of the latter, able to appreciate their relationship with 

the land, especially because their knowledge was useful to her in collecting seeds of 

native plants. She also generally felt safe with them, even to the extent of going into 

the bush with them as her sole guides. Perhaps her sense of safety resulted from her 

feeling that the bush itself was not savage or alien, and therefore nor were the people 

considered its natural inhabitants, the Aborigines. 

While Molloy was conservative in her social and moral attitudes, she did not share 

the establishment Christian attitudes to relationships between men and women: the 

openly stated rule that women were required to honour and obey their husbands; and 

the unexpressed belief that in marrying and "taming" women, men would neutralise 

their dangerous, seductive power. In her letter of 12th September 1829 to Helen 

Story, she reported on a sermon she had heard preached by an older clergyman in 

Gosport, while waiting for the Warrior to leave England: 

... dreadful was it to hear him proceed to speak of nothing but the duties of a 

matrimonial state, the first "Love" & that not to be too much founded on 

manner & appearance but mutual taste, & speaking of the softness of one sex 

rightly esteemed by the other that he could not sufficiently enforce that civility 

22Hasluck, 220-21. 
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& complacency which was so pleasant to witness in civilized society—in fact 

the Gospel was never attended to. It was very sad to see, so many sleeping but 

others listening to a tissue of folly.23 

This depicted the teachings of a particular segment of the Christian Church in this 

era, the very conservative segment that valued propriety and appearances rather than 

spiritual zeal~it was important to be seen to attend church, even though one slept 

through the sermon. Molloy here characterised as a "tissue of folly" the teachings of 

this group: of male and female duties to each other, shared taste, the male's right to 

"enforce civility and complacency" in the female, and the value of a "civilized 

society". In contrast she valued the passion of the evangelicals, centred on the 

teachings of "the Gospel". And it appears she was not averse to a love based to 

some extent on "manner and appearance". In her highlighting of the word "taste" 

one can hear her disgust at the clergyman's passionless version of love. It is difficult 

to imagine her submitting to the taming required to enforce her "civility and 

complacency" to her husband. 

23Letter to Helen Story, September 1829. 
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Augusta - The Wild and the Domestic 

So this was the young woman who arrived in the colony in 1830: middle class and 

educated, interested in nature and botanical studies, passionate and romantic, 

priggishly evangelical, unconventional in some of her attitudes, socially and morally 

snobbish. 

Her first impression of the Swan River area was of a limitless, wild, beautiful and 

untouched expanse of trees: "an unlimited extent of dark green woods"; "trees of 

full growth with branches untroubled by the storm and unpruned by man"; 

"beautifully wooded to the water's edge with both copse wood and magnificent old 

trees".24 Although many earlier colonists had criticised the region around Perth, 

portraying it as sandy, infertile and monotonous, Molloy was not alone in finding it 

awe-inspiring; James Turner had also been enchanted by what he described as a 

magical world around him: 

We were quite astonished at the splendid scenery on both sides of the River, 

although the soil is nothing but white sand. The foliage of the trees was 

exquisite, and together with the many beautiful turnings in the River, one 

might fancy themselves in a fairyland.25 

Augusta, like the Swan River, was seen by some colonists as wild and beautiful. Its 

natural features-the river and large open bay surrounded by a dense mass of huge 

24Lines, An All-Consuming Passion 98. 

25Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 99. 



trees down to the water's edge—disposed adherents to picturesque and romantic 

notions of the beautiful and sublime, like Fanny Bussell, to find it awe-inspiring: 

It is here that one sees the magnificence of emigration. At the Swan, European 

comforts and luxuries have already robbed this life of all its wildness and 

grandeur.26 

John Bussell used similar language, when he described it as "beautifully picturesque, 

but so wild, so savage".27 All these commentators viewed the landscape from the 

outside. It was like a picture that they could study and appreciate, a picture of nature 

that was savage and grand to them, not made safe and familiar by "European 

comforts and luxury". The river flowing from the background to the foreground 

framed by a dark, gloomy mass of trees made an awe-inspiring picture. The karri 

trees around the bay initially created a powerful impression on the colonists because 

of their size. They believed that the size of trees indicated the fertility of the soil in 

which they were growing, and these trees were awesomely huge to their eyes, used 

to forests that had been tamed for centuries. 

When Molloy arrived in Augusta, however, she had little time for enjoyment of the 

landscape. The Molloys had to disembark all their goods from the ship, choose 

appropriate land for their home, set up temporary accommodation and begin to build 

their first home. And Georgiana Molloy was eight months pregnant. Three weeks 

26Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 174. 

27Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 121. 
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after arriving in Augusta, Molloy gave birth to a baby girl who died nine days later. 

The baby had been conceived in England but was born and buried in Australian soil. 

Two weeks later Molloy began to plant her first Australian garden. 

In none of her letters does Molloy exhibit that domestic pride that was admired in 

good Christian wives in those days. While she took great joy in flower gardening, 

she constantly described housework as "drudgery". When one considers that women 

of her class in Britain had maids and wet nurses, her reactions are not surprising, 

however. Most female colonists in the pre-convict days complained that it was 

almost impossible to keep servants, since they chose to claim land of their own. 

Their letters described their lives as exhausting and unrelieved drudgery. On the 

other hand, some of the middle-class women took greater pleasure than Molloy in 

the kind of light domestic duties that were considered as civilising. The Bussell 

women, for example, who always had the help of at least one female servant, 

accepted women's domestic role unquestioningly, as I have discussed in an earlier 

chapter, as they did the civilising influence in the home of the good Christian 

woman. 

Unlike the Bussell women and Louisa Clifton, Georgiana Molloy did not write with 

pride about her domestic duties, nor did she describe her home or its furnishings in 

any detail to any of her correspondents. She concentrated almost solely on the 

beauties of her garden. Her letters to the Dunlop sisters indicated that this focus was 
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not new for Molloy. She remembered Roseneath and Keppoch House only for their 

gardens and the natural world around them.28 

The domestic sphere was not a happy one for Molloy. Initially she spent all her time 

in her home and garden, much of it alone while her husband travelled to Perth on 

government business or to survey the Vasse with the Bussell brothers. While alone 

she had to protect herself and her children from danger, to oversee the few servants 

they managed to keep, to act in her husband's role as Government Resident,29 and to 

deal with her own almost constant loneliness. Molloy was not the only colonist to 

feel lonely in those years. Geographically the colony, and particularly its outlying 

settlements, was a very isolated place, very different from the highly cultivated 

network of towns, villages and farming land they had left behind. The vast 

distances, the lack of a developed community life in the settlements, and the 

monotony of the surrounding bush all provoked feelings of intense loneliness and 

danger. Jackson described a similar situation in frontier America as the pioneers 

pushed West: 

Danger in the wilderness was by then no new feature of the American 

experience; what was new was the individual, solitary adjustment to what was 

still an experimental and incomplete landscape order, a new organization of 

space that radically affected work and sociability and the business of living. 

28"Oh m y dear and lovely Rosneath (sic), m y heart bleeds when I think of the truly happy celestial 
days I spent there and all the violets and primroses all fresh in m y memory! (Hasluck, 88). 

29For example, she describes the funeral of her ex-servant Kitty Ludlow: "Her funeral duties I was 

necessitated to conduct. She had to be buried by torchlight. Her poor frame was so highly 
discomposed, it made two of the bearers ill for some days" (Hasluck, 122). 
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Cabins and houses were hidden from one another by two miles or more of 

forest; the roads were often impassable and almost invisible. The traditional 

points of orientation and reassurance-church steeple, tavern, clustering of 

houses, passersby—did not exist.30 

The difference between the US experience and the Australian one was that 

American colonists settled the coast many decades before they moved into the 

hinterland. Initially, therefore, they faced the new landscape in large groups, living 

close to one another; it was only much later that they moved into the Mid-West and 

spread out thinly into much more isolated areas. This isolation, according to 

Jackson, brought a new element of danger in their relationship with their 

environment. In contrast, early Australian colonists moved into isolated areas very 

soon after the first settlements were established in Perth and Fremantle. The 

Molloys, the Bussells and the Turners huddled into one small corner of Flinders 

Bay, unable to escape the constant visual reminders of their isolation caused by the 

absence of the familiar sights of the British community: "church steeple, tavern, 

clustering of houses, passersby". 

Like Jackson, Geoffrey Grigson, an English writer, commented on the emotional 

importance of church steeples, as not just religious but cultural icons for British 

people. Writing in England in 1976, he claimed that church steeples were still "the 

most persistent items of continuity and cultural expression in our villages". He went 

on to state that when British people look at churches or paintings of churches, "we 

30Jackson, 159. 



remember or w e feel the historical emotion, the religious emotion of the scene as 

well, if we are religious or carry about us inherited traces of religion".31 For Molloy, 

the feeling was both historical and religious. She felt strongly the loss of familiar 

culture around her, rooted in centuries of history, of which the church steeple had 

been the daily visual reminder. She also lamented her separation from the religious 

support that had been so readily available to her in Scotland, represented in the 

parish church. In her letters, she often referred to the fact that Captain Molloy was 

forced to conduct Sunday services from their verandah, and lamented the lack of a 

clergyman to look after her spiritual welfare. She must have been relieved that John 

Wollaston arrived in the colony in time to support her spiritually in her last illnesses, 

and, ultimately, to administer the Last Sacrament. 

Molloy was also pregnant eight times in her thirteen years in the colony, and during 

her later pregnancies she was weak and sick. She might have been reminded many 

times of God's curse on Eve for her seduction of Adam in Paradise Lost, a text from 

which she was familiar enough to have quoted in her letters32: 

Thy sorrow I will greatly multiply 

By thy Conception; Children thou shalt bring 

In sorrow forth, and to thy Husband's will 

Thine shall submit, hee over thee shall rule.33 

31Geoffrey Grigson, "Symbols of Continuity: Church Towers in the Landscape," Country Life, 160 (2 

December 1976) 1622-23. 

32See her comparison of herself with Eve exiled from Paradise, which I quote below. 

33John Milton, Paradise Lost, Book 10, Lines 193-96. 
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And yet at no time did she express anger towards her husband for the fact that she 

was so often pregnant, or at her situation which precluded her from receiving 

adequate medical care. There is no doubt that her early death was the result of the 

accumulated weakness arising from prolonged illness and poor medical attention 

during at least her last two pregnancies. 

She was also plunged into the depths of despair by the death of her first baby so 

soon after their arrival in Augusta; by a miscarriage four months later, while her 

husband was away from home; and by the drowning of their only son at nineteen 

months. While she often described her garden as a sanctuary in the midst of this 

drudgery, loneliness and despair, she never described her home in these terms, as did 

many colonial women. 

Attitudes to Landscape 

The first two months in Australia, so eventful, new and full of despair, marked a 

change in Molloy's basic attitudes to landscape and to religion. William Lines, 

Molloy's most recent biographer, suggests that becoming pregnant for the first time 

pulled her away from her previous almost total emphasis on the soul. Her dreadful 

seasickness and her growing sense of the child inside her forced her into a 

preoccupation with her physical being.34 Alexandra Hasluck, on the other hand, 

attributed the changes in her to the effects of the Australian landscape, suggesting 

that in leaving Britain and the Dunlops to go to a totally different country, Molloy 

had left behind her proselytising attitudes to religion: 

34Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 84. 
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It was an old and pagan land to which she was going, and though it never 

turned her from her faith, the terms of cant fell away and became mean and 

inadequate in the face of its boundless forests, its limitless space and its 

loneliness.35 

Almost from the beginning she found Augusta beautiful,36 describing it, in the 

language of Romantic poetry, in terms of its influence on her "imagination". For the 

first few years, however, she found the bush outside the settlement monotonous and 

intimidating. As with so many other colonists, she saw it as the impenetrable home 

of the Aborigines. For her, the garden, begun so soon after their arrival, was her safe 

and beautiful world. In November 1832 she wrote to her sister Elizabeth: 

This is certainly a very beautiful place—but were it not for domestic charms 

the eye of the emmigrant (sic) would soon weary of the unbounded limits of 

thickly clothed dark green forests where nothing can be described37 to feast the 

imagination and where you can only say there must be some tribes of Natives 

in those woods and they are the most degraded of humanity. 

Our clime is heavenly, and ... I am sitting in the Verandah surrounded by 

my little flower garden of British, Cape and Australian flowers pouring forth 

35Hasluck, 44. 

36However, when she recalled the death of her baby three years after the event, in October 1833, in a 

letter to Helen Story she called it a "dreary land"(Hasluck, 81). 

37Lines transcribes this word "descried" (Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 137) which would seem 

more appropriate in the context of feasting the imagination. 
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their odour (for the large white lily is now in bloom) and a variety of beautiful 

little birds most brilliant in plumage sporting around me.38 

She went on to describe the birds in detail, and then a few of the local wild flowers, 

all of which she describes by comparing them with British equivalents: 

Many of the shrubs are powerfully sweet, some like may, some like 

bergamote.... (O)ne (is a) purple pea flower with three kinds of leaves ... the 

other is an erect shrub with no smell and leaves like a holly, the third is also 

erect with leaves like the Privet—and in shady places the blossom emits a scent 

about three in the afternoon like allspice or clover.39 

At this stage Molloy still saw the bush from the outside, as an observer. Its 

"unbounded limits" contained no features that could be distinguished by her eyes. It 

very much represented the "other" and the "savage" to her. And in her moral 

superiority she felt justified in describing its inhabitants as "the most degraded of 

humanity". In contrast, her garden was safe and comforting in its recognisable 

beauty. The boundaries of her garden represented the limits of her safe world. 

It is important, also, to see Molloy's descriptions of her garden from the verandah 

within the context of conventional nineteenth century writing by middle-class 

38Hasluck, 104. 

39Hasluck, 105. 



women. Robert Dixon describes these conventions, and their role in colonial 

writing and in colonial women's sense of self: 

Veranda dioramas and formal descriptions of domestic interiors are a recurring 

feature of writing by nineteenth-century women, and have their counterpart in 

women's sketchbooks, where it was also common to paint interiors of rooms, 

or views of the garden and surrounding country from verandahs and windows. 

These conventions reveal a great deal about the way colonial women 

constructed their sense of self in the process of writing, and suggest the 

increasing importance of the home and family in Victorian ideology.40 

It is interesting that by being so involved in her garden Molloy pushed the limits of 

her world a little beyond those of other white colonists, who felt familiar and safe 

only within the confines of their homes. For Molloy her garden became a zone of 

connection between her safe world and the bush. As she collected and planted 

Australian seeds along with the British ones, she stretched the boundaries of this 

zone little by little. Even when her first baby died, only three weeks after their 

arrival in Augusta, she planted British plants-hyacinths—on the grave, but then 

trained a native creeper, which she was not then able to name, over the bush twig 

bower that Captain Molloy had erected over it.41 

40Robert Dixon, "Public and Private Voices: Non-Fictional Prose," The Penguin New Literary 
History of Australia, ed. Laurie Hergenhan (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin, 1988) 135. 

41Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 112. 



By devoting herself to her flower garden rather than to the productive working of the 

soil, such as vegetable gardening or clearing land for pasture, Molloy separated 

herself from almost all the other colonists, who had more utilitarian attitudes to the 

natural world. She complained to Mangles that "very few (colonists) bestow a 

thought on Flowers".42 In October 1832, Captain Molloy joined the Bussells in 

applying for a land grant at the Vasse, where the land was more open and easily 

cleared for pasture. Despite the practical appeal of the move, Molloy resisted her 

husband's plans to move until May 1839, because she had fallen in love with the 

untamed (and, in the eyes of the Bussells and so many others, untameable) bush at 

Augusta: 

It is with much regret I leave Dear Augusta, our climate is so heavenly, and the 

scenery is superior to other settlements, the flowers scentless but minutely 

beautiful.43 

42Hasluck, 162. 

43Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 223. 
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Flower Gardening, Seed Collecting and "Botanising" 

It could be argued, of course, that since Captain Molloy was paid a government 

salary of £100 a year as Resident Magistrate, the Molloys could afford for Georgiana 

to concern herself with collecting seeds and growing flowers rather than supporting 

her husband in clearing the land, as her fellow female settlers did; it gave her 

freedom to see nature with non-utilitarian eyes. No doubt this was a major factor 

but not the whole story. She began her time in Australia as a passionate flower 

gardener, similar to other young British women of her class, and finished as a 

woman who saw the beauty of the bush from the inside, and gained joy and spiritual 

inspiration just from being in it. The impetus for the change was the written request 

by James Mangles, cousin to James Stirling's wife Ellen, that she collect botanical 

specimens for shipment to him in England. She took this request so seriously, and 

gained such satisfaction from her botanical work, that it became her major pleasure 

between late 1837, when she started to collect, and April 1842, when she stopped 

during her last and fatal pregnancy. 

In the eighteenth century the botanical system of the Swedish botanist Carolus 

Linnaeus had revolutionised the scientific world. It imposed a detached, intellectual 

and anthropocentric order on nature. Lines describes his system as introducing 

"order and reason where incomprehensible chaos previously reigned": 
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The system encouraged the habit of thinking of organisms, and of other natural 

objects, as falling into well-differentiated classes, rather than as members of a 

qualitative continuum.44 

By the early nineteenth century, under the influence of the educational theories of 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, "nature studies" were considered very appropriate for 

middle-class girls, who were taken on walks in the countryside where they were 

taught to categorise and label plants according to Linnaeus's system. Georgiana 

Molloy had some education in nature studies and her very real interest is indicated in 

the presence of the hortus siccus in her luggage for the Swan River. She was to 

apply the Linnaean botanical system rigorously in her collecting for Mangles. This 

was her version of the naming that I discussed earlier, the European attempt to 

impose order and shape upon a large uncontrolled world. 

I have found no evidence, however, that Molloy created names for sections of the 

bush in which she collected seeds. Even when she wrote about finding areas that 

were particularly productive in providing her with seeds, to which she returned on 

many occasions, she did not name these areas or describe their particular 

geographical features. She therefore blended the detached, analytical, masculine 

analysis of nature with an emotional and spiritual response that involved a love of 

the bush as it was and of flowers of all varieties. At no time did she see these two 

very different responses as contradictory. 

^William J. Lines, Taming the Great South Land: A History of the Conquest of Nature in Australia 

(North Sydney, NSW: Allen and Unwin, 1991) 20. 
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Her early letters to Mangles should be viewed in the context of the particular 

expectations she had of him as a botanist and of what he would expect from her as 

his collector. These expectations clearly shaped her collecting activities and the 

scientific language with which she described the collections she sent to him. In her 

first letter to him she expressed her feelings of inadequacy in comparison with him. 

She described herself as "one whose chief pleasure is her Garden, but who does not 

enter the lists as a Florist, much less a Botanist".45 Perhaps to help herself feel more 

adequate as a botanist, she placed much emphasis on explaining her methods of 

collecting, storing and labelling her seeds. For example, in her first long letter, 

begun in January 1838, she explained, "I have minutely examined every seed and 

know they are round and fresh" and "Some of the fragile flowers such as nos. 118, 

98, 97 and the aster species, I was constrained to adhere to the paper. They began to 

furl up the instant I took off the pressure".46 In the later years of their relationship, 

she dwelt more freely on her enthusiasm and delight in plants and in the landscape 

of Augusta, as I will show below. 

It was fortuitous for Molloy that Mangles's request arrived six months before her 

young son's death. Her pain and despair at this event made her so sick that she 

stayed in bed for a month, not able to get up to look after the rest of her family. 

Although she had replied briefly and formally to Mangles's initial request, she had 

not begun to collect in an organised way when her son drowned. But when she rose 

from her sickbed she began almost immediately to look for seeds and plants, and 

45Hasluck, 154. 

46 Hasluck, 164-65. 



within a month, in January 1838, started her first long letter to Mangles. She was 

able to absorb herself in a pursuit that she felt passionate about and so take herself 

away from her home that held so many painful memories. 

In writing to Mangles intimately about her feelings at this time, against all rules of 

decorum in polite society, she also connected him into her world of despair in a way 

she is unlikely to have done with any of her neighbours in Augusta. Although she 

never met Mangles, spurred on by their shared enthusiasm for botany and perhaps by 

the pain she had shared with him, she became more intimate with him than with 

almost anyone else, even more, in many ways, than with her husband, who did not 

share her botanical enthusiasm.47 Between January 1838 and April 1842 she wrote 

many very long letters to him (twelve are extant and more than one appears to have 

gone astray in transit), some written over many months while she waited for a ship 

on which she could send them. Since her last extant letter to the Dunlop sisters is a 

letter to Helen Story in 1835, it appears that the longer she stayed in Augusta, the 

further she drifted from the religious life she had lived in Scotland. By 1838, she 

was totally occupied in domestic life in Augusta and engrossed in "botanising" in 

the Australian bush. 

The changes in her attitudes were gradual but clear enough to Molloy herself that 

she was able to elucidate them as early as 1838. She wrote that she wanted to: 

47In a letter dated 31st January 1840, she wrote to Mangles: "We shall never meet in this life. W e 

may mutually smooth and cheer the rugged path of this World's Existence, even in its brightest 

condition, by strewing Flowers in our Way, but we never can converse with each other, and I am 
sincere when I say, I never met with any one who so perfectly called forth and could sympathize with 
m e in m y prevailing passion for Flowers. I doubt you are an admirer of Scenery, for I generally find 

the two sentiments inseparable." (Hasluck, 202). 
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inspire you with that ardour and interest with which the collection leaves me; 

and cordially thank you for being the cause of my more immediate 

acquaintance with the nature and variety of those plants that we have 

exchanged for the productions of our own country; and which also benefits my 

children, as from necessary avocations, but for your request, I should never 

have bestowed on the flowers of this Wilderness any other idea than that of 

admiration.48 

Here she contrasted her present attitudes of "ardour and interest" and "more 

immediate acquaintance" with her previous more distant "admiration". The 

perspective from which she viewed the bush was becoming less that of the outsider, 

a process that was to continue over the following few years. On the other hand, she 

described the bush with the Judaeo-Christian term "Wilderness", very much an 

outsider's term. It is interesting that she also believed that her more intimate 

acquaintance with the natural world benefited her children. She was less concerned 

here with their domestic welfare than with their spiritual state—that they should 

share her "ardour and interest". In her position, more conservative Christian 

mothers might have felt guilty that they were neglecting their domestic duties. 

Many times in her letters to Mangles she jokingly acknowledged her neglect of these 

duties but never expressed guilt. If her husband tried to tame her, he was not 

successful: 

48 Hasluck, 164. 



Often has Molloy looked at a buttonless shirt, and exclaimed with a Woe

begone Visage, "When will Captn. Mangles's seeds be sown?" And recently 

he has laid aside all his own operations and accompanied the children and me 

by Land and Water, for a day's search in quest for seeds and Flowers.49 

The scientific world of the nineteenth century was completely dominated by men. 

Although Mangles thought it feasible that women could be adequate seed 

collectors,50 no men saw them as scientists. Georgiana's collections of seeds were 

the most meticulous, well labelled and well preserved to arrive in Britain from the 

Swan River Colony. Several leading botanists acknowledged her work informally 

but she received no formal scientific acknowledgement and no plants were named 

after her. George Hailes of Newcastle, who had a great deal of success propagating 

seeds sent to him by Mangles, described her as "the fair lady to whose exertions we 

owe so much and who has been so very ungallantly overlooked by all the describers 

of her collections".51 

In 1839 British botanist John Lindley published A Sketch of the Vegetation of the 

Swan River Colony, as an appendix to Edward's Botanical Register, based on his 

successful propagation of a selection of seeds, mainly from Georgiana Molloy, sent 

to him by Captain Mangles, to whom he replied: 

49 Hasluck, 170. 

50He approached Georgiana Molloy and a Mrs Bull of Port Leschenault, along with Captain Meares 
of Guildford and James Drummond, who had held the position of Government Naturalist in the early 

years of the colony. 

51Hasluck, 248. 
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Your friend Mrs Molloy is really the most charming personage in all South 

Australia, and you the most fortunate man to have such a correspondent. That 

many of the plants are beautiful you can see for yourself, and I am delighted to 

add that many of the best are quite new.52 

Georgiana thus unwittingly played a major role in the early scientific analysis of the 

South-West bush. She did as much towards pushing back the boundaries of 

European knowledge beyond the settlements as the male scientists and explorers of 

the time. 

From Outsider to Insider 

When Molloy first wrote to Mangles, she was also still inclined to survey the bush 

from the vantage point of her garden, whose beauty she revelled in: 

These two creepers cover one side of our Verandah and the Purple has so 

peremptorily usurped the external framework of my window as to darken the 

room, but encreases (sic) the beauty of the prospect. This said window looks 

immediately up the Blackwood, the receding points give it almost the 

appearance of a Lake. In the background is the boundless and ever green 

forest. On the other side of the Verandah, which is Molloy's work of rustic 

branches, grows the Nasturtium, which is of deeper orange than it ever attains 

in Britain.53 

52 Hasluck, 185. 

53 Hasluck, 169. 



The word "prospect" is a term of the observer. Her description here indicated the 

remnants of her British picturesque attitudes to framed scenes. The eye was led 

from the window framed in profuse creepers up the length of the river to the point 

where it receded from view. In the background was the "boundless" forest and in 

the foreground a rustic verandah flanked by brightly-coloured flowers. 

It is also significant to her written style that this is part of her first long letter to 

Mangles. When she wrote it she had heard from him only once, when he made his 

initial formal request. As an educated woman she was steeped in the writing styles 

and attitudes to landscape currently accepted in polite British society. While she 

transgressed many of these rules of politeness in this letter to express her agony at 

her young son's death, she apologised for this.54 It is likely, however, that in this 

early letter her descriptions of the natural world would have been written within the 

frameworks that she had been taught in her middle-class British education. She did 

not receive Mangles's first reply to her letters until Christmas 1839, nearly two years 

after she had begun writing to him, and after this her letters to him became much 

more frequent and her responses to the landscape expressed in a less structured, 

more intimate tone. 

By the time Mangles's reply arrived, she had been forced to leave Augusta for the 

Vasse, which happened in May 1839. Her love of the Augusta area had become so 

54"Forgive me, m y dear Sir, for thus using towards a Stranger the freedom and minute detail that 

Friendship warrants and desires.... Acute indeed was the blow, and when you reflect how dead we are 
to the World, and completely weaned from that sphere of pursuits, actions and modes of life in which 
we used to move, I trust you will pardon and excuse m y entering thus egotistically and minutely on 

our present affliction." (Hasluck, 161-62). 
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strong that she felt devastated. To Mangles, she compared her response to the move 

with Eve's feelings in being banished from Paradise: 

My feelings on leaving my much loved retreat are best expressed in those 

beautiful lines of Milton, where he represents Eve driven from her garden in 

Paradise: 

O unexpected stroke, worse than of Death! 

Must I leave thee Paradise? thus leave 

Thee Native Soil, these happy Walks and Shades, 

Fit haunt of Gods?...55 

It is extraordinary that in the few years that she had been in Augusta, Molloy's 

attitudes had changed so much that she was able to describe it as a "Native Soil" and 

to think of it as a "fit haunt of Gods". And it is even more amazing that she had 

moved so far from her previous religious framework as to be willing to compare 

herself with Eve, who even in non-conformist denominations was viewed as the 

dangerous temptress, responsible for the sins of humanity. 

Just as she was rejecting male Christian views of the female, she was also 

questioning the essentially male attitudes to the untamed bush as "the other" and 

"the savage". As she collected specimens and organised her collection, she came 

more and more to see the bush from the inside: to distinguish particular features 

55Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 266. 



without having to name them, to recognise and return to particular spots where she 

knew she could find seeds, and to take her children (and occasionally her husband) 

with her on long expeditions. She also began to be inspired by the beauty of the 

bush, not because of its similarity with British landscapes, but for its own distinctive 

qualities. A few extracts from her long letter to James Mangles of August 1840 will 

illustrate these points: 

Today I have been employed in your service. After breakfast the children and 

I went in search of Flowers. 

... I never ride out that it is not on your account. The other day, when in 

search for Nuytsia I had most delightful success.... The banks were thickly 

studded with Banksia, Accaccia & the She-oak; the ground was adorned with 

the crimson flower of the Kennedya but not so profusely as it will be a week or 

two hence.... I discovered a plant I have been almost panting for, a very small 

neat white blossom, on a furze looking bush ... As the shades of night were 

commencing, we reluctantly turned homewards when other agremens met my 

eye-what but a grove of Nuytsia Floribunda\ I thought myself really blest 

that these desiderata should place themselves before me ... I was quite 

exhiliated (sic) I had found such treasures so unexpectedly. 

... The season is most delightful and inexpressibly inspires me with my 

pleasant and consonant work. I should like nothing better than to kindle a fire 

and stay all night as I should be ready for my work early in the morning 

without again coming so far ... (T)he sunny evening and perfect stillness which 
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everywhere prevailed with the total absence of other beings besides ourselves 

& a single Native, and recollecting I was employed in the delightful service of 

so kind a friend made me really feel singularly happy and free from care.56 

The obvious joy that Molloy expressed in being in the bush looking for seeds 

contrasted with her hatred of domestic "drudgery". It also demonstrated her joy in 

the escape from the male-defined society of the Vasse. She loved this occupation so 

much that she described it as her life's vocation: "I am quite at my own work, the 

real cause that enticed me out to Swan River."57 Unlike John Wollaston, she was 

not unnerved by the "perfect stillness" and the lack of human company other than 

her children and the Aborigine; these contributed to her feeling of being "singularly 

happy and free from care". 

Molloy was almost alone among female colonists in Western Australia at that time 

to feel safe in the bush and to appreciate its beauty, since journeying in the bush was 

considered both exhausting and dangerous for women. John Wollaston described 

Fanny Bussell as "quite a heroine" when she journeyed from Augusta to the Vasse in 

1843 with her brother Vernon. Wollaston considered this such a feat that he even 

transcribed passages from Fanny's letter to her sister Bessie for the interest of his 

Cambridgeshire readers: 

56Hasluck, 213-15. 

57 Hasluck, 207. 



There was not very much in the country to interest me. The brilliant blossoms 

of the Cabbage tree called forth an occasional burst of admiration, & once we 

saw two kangaroos but everything in general was silence & solitude. I was 

almost afraid to speak, for I knew I had as much to perform as I was capable 

of... 

Oh the smoke of the first chimney, how gracefully it curled! I felt quite 

invigorated again ...58 

The contrasts between Fanny Bussell's responses to the bush and Georgiana 

Molloy's underline how extraordinary Molloy was. Bussell's "occasional burst of 

admiration" was very much the response of a young British woman imbued with 

romantic attitudes to nature. But for most of the journey she found very little that 

was even interesting. She had not become familiar with the bush as had Molloy (her 

naming of the trees as "Cabbage trees" rather than by a botanical name emphasised 

this) so it is not surprising that she found little to interest her. Like almost all 

colonists, she saw the bush as one formless mass, which she found frightening and 

tiring. To her the "silence and solitude" were so exhausting that she had to reserve 

her strength-a far cry from Molloy's exhilaration at the "perfect stillness which 

everywhere prevailed with the total absence of other beings". While Molloy yearned 

to stay in the bush, Bussell found a burst of energy only when she saw the first signs 

of British settlement. Her real delight was reserved for the sight of the chimney 

58Letter from Fanny Bussell, quoted in John R. Wollaston, The Wollaston Journals, vol. 2, 1842-

1844, ed. Geoffrey Bolton, Heather Vose and Allan Watson (Nedlands, W.A: University of Western 

Australia Press, 1992) 24. 
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smoke, which she described with the extraordinary word "graceful" and even 

underlined her descriptive phrase. 

It is interesting that Molloy felt safe enough to consider camping out with her 

children, and in the company of a "Native". In fact, by this time, while the Bussells 

advocated shooting Aborigines in the Vasse as untrustworthy and murderous, she 

had developed strong relationships with the local Aborigines, employed them as her 

guides in the bush and often asked them to collect seed for her.59 While she always 

described them as "dirty" and commented on their nakedness, she also allowed her 

children to play with Aboriginal children and did not recoil from physical contact 

with them, like most of her fellow country people. 

The passionate language that she might have employed ten years earlier solely for 

religious experiences she then employed for her experiences in the bush: she found a 

plant she had been "panting for"; she felt "blest" to find the Nuytsia Floribunda; she 

felt "quite exhiliated" and "singularly happy"; the season "inspire(d)" her. And, in a 

response that would surely have seemed heretical to her earlier, she believed that the 

desired trees had placed themselves before her, rather than being placed there by 

God. 

In a letter written to Mangles earlier in 1840 Molloy underlined her non-mercenary 

attitudes to the land: 

59She wrote to Mangles in January 1841: "The natives are much greater auxiliaries than white people 

in flower seed hunting. They ask no impertinent questions, do not give a sneer at what they do not 
comprehend and above all are implicitly obedient, and from their erratic habits, penetrating every 

recess, can obtain more novelties" (Lines, An All-Consuming Passion, 309). 
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It strikes m e so forcibly in riding through the surrounding wilderness that the 

"hand of God" is indeed impartial, for the uncultivated parts of the earth are as 

much loaded with his bounties as are the most frequented parts.60 

Although she called it the "wilderness" there was no sense that she found the bush 

savage or dangerous at this time. Unlike most of her fellow colonists, she did not 

see its beauty as depending on its potential for exploitation. It seems that her 

attitude was not just a result of her interest in botany and her growing familiarity 

with the bush, since one of the other colonists who supplied Mangles with seeds, 

Captain Meares of Guildford, expressed the opposite view from her: 

I have however found out a secret by travelling so far; at least it is so at the 

Antipodes, that cultivated Nature is as far above the imagery of wild nature in the 

wilderness, as the idea of Heaven is from chaos.61 

Here the phrase "wild nature in the wilderness" does suggest that its user found the 

bush savage and, if not dangerous, at least chaotic. Unlike Molloy, Meares certainly 

looked at it from the outside. 

60Hasluck, 205. 

61 Hasluck, 183. 
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During her short life in the Swan River Colony, Georgiana Molloy developed a 

reputation as a charming, genteel and intelligent woman. In November 1848, five 

years after her death, Archdeacon Hale met John Molloy and his daughters when he 

accompanied Bishop Short from Adelaide on his first tour of the colony. He was so 

impressed with the oldest daughter Sabina that within weeks he proposed marriage. 

He was thus understandably prejudiced in Georgiana's favour and yet his report of 

her good name can be trusted in that it echoes much of the available response to this 

remarkable woman: 

Of this lady everyone speaks in terms of the most unbounded praise. The 

Colonial Chaplain, when he speaks of her, seems scarcely to find words to 

describe her excellences. I have heard him more than once declare his belief 

that she was the best-informed, the most accomplished, the most elegant, the 

most lady-like woman that ever came into this Colony.62 

This praise is particularly noteworthy when one considers that Georgiana did not set 

foot out of the County of Sussex in the far South-West of the colony from the day of 

her arrival in Augusta. She was thus isolated from the middle-class social circle 

based in Perth, and from the sense that Perth people had of being in touch with 

cultural life in Europe, through books, newspapers and important visitors that 

arrived, however irregularly, from Britain but seldom penetrated as far as Augusta. 

It was, for example, one of the great sadnesses of Georgiana's life that she had not 

met James Mangles during his visit to his cousin Lady Ellen Stirling at the Swan 

62 Hasluck, 256. 



River. A s I discussed earlier, Molloy was also isolated from scientific circles, which 

failed to acknowledge her contribution to the propagation of plants from the colony. 

During the last years of her life, Molloy's response to the Australian bush was 

unique, particularly among female colonists. Gradually she stopped seeing it as a 

vast, dangerous and unformed mass. Although she did not appear to need to control 

it by naming particular features, she was able to distinguish locations and botanical 

regions, and to return to them when she desired. She was also willing to let her 

daughter Sabina go out alone into the bush to collect seeds, which suggested not 

only that it held no overt dangers for her63 but also that she was confident that 

Sabina would not get lost in an unformed wilderness. Within the last years of her 

life she found the wild flowers beautiful for their own qualities, not for the extent to 

which they reminded her of British flowers. She looked on the bush from the point 

of view of an insider rather than an outsider, and was so much at home there that she 

preferred to camp out than to return to her house and garden. She also valued the 

Aborigines, to some extent, for their own qualities, although she retained some of 

the British condescension of them, seeing them as valuable because they were 

willing to obey her orders in seed collecting without asking questions. 

While the evangelical religious tendencies of Molloy's youth had been strong, she 

did not accept all the teachings of the movement's leaders, such as Edward Irving. 

If she had, she would not have agreed to leave Scotland, for what-she was 

intelligent enough to realise-would be almost total exile in South-West Australia. 
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For the purposes of this study, what is vital about her early religious preoccupations 

is that they reflected her strongly emotional, passionate nature, and her tendency to 

see the natural world as spiritually inspiring. Her non-conformist Christian 

background also encouraged her to reject some of the patriarchal framework of 

conservative Christian society. Nevertheless, she arrived in Australia with a strong 

social and moral exclusiveness. Much of this evaporated in her years in Augusta 

and the Vasse, as she lived with tragedy and loneliness, and as she developed an 

intimate relationship with the as-yet-untamed Australian bush. 

6 3 Many colonists suggested that dangers were lurking in the dark shadows of the bush but did not 

name the dangers openly, which added to their threat. 
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Conclusion 

M y interest in this topic began with questions about the responses to landscape of 

early women colonists in Australia: what characterised these responses and how did 

they differ from the responses of men? I decided to study the writings of such 

women on their arrival in Australia-their diaries and letters written within the first 

few years of settlement, rather than their novels, stories and poetry, none of which 

were written until the colonies had been established some decades. For the same 

reason, I excluded autobiographies and memoirs. 

First, I consulted studies of the diaries and letters of women who were part of the 

westward movement of settlement in America between the seventeenth and 

nineteenth centuries.1 These studies have been prolific in the past twenty years and 

have been based on a rich source of primary material. For example, Lillian Schlissel 

studied the writings of one hundred and three women who travelled to Oregon or 

California between 1840 and 1870 and states that in 1847 alone two thousand people 

migrated west.2 Unfortunately, an equivalent proportion of primary material from 

the Australian colonies-whether published or in manuscript form—does not exist, 

partly because fewer people migrated3 and partly because the migrants left behind 

fewer records of their responses to migration. 

lrThese studies included works by Annette Kolodny, Lillian Schlissel, Julie Roy Jeffrey, John Mack 

Faragher and Nancy Cott. 

2Lillian Schlissel, Women's Diaries of the Westward Journey (New York: Schocken Books, 1982) 53. 

3For example, in the years between 1829 and 1849, migration to the Swan River Colony seldom rose 

above 300 per year and the entire population of the colony remained under 5,000 until the year 1849 

(J.S. Battye, Western Australia: A History from Its Discovery to the Inauguration of the 
Commonwealth (Nedlands, W.A: University of W.A. Press, 1978) Appendix IV). 



The lack of primary material had two implications for m y study. First, while I had 

begun by reading published texts written by women throughout the colonies, I 

decided to limit my study to West Australian texts, so that I would have ready access 

to the archival resources available in the Battye Library. In the years of my study, 

from 1829 to the mid 1840s, settlement took place only in the South West, and I 

decided to limit my study even further-to the far South West corner, not including 

the more settled areas around Perth and Fremantle~in order to limit the types of 

natural environment encountered by the subjects of my study. In fact, settlement in 

this area was so isolated and self-contained that most of my subjects knew each 

other4 and referred to each other frequently in their writings. Despite having access 

to archival material, I restricted my study, where possible, to published material, so 

that it would be more accessible to my readers, and supplemented this with archival 

material in the cases of the Bussell women, Louisa Clifton and Georgiana Molloy. 

The second implication was that I expanded my study to include the writings of male 

colonists. As well as increasing the number of available texts, this had the advantage 

of allowing me to make comparisons between women's and men's writings. 

In considering a theoretical framework for my study, I looked first at ecofeminism. 

This contends that the natural world has been exploited by men over centuries, and 

that women (who have also been victims of male exploitation and thus can empathise 

from their similar position of oppression) are best able to help regenerate it. 

Ecofeminism also claims that patriarchal spiritual systems, including Judaeo-

Christianity, have promoted the subjection of nature. In matriarchal systems, such as 
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existed in early Europe, people worshipped goddesses, lived in harmony with nature, 

saw humanity as part of a whole system that included the natural world, and revered 

women because of their roles in healing, procreation and religious practice. 

While this theoretical framework initially looked useful for my study, as I read 

further among the diaries and letters of middle-class female colonists I realised that 

this perspective was completely irrelevant to them. They had all emigrated with 

male family members and focused on their families' opportunities to become wealthy 

landowners and to establish positions of power in colonial society. The Swan River 

Colony, in particular, attracted such settlers because it was to have no convicts, 

because it offered huge land grants to settlers who had comparatively little wealth in 

Britain, and because the promotional literature presented it as a paradise just waiting 

to be claimed. Since the middle-class focus was a very strong influence in shaping 

attitudes to the landscape, I decided also to limit my study to the writings of middle-

class people. It would be very interesting to undertake a follow-up study of the 

attitudes of working-class women to the clearing of the land, since they did not stand 

to gain large profits from this clearing. As I suggested earlier, however, primary 

resources written by working-class people are very rare in Australia. 

Annette Kolodny claims that by the 1830s American women were criticising men's 

destruction of forests, and quotes Caroline Kirkland's complaint in 1836 that "not 

one tree, not so much as a bush, of natural growth, [can] be suffered to cumber the 

4There were many instances of intermarriage. For example, Bessie Bussell married Henry Ommaney, 

John Wollaston's neighbour in Picton, forty miles away from the Vasse. 
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ground, or he fancies his work incomplete".5 I have found no evidence, however, of 

a similar response among women colonists in South-West Australia. Far from seeing 

the natural world as a victim of men's actions in clearing and fencing it, these 

women had been encouraged by centuries of cultural traditions to see vast tracts of 

cleared, shaped land as indications of wealth. They therefore endorsed their men's 

actions, and even saw themselves as helping them by taking care of the domestic 

duties so that they had more time for clearing and farming. 

There are several possible reasons for the differences between the responses Kolodny 

noted and those in the texts I studied. The most likely is that the West Australian 

women arrived in a landscape that appeared almost untouched by humans. Dense 

forests covered so many thousands of acres that they could not envisage their 

menfolk making any significant inroads into them and therefore felt no need to 

protect them. On a deeper level, I have argued throughout this study that such dense 

forests terrified the settlers, creating what Paul Carter terms a "spatial nausea".6 

Women were relieved when the men cleared the land, revealed horizons and gave 

them space to plant gardens around their houses. It is interesting that American 

women's complaints against the male destruction of the forests coincided with the 

move westward into the open plains of Illinois, Wisconsin and Texas, and out of the 

thick eastern forests, which Kolodny describes as creating a sense of "claustrophobic 

5Annette Kolodny, The Land Before Her: Fantasy and Experience of the American Frontiers, 1630 -

1860 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1984) 7. 

6Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay: An Essay in Spatial History (London: Faber, 1987) 146-148. 
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oppression". It was at this time that they also began to write about the beauty of the 

natural world.7 

Rather than using ecofeminism as a theoretical framework for my study, I therefore 

chose to focus on how the colonists' cultural background influenced their responses 

to the landscape. Their attitudes were shaped by a number of factors, which I 

discussed in the Introduction to this study, the most dominant one being their Judaeo-

Christian heritage. This had a major influence on their responses, including their 

sense of danger in nature; their fear of the "otherness" of the natural world; their 

view of the potential for wealth inherent in the exploitation of natural resources and 

of their responsibility to exploit them; their appreciation of nature's wildness and 

beauty; and their sense of stewardship over it. The Christian heritage had a 

particularly powerful influence over the attitudes of middle-class Christians because 

it endorsed their position of power in society. 

Very little has been written directly on this topic of the influence of Christian 

heritage on attitudes to landscape, other than the brief suggestion by Peter Howard of 

a link between the Puritan spirit and the modern environmental movement. In this 

regard, it would be interesting in a future study to focus specifically on the responses 

to landscape of Quaker colonists of Australia, and perhaps also of the Americas. 

Because of the little relevant research previously undertaken, I was forced in my 

study to pursue several very different lines of research and to draw my own 

7Kolodny, The Land Before Her, 8. 



conclusions on the areas of intersection of these lines. Thus I read widely in 

landscape theory, in studies of the picturesque and the romantic, in the history of 

various religious denominations and even in basic social history of Britain. While 

considering which primary sources would be useful, I consulted bibliographies and 

research studies of early Australian writings. I also read studies of attitudes to 

landscape in Australia although none of them directly considered the issues of the 

influence of the Judaeo-Christian heritage on these attitudes. Although I had 

widened my study to include men's writings, gender was still a major focus and I 

therefore also read historical studies of colonial women. 

Many fruitful areas for further study arise from this work. Perhaps the most 

interesting is a comparison of the writings discussed in this study with those of 

Roman Catholic arrivals in Western Australia, who were generally working class and 

thus had little sense of their potential to become great landowners in the colony. 

Those arriving before 1850 were small landholders and tradesmen; or were servants 

for middle-class masters. Unfortunately, like their Protestant working class 

counterparts, they left few records of their responses to the landscape. 

Among the convicts arriving after 1850 were Roman Catholics, including Irish 

Fenian political prisoners, some of whom were middle class and well educated. The 

best known of these, John Boyle O'Reilly, was a journalist and poet, whose writings 

were published occasionally in West Australian newspapers in the 1870s. It would 

be very interesting to study his writings in depth, considering how his convict status 

and hatred of the British establishment, as well as his Roman Catholic heritage, 

affected his responses to the landscape, particularly to the Australian bush. It is 



possible that the dark forests, rather than representing a threat, would be a place of 

escape and freedom for him, and that he would have sympathy for the Aborigines as 

fellow victims of the British establishment. 

O'Reilly's poem "Western Australia"8 is a highly stylised ode in which he depicts 

the land in the conventional image of the beautiful, virginal woman that I have 

discussed in earlier chapters. He depicts this woman as seducing the European 

migrants with her wonderful climate; yet when they answered her call, they found her 

incomplete, "more/ (t)han fig-tree barren" because God had not yet finished his act of 

creation, leaving her birds without song, trees without fruit and flowers without 

scent—he had left before his act of creation was complete, "meaning to come by-and-

by". She was "waiting with soft pain/ (t)he spouse who comes to wake thy sleeping 

heart". Unlike the Protestant writings I have studied above, there is no sense in this 

poem that the colonists can improve on nature. To O'Reilly, God alone could 

complete his already-beautiful creation. While the Protestants responded to God 

with serious, sometimes fearful obedience, embodied in Wollaston's phrase "true 

Churchmen", O'Reilly's response to God is almost whimsical in this poem; he 

depicts him as an all-powerful and generous but rather forgetful creator. 

In "The Dog-Guard: An Australian Story"9 O'Reilly's sympathy for the Aborigines is 

evident in a scathing account of the Aboriginal jail on Rottnest Island. Instead of the 

beautiful landscape created in the previous poem, Rottnest, the site of the deaths of 

sThe Poets' Discovery: Nineteenth-Century Australia in Verse, ed. by Richard D. Jordan and Peter 

Pierce (Carlton, Victoria: Melbourne University Press, 1990) 250-51. 

9 The Poets' Discovery, 251-55. 
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thousands of Aboriginal prisoners, is "barren", "dreary", "bleak" and haunted by the 

ghosts of the dead. His depiction of the Aborigines is ambivalent, however. On the 

one hand, he expresses compassion for their deaths and denounces the British as evil: 

... but the deeds of wrong 

Between man and his brother than there took place 

Are sufficient to sully a continent's face. 

Ah, cruel tales! were they told as a whole, 

They would scare your polished humanity's soul... 

On the other hand, he describes the Aborigines throughout as "savages", claims that 

they were "for vengeance wild" and even states that they had been imprisoned on 

Rottnest because of cannibalism—so many Britons were being "killed and cooked 

and eaten" that "(t)here was risk of the whites in the end being beaten". Even John 

Wollaston's fear when faced with the darkest expanses of the forest did not extend to 

this. He did not believe that the local Aborigines were dangerous but claimed only 

that, "I verily believe in some parts of Australia they are cannibals".10 While 

O'Reilly's last phrase suggests that the Aborigines were carrying out a rebellion 

against the British that as a Fenian he must have admired, he was clearly patronising 

in his general view of them. 

The third major group of Roman Catholic arrivals were Bishop Salvado and his 

fellow European priests, who set up the New Norcia Mission for the Aborigines in 
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1846. They established a large library and art collection of European works; Bishop 

Salvado also wrote extensively in Spanish. It would be interesting, also, to compare 

his responses to the landscape, and those of his brother priests, with those in the texts 

discussed in this study. 

Another fruitful area for further study is in the comparison between women's 

writings of the westward migration in America and Australian migrant women's 

writings. It would be interesting to focus on nineteenth century writings from 

America and Australia, and to note the differences that might be attributed to the fact 

that Australian women colonists were conscious of being among the first white 

women to set foot on the continent while the American women were moving west 

across a continent that had been settled by Europeans centuries earlier, with lines of 

communication generally available to friends and family still living in the eastern 

parts of the same land mass. Did the women in Australia feel more isolated because 

of the vast ocean between them and their loved ones? Did this add to their feelings 

of alienation from the landscape and to their need to shape it into recognisably 

British forms? The Australian women, particularly those who did not live in a major 

settlement, were forced to send letters to Britain through an intricate, and expensive, 

postal network; there is strong evidence to suggest that they limited their words 

because their recipients had to pay by the page to receive their letters.11 Did this 

make their letters more stylised than those of their American sisters who were 

writing to people within the same continent? 

10John Ramsden Wollaston, The Wollaston Journals, vol. 1, 1840-1842, ed. Geoffrey Bolton and 

Heather Vose (Nedlands, W . A: University of Western Australia Press, 1991) 134-35. 

nBoth Eliza Brown and Georgiana Molloy apologised to their readers for the length of their letters; 

both "crossed" their letters to halve the number of pages sent. 
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American commentators have noted many of the same features in settlers' writings 

as I have noted in Australia. In language echoed by Ross Gibson in his analysis of 

Australian explorers, Kolodny writes of the images of the land as virginal, and of the 

westward move as the gradual despoliation of more and more of the land, which then 

forced the male settlers to transplant their fantasy further and further west. She 

explores women's drive to establish gardens in the open plain, a drive I have found 

also in Georgiana Molloy, in the Bussell sisters, and even in Louisa Clifton, who had 

little interest in gardening but a strong desire to see an English garden surrounding 

her home. Schlissel describes American women who found the landscapes through 

which they journeyed as beautiful as Molloy found Augusta and who described the 

natural world in as much detail: 

Richardson found the overland journey glorious. She wrote of "hills and rocks 

... flowers, mountains and valleys.... The ground here is covered with 

artemesis." She noted the wild roses, geraniums and amaranth. 

Other women noticed the scenery and were moved by the majesty of the 

western landscape. They saw and named each wild flower, each variety of 

herb and grass.12 

Georgiana Molloy was one of the first of a line of white women in Australia whose 

writings express a conservationist zeal and a love of the natural world that can be 

'Lillian Schlissel, 71. 



traced to strong Protestant traditions, a line that includes Judith Wright, among 

others, in more recent times. In Peter Howard's terms: 

Certainly the idea that modern, largely northern, eco-consciousness is a revival 

of the Puritan spirit in a secular world is a tempting one.13 

So I return to the issues that began my interest in this subject: to women and their 

responses to the landscape; and to the connections between these responses and 

religious tendencies. These connections raise complex issues that I have only begun 

to unravel. 

13Peter Howard, Landscapes: The Artists' Vision (London: Routledge, 1991) 17. 
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