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GREAT EXPECTATIONS and HARD TIMES 
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In 1854 Sir James Graham, First Lord of the Admiralty, wrote a confidential letter to the 
Duke of Newcastle, Secretary of State for the Colonies, detailing the circumstances of a case 
involving the son of Francis Dalzell Finlay, editor of the Northern Whig newspaper, who had 
been convicted of homicide. 

He was a young man of great Military promise, having fought well at the Cape, indeed 
only too fond of fighting which has been his infirmity. By this unlucky event his 
prospects in India are ruined, and his father is most unhappy and perplexed as to what 
he can do for him. 

Graham went on to point out that the Chairman of the East India Company, the Attorney 
General of Ireland, and even the Judge who had tried the offender, all wished to assist him in 
some way. The result was that Finlay was released from gaol, put on a ship at Calcutta, and 
arrived in Melbourne, armed with a letter of introduction to Governor Charles La Trobe from 
the Duke of Newcastle. Along with the introduction was a copy of Graham's confidential 
note explaining Finlay's background, and suggesting that Finlay should be admitted into the 
Victoria police force; perhaps not the best choice of occupation, given his history. 

This letter, and about 700 others, are to be found in a collection of documents that Lucille 
Andel and myself have been working on for many years. They cover the period 1840-1867 
- the terms of five governors: C.J. La Trobe (1839 to May 1854), Charles Hotham, (June 
1854 to his death in December 1855), Henry Barkly (1856-63), Charles Darling (1863-1866) 
and John Manners-Sutton, ( 1866-1873). Our original plan was simply to publish a listing of 
the names of the arrivals, and of the persons who provided the introductions. However, on 
examination many of the letters proved so interesting, with intimate personal detail, and 
comments on other family members and political events, that the project was broadened. 
And so began the task of transcribing every letter, and the attempt to identify both the letter 
writers and the subject of their letters, and to ascertain their prior and subsequent lives. The 
project still continues, but hopefully will be completed and published in 2007. 

The letters vary in length, size and composition, from a standard printed sheet, issued by the 
Colonial Office, with spaces left for names to be inserted, to flimsy pieces of paper, written 
on both sides and almost illegible. It is no surprise to that engineers, surveyors, architects, 
attorneys, former military and naval officers, clerks, clergymen and medical men were among 
the arrivals, but there were also some more unusual ones - including the personal servant of 
the French Ambassador to Great Britain, who planned to open a restaurant, and the son of the 
Queen's former hairdresser, whose passage had been paid for by the Queen herself. His 
disreputable actions in the colony were reported back to Windsor Castle, resulting in a letter 
from the Queen's secretary, C.B. Phipps: 

I was in hopes that the severe lessons which he had undergone would have taught him 
more prudence and discretion. I shall feel very much obliged to you if you will have 



the goodness to inform this Young man, that Her Majesty's Charity and Benevolence 
towards him, prompted by the recollection of his father's services, have been stretched 
to their fullest extent. That he must now depend entirely upon his own industry, 
prudence, and good conduct; that he must expect no further pecuniary assistance from 
Her Majesty, who cannot justify to Herself assisting one who does not prove worthy 
of Her Majesty's consideration, whilst so many of Her Majesty's Subjects, in every 
way deserving of assistance, are in want. 

Many of the arrivals were from England, Scotland or Ireland, but some other nationalities also 
appeared. Of the political arrivals, perhaps the most fascinating was Alessandro Martelli, 

a native of Turin, formerly Deputy in the Sardinian Parliament for Dronero, by 
Profession an Architect who is decorated with the Gold Medal for Civil Services - and 
the Silver Medal for Military valour won on the field of Battle of Novara, where he 
served as a Volunteer, and who is recommended to me by Persons upon whose 
judgement I can rely as a Gentleman by Birth and education, and as possessing much 
talent in his Profession of an Architect. 

Martelli's subsequent life was certainly a varied one, ranging from designing several houses 
and at least one church, introducing the white mulberry tree and sericulture (silk worms) to 
the colony, and publishing a book about it, being hired by the government of Tasmania to 
devise a new form of irrigation in the midlands area, designing a ventilation scheme for a 
Turkish baths, and establishing a committee to assist families of Italian patriots. In 1860 he 
was instrumental in arranging for a commemorative jewelled sword to be made and sent to 
Garibaldi by local admirers. Unfortunately he disappears from sight around 1870, after his 
return from surveying proposed townships in Fiji, and his later life is not known at this stage. 

It was not only men who arrived with these letters of introduction: 

The Miss Dixons are persons well worthy of support and countenance. Their Father 
late in life married again: their home was rendered thereby very uncomfortable, and 
being highly educated, they sought to support themselves by establishing a school 
close to Slyne. 

This has not fully answered their expectation, and the Father has died leaving every 
thing he possessed to his second Wife. There was a sum of above £500 which of 
necessity devolved on them, and with it they have established themselves at 
Melbourne. 

What happened to the people who came thus armed with letters to the Governor? The 
research has proved frustrating at times, but the indexes to ships' passengers, a project first 
initiated by Don Grant, have proved invaluable in identifying and tracing some of them. 
Some could not be traced in Victoria, and turned up in other parts of Australia and New 
Zealand. Some returned home to England, and subsequently appear in the census returns 
there; others have been found in Italy, America and Mauritius. School and university alumni 
lists have been useful in tracing a few, as has Crockford's clerical directory, the digital 
archive of The Times, Ancestry, and the Google search engine, but some people still remain 
elusive, despite our best efforts. 

Of course the records of the Public Record Office have been used extensively, for example in 
the following case: 



Thomas Twisden Hodges, son and heir of Thomas Hodges MP, and himself a former MP, 
cousin of Sir Charles Hotham, Governor of Victoria at the time, sailed his own yacht to 
Melbourne. It was sold to the government for surveying work, and he invested the proceeds 
in a disastrous business venture - building a pub in central Melbourne without first buying the 
land. The rent of £500 a week on the land, the expense of building a double-storeyed brick 
hotel at the height of the gold rush, and the unscrupulous actions of his employees, who 
fleeced the new chum unmercifully, resulted in his spectacular bankruptcy, with debts of 
£25,000. He returned to England shortly afterwards. 

There is a famous name among the arrivals - William Wilberforce Jnr, son of William, and 
grandson of the famous anti slavery campaigner, William Wilberforce. His arrival here was 
unusual, given that he left his wife with her father-in-law, in the south of France. From there 
the father wrote to the Duke of Newcastle about his son: 

My dear Lord, 

My only son, the future Possessor by Entail of that Property which gives me the honor 
of calling you my Representative in Parliament, & the pleasure of supporting you in 
the Ea5t Riding, is now in Melbourne. Family circumstances which it wd take too 
long to detail, have induced him with my approbation, to go to that country, while I 
am enduring a compulsory absence in the south of France for his wife's health. My 
son 'WW Jnr' now holds the office of ass. Commissioner at the goldfields, appointed 
to it under the late Gov .... 

He went on to solicit a more suitable appointment, such as that of a magistrate, for his son, 
given that he had a legal qualification. The letter that reached the colony was too late 
however, Wilberforce had already been dismissed from the public service for being drunk 
while on duty. He subsequently returned to England, but whether to his wife, is unknown. 

His sacking reveals something about attitudes in Victoria at the time. While in England upper 
class transgressors may have been treated leniently, this was not the case in Australia. The 
case of Edward Bathurst, of impeccable family connections, shows this clearly. There 
appears to have been some murky activities with cheques being drawn on empty accounts 
while in England, according to The Times, but family influence was strong there. Not so in 
Melbourne, where his light-fingeredness in helping himself to local court funds, while in 
charge as Clerk of Petty Sessions, resulted in a trial and imprisonment. Undaunted, he offered 
his advice to the governor on reform of the penal department after his release. He was to 
serve three further prison terms for false pretences, and be declared insolvent twice. 

These are only a few of many cases that could be related. What they have shown, is that the 
material contained within these letters will be of immense interest to many, including 
genealogists, and military, political and social historians. 


