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WARD: STRIVING FOR INDEPENDENCE

Striving for Independence: George Meredith’s 
Early Life and Campaigns in Van Diemen’s Land

Malcolm Ward1

Introduction

The 1820s were a key period in the development of Tasmania, when the benevolence of 
Lieutenant-Governor Sorell was succeeded by the authoritarian rule of George Arthur. 
Into this environment came George Meredith (1788-1856), who arrived with his family 
from England in 1821 and obtained an initial large grant of land in an isolated part of 
eastern Tasmania. He continued to accumulate land there, becoming one of the colony’s 
larger landholders by the 1830s.2 Within several years of his arrival, he departed from 
the normal trajectory of a settler in Van Diemen’s Land with capital and land who 
typically stayed on their property and worked hard to develop it, such as Meredith’s 
neighbours, the Amos brothers.3 Meredith spent a great deal of time away from his 
farm (sometimes for months at a time), became involved in publishing newspapers and 
entered the whaling trade. The Land Commissioners, in their district tour of 1828, 
commented on the frugality, industriousness and success of the Amos brothers and 
their farms and compared them acidly with their neighbour, noting ‘too many irons in 
the fire, burning his fingers … Mr Meredith undertakes everything and accomplishes 
nothing’.4 In addition, soon after arrival, Meredith was embroiled in a number of law 
suits, became one of the leaders of the campaign for Van Diemen’s Land’s independence 
from New South Wales and later joined a group of prominent critics and opponents of 
Arthur’s restrictions on a free colony, such as limiting the freedom of the press.5

 

1 The author thanks his PhD supervisors Professor Stefan Petrow and Associate Professor Peter  
 Chapman for their help and guidance in the research which contributed to this paper, and also  
 an anonymous referee whose suggestions improved on an earlier draft.

2 Bent’s News, 2 April 1836, p 4.
3 Adam and John Amos were former servants of Meredith’s in Wales. They and their families  
 emigrated with Meredith, taking their land grants well to the north of him.

4 A McKay, (ed.), Journals of the Land Commissioners for Van Diemen’s Land 1826-28, Hobart,  
 1962, pp 91-93.

5 In being an agriculturalist and pursuing these various activities, it is not claimed that Meredith  
 was unique. In Van Diemen’s Land, Anthony Fenn Kemp, also a former Marine, went into  
 whaling and trade as well as agriculture; Thomas Gregson, a modest landholder, joined  
 Meredith in publishing the Colonist newspaper and in the campaign for independence from   
 New South Wales. Meredith, however, was a large landholder, who spent so much time on non- 
 farm activities that he must be regarded as at least an anomaly amongst his peers in the colony.
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Meredith repeatedly chose to make his own way, on his own terms. Not many free 
settlers of Van Diemen’s Land have received close attention as to their backgrounds prior 
to emigration and their non-farm activities after arrival. Understanding how Meredith’s 
outlook and personality developed will add to our understanding of how the opposition 
to Arthur’s rule came about and operated, and will more generally add to the knowledge 
of how free settlers after 1820 grew the colony socially, agriculturally and economically.

Independence

This paper, after documenting Meredith’s upbringing, career in the Royal Marines and 
early farming ventures in Britain, will show that the key attribute that emerged and that 
governed his attitudes in the colony was ‘independence’. It is a word that he himself 
used in several diverse contexts at points in his career, such as describing his lack of 
political affiliations in respect of Lieutenant-Governor Arthur and the name he gave 
to a vessel he built after suffering at the hands of the colonial shipping administration. 
Other early manifestations of his independence were his co-chartering of a vessel for 
emigration (rather than being a conventional paying passenger), establishing his farm 
away from existing settlements on arrival in Van Diemen’s Land and, as noted, leading 
the campaign for independence of Van Diemen’s Land from New South Wales. He 
enhanced his ability to be independent by forward thinking and planning. 

Downing noted that ‘independence’ was a traditional foundation of adult manhood 
and put forward reasons why claims for personal independence and displays of manners 
sat uneasily in colonial society.6 She went on to describe how independence was used 
by a number of individuals and in various contexts in early Australia, such as financial 
freedom, achieving non-government victualing, freedom of lifestyle and/or to make 
their own way after immigrating. 

In Meredith’s case, his concept of independence was the freedom to choose his own 
way and to make his own choices, unconstrained by anyone, especially government. 
He co-charted his own emigrant vessel to choose how and when he sailed and who to 
have as fellow passengers. He chose to settle on a remote location in Van Diemen’s Land 
to be free to have his choice of land, and to be able to expand later, unconstrained by 
neighbours. He chose to lead the campaign for independence of Van Diemen’s Land from 
New South Wales to be free of control from a remote, unsympathetic administration. 
He chose to build and operate his own vessels, one pointedly named Independent, to be 
free of reliance on government and other owners to transport his produce. He chose to 
fight against the Arthur administration to be free of what he saw as an over-bearing and 
ineffectual administration that restricted his ambitions. 

6 K Downing, ‘William Henty stands on his legs in front of Governor Gipps: Independence,  
 Manners and Manliness in Colonial Australia’, History Australia, Vol 10, No. 2, 2013, p 76.
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In the latter, he made the point that he was also politically independent in the sense 
of being free of ‘factions’.7 In this, Meredith’s approach can be aligned with Atkinson’s 
definition of ‘freedom’ (applied by him in respect of the working class of England), as 
being ‘the ability to choose, if only between the frying pan and the fire’.8 In making 
his choice to emigrate, Meredith may have looked at gaining independence in the way 
described by Grant: ‘investment of capital, freeholding of land, freedom from the wage-
nexus’, but Meredith’s style of independence became much broader than that in the 
end.9 Grant also underlined the importance of land ownership in the consciousness of 
the English middle class of the early nineteenth century and Meredith’s single-minded 
pursuit of more and more land after his arrival also underscores the settler’s drive to be 
self-sufficient, or, in another word, independent.10

In all these endeavours, Meredith was mostly toiling by himself, for himself, and this 
can be contrasted with a number of contemporary emigrants, who strove to obtain their 
own form of independence (mainly in respect of success on the land) within a wider 
family environment. The Archer brothers (one of whom travelled from England with 
Meredith as co-charterer of the Emerald) and their father settled in central-northern 
Tasmania and prospered. Their letters show they had little interest in colonial affairs that 
did not impact on them directly.11 The Amos brothers and their families settled to the 
north of Meredith and formed their own small community.12 The Hentys also pursued 
their ambitions as a family and Downing noted ‘Where individual men struggled with 
competing imperatives, as a family they could combine them all’.13 

Meredith was not unique; there were of course individual contemporaries of Meredith, 
who emigrated seeking a new and independent life and worked on projects off their 
land. Roderic O’Connor charted a vessel from Ireland, bringing out passengers in 1824 
and he established a large landholding in the north of the colony which became the 
Connorville estate.14 Like Meredith, he worked away from agriculture while developing 
his farm, but O’Connor had two advantageous differences from Meredith. He had a 
wealthy patron in Ireland and O’Connor chose to take the coin of Lieutenant-Governor 
Arthur when he worked as Roads Commissioner.15

7 Colonial Times and Tasmanian Advertiser, 14 April 1826, p 3.

8 A Atkinson, The Europeans in Australia: A History, Volume one, The Beginning, Melbourne, 1997, p 82.

9 R D Grant, Representations of British Emigration, Colonisation and Settlement: Imagining Empire,  
 1800-1860, Basingstoke, 2005, p 100.

10 Grant, Representations of British Emigration, p 104; M Ward, M M Ferris and T Brookes, Houses 
 and Estates of Old Glamorgan, Swansea, 2017, pp 78-81, 84-86, 92-98.

11 See N Chick, The Archer Heritage: Being An Account of William Archer of Hertford and Van 
 Diemen’s Land, His Ancestors and Descendants, Longford, 2016 and private archives at Woolmers 
 and Brickendon estates, Tasmania.

12 A Evans, R D Evans, and C R Landels, The Amos Family: A Story of Tasmanian Pioneers, Auckland, 
 1997.

13 Downing, ‘William Henty’, p 80. See also M Bassett, The Hentys: An Australian Colonial 
 Tapestry, Melbourne, 1962.

14 A Alexander, The O’Connors of Connorville: A Great Australian Story, Hobart, 2017, p 2.

15 Ibid, pp 4, 92.
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George Meredith in the literature

George Meredith has found a place in most of the mainstream histories of Van Diemen’s 
Land and in numerous thematic histories, demonstrating that he was at least a figure 
of some note on the colonial stage. He participated in and, on occasion, led debates 
on important socio-political issues in Van Diemen’s Land, including ‘independence 
from New South Wales’, ‘freedom of the press’ and ‘trial by jury’, the latter two in 
fierce opposition to Lieutenant-Governor Arthur in the 1820s and 1830s. No writer has 
addressed the question of what drove the ostensibly agriculturalist Meredith to enter the 
political sphere to the extent he did.

Two histories of Tasmania were written during Meredith’s lifetime. The first writer of 
a general history of Van Diemen’s Land was Henry Melville, who published in 1836.16 In 
his footnotes as later editor, Mackaness identified Meredith as having a role in a number 
of activities, such as the inquiry into the murder of one of his stockmen by Aboriginal 
people in 1823, the meeting in April 1824 calling for independence from New South 
Wales (NSW) and as a whaler later in the decade.17 

Anti-transportationist John West published his comprehensive history of Tasmania 
in 1852, but, as with Melville’s work, West’s benefited from a later editor, this time Alan 
Shaw, whose version of West’s history was published in 1981.18 George Meredith’s role 
in protests against Arthur’s laws restricting the freedom of the press in 1828, his pursuit 
of reforms to the courts and legislature in 1831 and his being threatened with loss of 
convict labour after he sought to embarrass the government in 1834 were noted and 
discussed by West.19 Although West’s sentiments were generally favourable to Arthur 
(or, as Clark termed it, ‘equivocal’), Meredith was not treated unfairly in his account.20

Ronald Giblin published volume I of his colonial history in 1928 and after Giblin 
had died, James Collier edited and saw published volume II in 1939. In volume II, 
Giblin focussed on Meredith as a pioneer settler, but did also identify him as having a 
role in the usual ‘Meredith issues’ of colonial independence, the press and the courts.21  

 

 

 

16 The more useful version of his history was edited by George Mackaness and published in 1965:  
 H Melville, The History of the Island of Van Diemen’s Land, From the Year 1824 to 1835 Inclusive: 
 to which is added, a few words on prison discipline, London 1835; H Melville, The History of Van 
 Diemen’s Land From the Year 1824 to 1835 Inclusive, During the Administration of Lieutenant 
 Governor George Arthur, G Mackaness, (ed.), Sydney, 1965.

17 Melville, ed. Mackaness, History of Van Diemen’s Land, pp 38, 20, 65.

18 J West, The History of Tasmania, 2 volumes, Launceston, 1852; J West, The History of Tasmania 
 with Copious Information Respecting the Colonies of New South Wales Victoria South Australia &c., 
 &c., &c., AGL Shaw, (ed.), Sydney, 1981.

19 West, History of Tasmania, pp 89, 125, 139 respectively.

20 C M H Clark, A History of Australia Vol II: New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land 1822 
 1838, Melbourne, 1968, p 313.

21 R W Giblin, The Early History of Tasmania Vol II, J Collier, (ed.), Melbourne, 1939, pp 299, 
 369, 628, 602-603.
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Again, there was no discussion as to why a settler on the land should be so active on 
the other issues. Much the same path was trodden in Lloyd Robson’s history of Van 
Diemen’s Land, published in 1983. Although he succeeded in connecting Meredith 
with fellow ‘activist’ Thomas Gregson in the campaign for a free press, Robson then 
failed to identify Meredith as being one of the owners of the Colonist newspaper while 
Gilbert Robertson was editor during its campaign against Arthur.22

Within his A History of Australia, volume II (first published in 1968), Manning Clark 
found room for Meredith on several occasions, although he did not drape him with the 
dramatic and religious mantle that he frequently employed for key characters, such as 
Arthur, indicating, perhaps, that he did not think Meredith a substantial figure.23 The 
aspects of colonial politics that Clark’s wide-ranging and comprehensive modern history 
found Meredith to be involved with clearly indicated that there was more to Meredith 
than a mere occasional face in the crowd, down from the farm. 

Thematic histories of Van Diemen’s Land and Tasmania have often discussed Meredith 
at some length in the context of their particular subject and from these, the breadth 
and depth of Meredith’s interests and influence in the colony begins to fully emerge. 
Vivienne Rae-Ellis published her biography of Meredith’s niece and daughter-in-law, 
the poet and artist Louisa Anne Meredith, in 1990.24 Rae-Ellis provided an in-depth 
view on Louisa Anne and along the way we gain some detailed insights into George 
Meredith, both before and after his emigration. Drawing on unpublished Reminiscences 
by Louisa Anne and other sources, Rae-Ellis represented Meredith as a kindly uncle to 
the young Louisa prior to his leaving England, a stern family disciplinarian on arrival in 
Van Diemen’s Land in the 1820s, and the heroic naval subject of one of Louisa Anne’s 
poems published in 1835.25 Rae-Ellis embellished her work by extrapolating upon 
material obtained from cited sources. For instance, she claimed a period of residence 
for Meredith in Castle Bromwich Hall by citing an article in Country Life, but the latter 
does not mention Meredith at all, merely a period where the house might have been 
able to be occupied by others than the owners.26 This type of extrapolation, not unique 
in the work, makes Rae-Ellis’ work somewhat less able to be relied upon as a secondary 
source and this is compounded by the fact that some key references, such as Louisa’s 
Reminiscences, were cited to unpublished material from unidentified private collections.

22 L Robson, A History of Tasmania: Vol 1 Van Diemen’s Land From the Earliest Times to 1855,  
 Melbourne, 1983, pp 196, 259, 296, 302-303, 308.

23 Clark, A History of Australia Vol II, pp 116-117, 281, 289 amongst others.

24 V Rae-Ellis, Louisa Anne Meredith: A Tigress in Exile, Hobart, 1990.

25 Ibid, pp 34, 55, 42.

26 Ibid, p 17; L Weaver, ‘Homes and Gardens Old and New: Castle Bromwich Hall’, Country Life,  
 Vol XXXII, 1912, pp 228-235.
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Michael Levy published a sympathetic history of Lieutenant-Governor George 
Arthur in 1953. The work contains many references to Meredith as one of Arthur’s 
chief protagonists and Levy treated Meredith harshly.27 Unfortunately, his antipathy 
towards Meredith caused Levy to stray on occasion towards arguably poor scholarship. 
For instance, on page 119, when addressing Meredith and Kemp’s attitudes to 
Aboriginal people, he appeared to put a number of damning quotes into the ‘mouths’ 
of the settlers. In fact, none of the quoted words can be traced to Meredith or Kemp. 
Nevertheless, Levy successfully connected Meredith with Thomas Gregson and Anthony 
Fenn Kemp as a group of Arthur opponents and also with publisher Andrew Bent and 
his newspapers. Levy also described Meredith’s whaling ventures and a later dramatic 
episode where Arthur’s regime deprived Meredith of convict labour in response to the 
latter’s constant criticism of the government.28 Together with Clark’s coverage, Levy’s 
history demonstrated that Meredith was undoubtedly a multi-faceted character.

Morris Miller’s Pressmen and Governors, published in 1952, thoroughly reviewed both 
the chronology of publishing in Van Diemen’s Land to about 1850 and the personalities 
involved, many of which were strong and divisive. It is unsurprising, therefore, that a 
strong figure such as George Meredith should have appeared prominently in Miller’s 
book up to about 1840.29 Miller described in detail Meredith’s intimate involvement in 
the press during Arthur’s tenure. A short biography of Meredith by Miller noted Meredith 
was ‘… prominent in public affairs until his death in 1856 ...’.30 Joan Woodberry wrote 
in more detail on the newspaper printer and publisher Andrew Bent and Meredith’s 
extensive involvement in the press was again highlighted.31 Woodberry observed that 
there were few within the colony, except for Gregson and Meredith, who had newspaper 
publisher Robert Lathrop Murray’s political insight.32

27 M C I Levy, Governor George Arthur: A Colonial Benevolent Despot, Melbourne, 1953, p 170  
 described Meredith: ‘… the “King of Great Swan Port”, was an infinitely proud, domineering,  
 quarrelsome man. Testy and unforgiving, he was easily provoked to querulous resentment, and  
 given to pin-pricking revenge. Obstinate and implacable in opposition … He, inordinately land  
 - and power hungry …’

28 This confrontation is beyond the scope of this paper, but after years of criticisms from  
 Meredith, the Colonial Secretary wrote an unguarded letter to him in November 1828 stating  
 to the effect that Meredith could not expect indulgences (that is, convict assignments) from  
 Lieutenant-Governor Arthur compared to others who ‘strengthened His Excellency’s hands, in  
 furtherance of such measures as have been deemed expedient in the administration of the  
 affaires of the Colony, and in maintaining its internal tranquillity (sic) …’: G Meredith,  
 Correspondence between the local government of Van Diemen’s Land and George Meredith Esq.,  
 Hobart, 1834, p 3.

29 E M Miller, Pressmen and Governors: Australian Editors and Writers in Early Tasmania: A  
 Contribution to the History of the Australian Press and Literature with Notes Biographical and  
 Bibliographical, facsimile ed., Sydney, 1952, pp 43, 56, 162, 170-172, 231, 260, 265, 331, 330, 342.

30 Ibid, pp 159-160.

31 J Woodberry, Andrew Bent and the Freedom of the Press in Van Diemen’s Land, Hobart, 1972.

32 Ibid, pp 127-128.
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The final areas where Meredith came to some prominence in colonial affairs were his 
interactions with bushrangers and Aboriginal people in the decade to 1831, a pivotal 
period in Tasmania’s history. Meredith’s attitudes to, and contact with, Tasmanian 
Aboriginal people have recently been given some prominence in books by Calder 
and Powell and earlier by Plomley’s works on the journals of Aboriginal ‘conciliator’ 
George Augustus Robinson.33 Calder documented how Meredith’s men were subjected 
to frequent attacks by Aboriginal people during the 1820s and that he instigated what 
has become known as the ‘Freycinet Line’, as a follow-up to the ‘Black Line’ of 1830.34 

No particular view of Meredith was expressed by Calder. On the other hand, Powell 
appears to have formed an adverse opinion of Meredith: ‘… [Oyster Bay] took on all the 
attributes of a sea frontier with sealing, whaling and the inevitable attacks on Aboriginal 
bands. George Meredith pioneered both the settlement and the subsequent violence, 
dabbling as he did in sealing and whaling’.35 Powell’s work in respect of Meredith 
is flawed, in that he wrongly attributed some writings of others to Meredith, when 
portraying him in an adverse light.36 Stoddart wrote in more detail on the ‘Freycinet 
Line’ and identified Meredith as a key settler in the area.37 Neither Calder nor Powell 
cited the evidence given by Meredith to the ‘Aborigines Committee’ formed by the Van 
Diemen’s Land Executive Council in the late 1820s, although it was probably out of 
the scope of Powell’s book.38 Plomley did not miss Meredith’s evidence, however, calling 
those who gave evidence to the Committee ‘extirpationists almost to a man’.39 

In summary, the literature on Meredith has consistently shown him to have had 
a role in many key episodes of Tasmania’s history prior to 1840, such as debates on 
Van Diemen’s Land independence and settler push-back against Arthur on freedom 
of the press. He was also involved in the press itself and was a significant whaler. Not 
least, he was prominent during the escalation of violence between European settlers 
and Aboriginal people in the decade up to 1831. Yet, despite his consistent prominence 
across a range of issues, we lack any coherent picture of Meredith and why he acted as 
he did.

33 G Calder, Levee, Line and Martial Law: A History of the Dispossession of the Mairremmener People  
 of Van Diemen’s Land 1803-1832, Launceston, 2010; M Powell, Musquito Brutality and Exile:  
 Aboriginal Resistance in New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land, Hobart, 201); NJB  
 Plomley, (ed.), Friendly Mission: The Tasmanian Journals and Papers of George Augustus Robinson,  
 2nd ed., Launceston, 2008.

34 Calder, Levee, Line, pp 152, 174, 178.

35 Powell, Musquito, pp 141-142.

36 For instance, on p 160, several quotes of Charles Meredith from Louisa Anne Meredith’s’ My   
 home in Tasmania were attributed to George Meredith.

37 E Stoddart, The Freycinet line, 1831, Coles Bay, 2003, p 8 and elsewhere. Relevant additional  
 resources include Colonial Secretary’s Office, General Correspondence, CSO1/1/316/7578,  
 Tasmanian Archive and Heritage Office (hereafter cited as TAHO), pp 1001-1014; Colonist, 28  
 December 1832, p 2.

38 Committee for the Care and Treatment of Captured Aborigines, Minutes, 17 February 1830 to  
 16 September 1833, CBE1/1/1, reel Z2744, TAHO.

39 Plomley, Friendly Mission, p 117.
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Clearly, Meredith was not a conventional broad-acre settler, given his numerous 
and significant diversions away from it, and this paper will address the question of 
why he may have departed from the usual trajectory of his large-landholding cohort in 
Van Diemen’s Land.40 It is hypothesised that his early years were likely to have played 
an important formative role in the development of his character as manifested by his 
independent demeanour in his new home of Van Diemen’s Land.

Meredith’s early life

George Meredith was born in Birmingham, England, on 13 February 1778, the 
youngest of five children and was baptised at St Philip’s, Birmingham on 23 April 1791, 
aged 13.41 His father, John Meredith, was a successful attorney in Birmingham, where 
his clients included the Gooch Baronetcy, the Birmingham Town Commissioners and 
the Birmingham Canal Navigation Company.42 

For some years in the mid-to-late 1780s, the Meredith family lived at Castle Bromwich 
Hall, a leased Jacobean mansion with extensive grounds that had been the seat of the 
Bridgman Baronetcy (later the Earls of Bradford) for several centuries.43 Thus young 
George would have been exposed to a grand household and this continued at least 
until his father’s death in 1790.44 Complementing these domestic circumstances was 
a family legend that the Merediths were descended from the Welsh royal family. The 
legend was put into print by George’s son Edwin in his memoir of his father, in which 
Edwin reproduced an 1881 letter from his cousin Samuel. In the letter, Samuel wrote: 
‘We have the honour of descent from the old Kings of Wales, from whom are descended 
the subsequent Kings and Queens of England and I am happy in presenting to you the 
History of the Princes of South Wales’.45 Although the letter and publication were after 
George Meredith’s life, it might be reasonably assumed that Meredith himself had been 
told and believed the story.

40 Again, this is not to claim Meredith was unique. As noted above, he had contemporaries who  
 diversified away from their farm, to which might be added Edward Lord of Orielton, another  
 former marine who diversified into trading and importing goods from England; see: A  
 Alexander, Corruption and Skullduggery: Edward Lord, Maria Riseley and Hobart’s Tempestuous  
 Beginnings, Dynnyrne, 2015.

41 St Philip’s, Birmingham, parish baptism records, April 1791, family history section, Library of  
 Birmingham.

42 J Hill and R K Dent, Memorials of the Old Square, Birmingham, 1897, p 81; Birmingham  
 Canal Navigation Company, Minutes and Reports, 1776-1771, RAIL 810/1, The National   
 Archives (hereafter TNA).

43 W Dargue, e-mail 3 June 2018, quoting A Tucker, 1977, ‘Castle Bromwich in the Reign of  
 George III’, North Arden Local History Society Occasional Paper, pp 15-18; Warwickshire  
 game-keepers records, entry for 15 July 1783, QS12, Worcestershire County Records Office; G  
 Tyack, Warwickshire Country Houses, Guildford, 1994, pp 39-41.

44 Anonymous, ‘Deaths’, The European magazine and London Review, 1790, p 20; St Philip’s,  
 Birmingham, parish records, burials, 7 May 1790, family history section, Library of Birmingham.

45 E Meredith, Memoir of the Late George Meredith, Masterton, 1897, p 27. The volume was GT  
 Bridgeman, History of the Princes of South Wales, Wigan, 1876.
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After his father died, George seemed to have become somewhat wayward—perhaps 
this was the first manifestation of his independence. In a letter to his mother in 1800, 
he alluded to a choice he made between an earlier ‘life and character [and the] … very 
improper ideas I had adopted and which on most occasions ruled my conduct’ and the 
career he later chose. He thanked his mother for ‘the exertions you made to procure my 
present situation’.46 That situation was in the Marines, which he joined in 1796, aged 
eighteen, and he went aboard HMS Hind in May 1797 as second lieutenant, the sole 
Marine officer on the vessel, which had a complement of 195.47As Downing pointed 
out, a life at sea was one path to manhood and independence at least for the youth 
of Britain during the Napoleonic wars. That his mother led him to that choice is an 
interesting contrast to the cases mentioned by Downing, which focused on the paternal 
influence of encouragement to sea adventure.48 Sallye, Meredith’s mother, had earlier 
shown her own independence by marrying John Meredith in defiance of her father.49 No 
doubt some of that characteristic brushed off on George.

At that time England was at war against Napoleonic France and its allies. As well as 
being a time of several decisive fleet actions, it was a period of intense ferment in the 
Royal Navy. Between 1793 and 1797, manpower had almost doubled to 120,000 via a 
combination of impressment, forced recruitment and the Quota Act, that rewarded local 
authorities who found volunteers to join. Seamen’s pay had not increased since 1652 and 
by 1797 seasoned hands found that they were being paid less than some volunteers.50

Some crews of the Channel Fleet, stationed at Portsmouth, began to raise petitions 
in early 1797 in response to the poor conditions, low pay and the many inequities on 
board. The petitions were initially ignored by the fleet commanders and by mid-April 
the crews of a number of ships were openly threatening to refuse to obey orders if the 
petitions were not acted upon. Soon after, a ‘parliament’ of ships’ crews (two members, 
called Delegates, from each vessel) was convened aboard the Queen Charlotte to discuss 
the on-going action.51 By Easter 1797, the Admiralty began to respond to the first 
petition and contemporaneously a second petition was raised.52

In May, the Delegates within the Channel Fleet became active again and ships’ crews 
began to seize control of warships in port and to send their officers ashore. George 
Meredith would have been aware of the grave situation when he boarded the Hind on 7 

46 Meredith to his mother, 11 March 1800, typescript copy, David Hodgson collection.

47 Admiralty – Marine Officers, Register of Marine officers’ commissions, including warrants to  
 Marine Surgeons, Agents 1755 - 1814, ADM 6/406, TNA; Admiralty – Ships’ Musters, HMS  
 Hind Ship’s Muster 1 November 1796 – 31 October 1797, ADM 36/13271, TNA. The Marines  
 would not be styled as the Royal Marines until 1802: D Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, London,  
 1981, p 194.

48 K Downing, Restless Men: Masculinity and Robinson Crusoe, 1788-1840, London, 2014, pp 72-73,  
 75.

49 Rae-Ellis, Louisa Anne Meredith, p 16.

50 D Davies, Nelson’s Navy: English Fighting Ships 1793-1815, Mechanicsburg, 1996, pp 72-96;  
 J Dugan, The Great Mutiny, London, 1966, p 62.

51 Ibid, p 92.

52 Ibid, pp 103-104.
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May 1797, and the next day he came face to face with it. The Captain’s log of the Hind 
of 8 May recorded first that Admiral Colpoys’ flagship, HMS London had struck her 
‘Flag’ and a red ensign of mutiny was hoisted in lieu. The Hind log went onto record: 
‘The ship in a state of mutiny’.53 The crew of the Hind armed themselves, disarmed the 
officers, and presented them with an ultimatum: ‘Gentlemen, it is the request of the 
ship’s company that you leave the ship precisely at eight o’clock. As it is unanimously 
agreed … we would wish you to leave it peaceable or desperate measures will be taken’.54 

Examining the ship’s log and the designations of the officers who went ashore, it 
appears that Meredith stayed on board the ship. Being new, he was unlikely to have 
offended the crew, and being unarmed and aged only nineteen, he may have been deemed 
harmless.With the escalation of the mutiny, Parliament acted with great haste to pass the 
Act that secured the funding for all the reforms demanded and fleet grandee Lord Howe 
personally delivered the information to the crews at Portsmouth.55 All mutineers were 
pardoned, but 105 officers and non-commissioned men were permanently removed 
from their ships by the Admiralty, including eight officers of Marines.56

A mutiny, possibly including his own Marines on the Hind, would have made a deep 
impression on Second Lieutenant George Meredith. He could well have been humiliated 
at being rendered ineffective in his primary role—the security of the ship—after just a 
day on board. He would have deplored the effective surrender of the Admiralty to the 
mutineers’ every demand, and the lack of punishment of the ringleaders. It would not 
surprise if he formed a view that he should never again put himself in the position 
of suffering under ‘weak’ leadership or not being able to control events around him. 
After the mutiny, Meredith served on the Hind until 1802, when he was paid off and 
put ashore during a peace between England and France.57 That situation did not last. 
Meredith was recalled the following year and served on the third-rate warships HMS 
Northumberland and then HMS Illustrious, that were mainly employed in blockades 
off the Spanish coast.58 He transferred to Portsmouth headquarters in April 1805, 
apparently having suffered an eye injury.59

53 Admiralty – Captain’s Logs, A journal of the proceedings of His Majesty’s ship Hind between the 20th  

November 1795 to the 16th May 1797, kept by Captain John Bazely, ADM 51/1171, TNA (hereafter 
references in this series will be cited ‘[Vessel] Captain’s log’ with the relevant period and reference); 
Davies, Nelson’s Navy, p 62.

54 Dugan, Great Mutiny, p 144.

55 J Barrow, The Life of Richard Earl Howe: Admiral of the Fleet and General of Marines, London, 1838, p 338.

56 Davies, Nelson’s Navy, p 54.

57 Admiralty – Marine Officers, Royal Marines Pay Office: Half pay cash book 1797-1802, ADM 96/89,  
TNA, pp 164-165

58 Admiralty – Royal Marines Pay Office: Officers’ Commission and Subsistence Book, 1797-1803,  
ADM 96/496, TNA. Admiralty – Ships’ Musters: HMS Northumberland Ship’s Musters 1 July 1803 
to 31 October 1804, ADM 36/16526-16527, TNA. HMS Illustrious, Ship’s Musters 1 May 1804 
– 31 October 1805, ADM 36/16016 -16018, TNA; Admiralty – Captain’s Logs: Northumberland 
Captain’s log 1 July 1803 to 6 May 1804, ADM 51/1452, TNA, Illustrious Captain’s log 8 
November 1803 to 23 April 1805, ADM 51/1476, TNA.

59 Illustrious ship’s Muster, May 1805 to October 1805, ADM 36/16018, TNA; Meredith to his  
Marines commanders, 28 March 1806, handwritten copy, Meredith McFadden collection.
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In September 1805, Meredith married Sarah Hicks of Berkshire. She was from a 
farming family near Newbury and had already inherited a half share of her late mother’s 
estate (the other half went to her father).60 The capital and therefore some financial 
independence that Sarah brought to the marriage would appear to have been an 
important consideration for Meredith. A few years earlier, writing to his mother, he 
had lamented his missing out on a legacy from his God-mother, and hoped that her 
sister would favour him, so he could get married with the means of ‘procuring the first 
comforts in life’.61 Meredith sought a shore position in the Marines because of his eye 
injury, but this was declined, and he left the Royal Marines as first lieutenant on full pay 
in mid-1806.62

The newly-married Marine and his bride first settled on his wife’s land (now his 
land) at Speen, Berkshire and he subsequently bought his father-in-law’s half share of 
the estate.63 Although their first child, George, was baptised at Newbury in mid-1806, 
it was not George’s intention to remain in Berkshire. The following year he wrote to his 
wife from Neath, south-eastern Wales, where he was preparing a cottage for his family. 
This letter perhaps illustrated George’s perspective towards his wife and that he was a 
man of his time:

I have already been introduced to some of the neighbouring Gentry & have rea-
son to believe you may establish a pleasant formal Society—I understand they are 
beginning to be a little curious about Mrs. Meredith. You must therefore begin to 
withdraw your thoughts from idle gossiping & childish—occurrences, and make 
yourself more the Woman of Consequence & the independent being. We will set 
an example to the Natives of this County that you are a Wife praised for her Ma-
tronly and Domestic Qualities—and myself as a Husband who knows the value of 
such a Wife—and this Sarah I trust we may see realised.64

Sarah and George junior soon joined him in Wales and their next two children, Sarah 
and Louisa, were baptised at nearby Llantrisant in 1807 and 1808 respectively.65 
Although there is evidence that the land in Berkshire was rented out about this time, 
it was sold shortly after, as Meredith purchased the farm Rhyndaston in Pembrokeshire, 

60 Deeds and Agreements, Conveyance of messuage, barn, outhouses, orchards, stables near the Wash in  
Newbury, and about 100 acres (with abuttals) dispersed in the common fields (known as Northcroft, 
Eastfield and Westfield), in Newbury, and messuage, outhouses, barns and just over 10 acres of land 
(specified) in Enborne, D/EX 1041/1, Berkshire Record Office (hereafter BRO).

61 Meredith to his mother, 11 March 1800, typescript copy, David Hodgson collection.

62 Admiralty – Officers Seniority Lists, A List of the Officers of his Majesty’s Royal Marine Forces, 1805,  
[with annotations for 1806], ADM 118/263, TNA.

63 Conveyance of messuage … , D/EX 1041/1, BRO.

64 Meredith to his wife, 30 April 1807, typescript copy, David Hodgson collection.

65 Baptisms from www.familysearch.org, ‘Wales births and baptisms 1541-1907’ database, film  
104938, accessed 20 June 2018.
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Wales in about 1810.66 His next two children, Sabina and Charles, were baptised in 
Pembrokeshire in 1810 and 1811 respectively.67

In 1813, Meredith undertook a tour of Scotland, apparently looking for agricultural 
opportunities and keeping a diary that noted the properties and people of possible use 
to him.68 One person noted was Adam Amos, of Heriot Farm, Middleton, south of 
Edinburgh. Adam, his brother John and their families would soon move to work and help 
manage Rhyndaston and would later emigrate to Van Diemen’s Land with Meredith.69 
Rhyndaston did not prove a success for George Meredith. It was purchased during the 
time of high agricultural prices during the Napoleonic war, but these fell when the 
war ended in 1815, while taxes and other costs remained high.70 The economy and the 
labouring class in particular suffered, and social disharmony in England increased.71 
In late 1816 or early 1817 Meredith commenced arrangements to sell Rhyndaston to 
Andrew Burt.72 In 1818-19 he was frequently away in London, and had moved his 
family back to Birmingham.73

Meredith had begun an affair with the family nurse, Mary Evans, at Rhyndaston 
in about 1813, writing later to her of ‘that period in your life when at the age of 
eighteen you were to my eye all that in both form and feature I could have desired in 
womankind’.74 In letters to her after they were married (see below), there is evidence 
that Mary was made pregnant at this time, and travelled to Scotland where she had 

66 Deeds and Agreements, Covenant and Agreement Between George Meredith, Abnor Clarkson and  
 others, 27 May 1809, D/EX 422/1, BRO; Land Tax Assessments, Dewisland, PQ/RT/DE/1804- 
 1812, Pembrokeshire Archives (hereafter PA).

67 Meredith Family Bible, NS615/1/49, TAHO for births; Parish Records, Rudbaxton parish  
 registers of 1806-1816, HPR/8, PA, for baptisms.

68 G Meredith, [Diary of a trip to north Wales and Scotland, with notes on farms], 1813,  
 Meredith McFadden collection.

69 Evans, Evans and Landels, The Amos Family, p 16.

70 R Prothero, English Farming Past and Present, London, 1917, pp 317, 322.

71 R Evans, ‘”Creating an object of real terror”: The Tabling of the First Bigge report’, in M Crotty  
 and D Roberts, (eds.), Turning Points in Australian History, Sydney, 2009, pp 49-50.

72 [Statement of fees from Alexander and Holme, lawyers], Papers Relating to Legal Cases Involving  
 George Meredith, Including his Dispute with Edward Lord and the Libel Case R.L. Murray. 90  
 Papers (hereafter cited as ‘Meredith legal papers’), NS123/1/5, TAHO.

73 Letters from Adam Amos addressed to Meredith in London, Papers and Correspondence with  
 Variety of People, including Joseph Archer, Adam Amos, George Frankland, Lieut. Colonel Sorell,  
 T.D. Lord and others. 150 letters (hereafter ‘Meredith letters to friends and business’), NS123/1/4,  
 TAHO; Sarah Meredith (senior) to Mary Evans, 18 [July] 1818, G4/104, University of  
 Tasmania, Special and Rare Collections (hereafter UTAS S&R).

74 Meredith to his wife, 24 March 1833, G4/17, UTAS S&R.
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an abortion.75 He later made her pregnant again and she gave birth to Henry during 
1818.76 During the process of selling Rhyndaston, Meredith’s farm manager Adam Amos 
wrote to him that the buyer’s agent ‘abused [Mary’s mother] & you he called all the bad 
names—swindlers & Hoare masters & threatened to put the Nurse in prison … calling 
Nurse a Hoare before two witnesses …’.77

At some point, probably around 1819, Meredith decided to emigrate. His first 
choices were the Cape of Good Hope and then Norfolk Island, but he ultimately chose 
Van Diemen’s Land.78 During his time in Wales, Meredith had met successful Van 
Diemen’s Land settler and fellow former Marine, Edward Lord, who was the brother of 
Lord Owen of Orielton, Meredith’s local MP, whom he supported.79 Lord was influential 
in convincing Meredith to go to Van Diemen’s Land.80 In 1819, Sarah Meredith became 
pregnant again, but died in childbirth at Rhyndaston on 16 February 1820 and was 
buried at Roch church in an adjoining parish on 24 February 1820.81 A shadow was cast 
on this event later, when George Meredith’s daughter-in-law, Louisa Anne Meredith, 
in her Reminiscences, wrote: ‘old Mrs John Amos, who as well as Nurse Evans, [Mary’s] 
mother, was with [Mary], more than hinted to my husband that [Mary] was guilty of 
her death’.82

75 Meredith to his wife, 5 May 1832, George Meredith Letters to his Wife, Mary Ann Meredith. 113  
 letters, 16 March 1823 - 3 December 1837, (hereafter cited as ‘Meredith letters to his wife’),   
 NS123/1/1 #288, TAHO. In letters to Mary, he used gardening metaphors when discussing  
 intimate matters; sexual intercourse was ‘planting’, the foetus was ‘plant’ “After spring planting  
 was over you were to be included in the trip to Scotland & whilst absent the “bone of  
 contention” “forbidden fruit” or whatever else it should be termd, the annoying plant was to be  
 removed, the flower garden etc etc to be put to rights ...”.

76 L Nyman, The East Coasters, Launceston, 1990, p 5. In a letter to Mary in 1830, after Mary had  
 received some letters from England mentioning, unkindly, Henry’s status, Meredith described  
 to her a story of Henry’s adoption. This appears to be him giving Mary a ‘cover story’ for Henry  
 to be passed on to anyone who brought the subject up: Meredith to his wife, 11 July 1830,  
 Meredith Letters to his Wife, NS123/1/1 #59, TAHO. In Meredith’s pre-emigration letter  
 seeking grants in Van Diemen’s Land, Meredith noted that Mary was taking a son—see later in  
 this paper.

77 Adam Amos to Meredith, 28 April 1819, Meredith Letters to Friends and Business, NS123/1/4,  
 TAHO.

78 Meredith, Memoir, p 8.

79 ‘Lord and Meredith Reference’, nd but likely June 1824, Meredith Legal Papers, NS123/1/5,  
 TAHO; R G Thorne, ‘The Pembrokeshire elections of 1807 and 1812’, The Pembrokeshire  
 Historian, No. 6, 1979, p 20.

80 ‘Lord and Meredith reference’, Meredith Legal Papers, NS123/1/5, TAHO.

81 Transcription of Sarah Meredith’s headstone at Roch church, Meredith McFadden collection; 
 Roch parish register, burials, February 1820, PA.

82 Reminiscences – Louisa Anne Meredith, Wren’s Nest, Hobart, April 24 [18]92, typescript copy,  
 David Hodgson collection, p 9.
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In a later letter to his second wife, writing in a running metaphor concerning a 
‘fictional couple’ that he and Mary had invented in their letters to recount their early 
relationship, Meredith wrote: ‘[George’s character] never really loved any other woman’ 
than Mary’s character.83 In another letter, his character ‘became sensible that he was in 
love [with Mary’s character] and that he had, in reality, never loved before … He had 
married but not loved …’.84 Perhaps Sarah’s attraction for George all along was the land 
she brought to the marriage and later, after Meredith began his affair with Mary, Sarah 
became quite unloved.

Despite his loss, Meredith continued preparations for his emigration and these 
illustrate his good planning and desire to be self-sufficient. In July, he entered into 
an agreement with Edward Lord to obtain livestock on arrival in the colony and so 
be somewhat independent of the vicissitudes of colonial supply.85 He undertook some 
medical training in London, attending lectures, and he ‘assisted in surgical operations 
in hospitals’.86 This detail may or may not be true, but it would be consistent with 
Meredith’s attention to detail and indicates a wish by Meredith to be self-sufficient 
within the colony.

The method Meredith chose to emigrate was an exemplar of his wanting to be 
‘independent’. In the late 1810s, an industry had developed where ship-owners 
advertised for paying passengers seeking passage to New South Wales (including Van 
Diemen’s Land).87 Rather than being a passive passenger amongst many, Meredith 
decided to charter his own vessel, the Emerald, which he did in partnership with Joseph 
Archer, who was going to Van Diemen’s Land to join his brother.88 Although Neil Chick 
noted that this was the first example of a ship being privately chartered for a voyage 
to Van Diemen’s Land, brothers Thomas and James Salmon arrived in their charted 
ship Adamant in 1816.89 Undertaking such a significant venture independently, was, 
however, a rare occurrence.

Meredith wrote to Earl Bathurst, Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, in May 
1820, seeking a recommendation to the Lieutenant-Governor of Van Diemen’s Land 
William Sorell as a bona fide settler, noting that he had ‘means’ of about £5,000, and that 
he understood that a grant of land would be available at the rate of half an acre ‘per pound  
 

83 Meredith to his wife Mary, 24 April 1829, NS123/1/1 #41, TAHO.

84 Meredith to his wife Mary, 19 October 1832, NS123/1/1 #313, TAHO.

85 Articles of Agreement, 8 July 1820, Meredith Legal Papers, NS123/1/5, TAHO.

86 Meredith, Memoir, p 7.

87 M Nix, ‘Silk Gloves and Cast Iron Boilers: A Study of Cargoes from Scotland to Australia,  
 1820–1824’, Australian Historical Archaeology, No. 23, 2005, pp 25-39; J Dixon, Narrative of  
 a Voyage to New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land in the Ship Skelton During the Year 1820,  
 Edinburgh, 1822. Examples of advertisements include The Times, 18 June 1819, p 1, 24 June  
 1820, p 1, and 23 August 1820, p 1.

88 ‘Memorandum of agreement between George Meredith and Joseph Archer for chartering a ship  
 to proceed to the colonies, 15 September 1830’, Archer collection, Brickendon. The Archer   
 family became a farming dynasty in central northern Tasmania, see: Chick, The Archer Heritage.

89 I Pearce and C Cowling, Guide to the Public Records of Tasmania; Section Four; Records Relating  
 to Free Immigration, Hobart, 1975, p 5.
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sterling possessed’. In a follow-up letter to the under-secretary the following month, he 
made the same request on behalf of John and Adam Amos, and Mary Evans, noting, in 
respect of the latter, that she was ‘experienced in dairy farming, wishes to accompany my 
family and to secure a little patrimony for a fatherly son’.90 In July, Meredith obtained 
as a reply from Downing Street, the standard letter of recommendation as a settler.91 

A week before the Emerald sailed, the widowed Meredith married Mary Evans in a 
London church.92 He later explained to her the circumstances:

In any case however, to have emigrated with a young family like mine, beyond 
the reach of kindred or friends, without the watchful care of female protection 
or a domestic guardian in whom to confide during probable absence & in the 
event of possible death, would have been a gross dereliction of self acknowledged 
& imperative duty. Hence it was that our union originated in and was influenced 
by considerations involving the future well-being of my children rather than mere 
individual comfort & wishes.… the very first intimation you received of even 
intention on my part to offer myself to your acceptance was conveyed by letter 
only a few days previous to our marriage. But abrupt and unexpected as the offer 
was to you, that subject had been often and deeply weighed in my mind; nor were 
you the only female presented to my thoughts and whose qualifications were also 
considered ere that letter was written.93

Matter-of-factly, their marriage was one of convenience and to ensure the care of his 
children by his first marriage, notwithstanding Mary and his seven-year affair. Their 
illegitimate son Henry was brought down the river from Chelsea, under the name 
of Henry Moody; the other children were called in from their schools to Meredith’s 
rooms at Chancery Lane.94 On 4 November 1820, they all went down the Thames on 
a ‘Gravesend smack’ to meet the Emerald, then sailed on it from Gravesend to Deal the 
next day, ultimately departing for Van Diemen’s Land on 8 November under Captain 
William Elliott.95

90 Meredith to Bathurst, 21 May 1820, and Meredith to Goulburn, 3 June 1820, Colonial Office,  
 CO201/102, pp 217 and 221, Australian Joint Copying Project microfilm #51, TAHO. This  
 letter counters Meredith’s later ‘explanation’ that Henry Meredith was adopted.

91 Recommendations of Settlers 1820, nd, F Watson, (ed.), Historical Records of Australia, Series  
 III, Despatches and papers relating to the settlement of the states, Vol III Tasmania: January- 
 December 1820 (Sydney, 1921), p 1. Hereafter this series will be cited in the format HRA  
 [series], Vol [number], [page number(s)], irrespective of general editor.

92 St Andrew Holborn, Register of Marriages, 1820-21, P96/AND2/A/01MS6672/4, Guildhall  
 Archives, London.

93 Meredith to his wife Mary, 30 October 1831, NS123/1/1 #61, TAHO

94 C Meredith, The Honorable Chas. Meredith, B736, Mitchell Library, State Library of New South  
 Wales (hereafter ML, SLNSW), p ‘2b’.

95 Ibid, p ‘3a’ Charles Meredith has the wrong dates of both departure and arrival in his account.  
 Accurate dates and the Captain’s name are given in Morning Post, 8 November 1820, p 4 and  
 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser, 17 March 1821, p 2.
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Meredith and Archer took their own cargo, including twelve merino sheep each plus 
twenty-one other paying individuals and family groups and their cargos.96 The forward-
thinking Meredith had also arranged with his brother to send out some goods to follow, 
including several stills, anticipating that the ban on distilling grain for liquor would be 
lifted.97 

The Emerald arrived at Hobart Town on 13 March 1821.98 Meredith met with 
Lieutenant-Governor Sorell, who suggested that he take up land on the then-uninhabited 
central east of the colony, rather than Port Davey in the remote south-west of the island, 
which had been Meredith’s intention.99 He wrote to his brother: 

The country between [Hobart Town] & Port Dalrymple still affords many 
desirable situations for a settlement, except as to the distance from either port and 
market, nothing of any extent being vacant within less than 20 to 30 miles from 
water carriage, which is a great objection independently of a settlement in that line 
of country bringing one in contact with residents of an inferior & perhaps not 
very moral class. Now if I do fix for the eastern coast which the Lt. Governor is 
desirous to have respectably settled, I do not doubt being followed by succeeding 
immigrants from England, and I have already come to a satisfactory understanding 
with the Lt G on that subject.100

Both his first choice and final selection for land were isolated outposts of the colony, 
but on the water. Clearly, the strategic and forward-thinking Meredith wanted easy 
sea access to markets and not to be constrained later by neighbours, bucking the clear 
pattern of land settlement in the colony since 1803—the gradual spread around Hobart 
in the south and, from 1808, Launceston in the north.101 A more manifest sign of 
Meredith’s intended independence from the rest of the colony could scarcely be made.

96 E Desailly, ‘The Emerald: The ship that sailed on an earlier tide’, BA (Hons) thesis, University  
 of Tasmania, 2016.

97 Meredith to his brother John, 2 April 1821, RS34/2, UTAS S&R.

98 Hobart Town Gazette, 17 March 1821, p 2.

99 Meredith to his brother John, 2 April 1821, RS34/2, UTAS S&R.

100 Ibid.

101 S Morgan, Land Settlement in Early Tasmania: Creating an Antipodean England, Cambridge,  
 1992, pp 10-21.



8382

WARD: STRIVING FOR INDEPENDENCETASMANIAN HISTORICAL STUDIES VOL. 23 2018

Meredith undertook two whaleboat expeditions to the Great Swan Port area on the 
east coast within a few months of arriving in the colony and, after the first, obtained 
a Location Order for 2,000 acres from Sorell.102 Unfortunately, on the second visit, he 
discovered that William Talbot, who had obtained an identical Location Order from 
Sorell and on the same day as Meredith, had begun occupation of Meredith’s chosen 
selection.103 Outraged, Meredith immediately complained to Sorell, as did Talbot, who 
would prove as single-minded in his objective to hold onto the land as Meredith and 
the dispute went on for several years. Characteristically, Sorell referred the dispute to 
Sydney, where Governor Thomas Brisbane, on the advice of Surveyor-General John 
Oxley, gave priority to Talbot on the basis that he was the first to erect some huts and 
plough some land.104 

102 G Meredith, [Diary of George Meredith during two voyages to Oyster Bay in 1821], RS34/1,  
 UTAS S&R; Sorell to Evans [location order of 2,000 acres for George Meredith], 24 July 1821,  
 Meredith McFadden collection.

103 Meredith to Goulburn, enclosed in Meredith to Bathurst, 2 December 1822, HRA III, Vol IV,  
 p 455. Bathurst to Arthur 29 November 1823, ibid, p 97.

104 Oxley to Goulburn, 26 February 1822, CSO1/1/97/2309, TAHO.

Figure 1. Location of land grants to 1821 from Morgan (1992) p 20, 
with the location of Meredith’s land grants marked with a star.
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Notwithstanding that he was advised that Brisbane’s decision was final, Meredith 
travelled to Sydney in March 1823 to contest the decision, and also to attend to 
several other matters over which he had been taken to court.105 In fact, Meredith had 
already decided to vault over the colonial authorities and take his case against Talbot 
directly to London, a manifestation of Meredith’s distrust and lack of confidence in 
local authorities. In late 1823, Lord Bathurst ruled in favour of Meredith, but left it 
in the hands of newly appointed Lieutenant-Governor Arthur to agree and confirm 
or otherwise, depending on any facts he became aware of.106 Arthur, typically, carried 
out his own precise investigation and in little time confirmed the decision in favour of 
Meredith in July 1824.107

By 1823, several parties had taken Meredith to court in Sydney, there being no 
suitable local court in Van Diemen’s Land at the time. He had tried to exercise his 
agreement with Edward Lord for the supply of livestock, but found only poor selections 
were available. Meredith wrote brusquely to Lord over the matter and Lord replied in 
kind, noting shortly afterwards that Meredith’s bill of pre-payment given in London 
had been dishonoured and therefore was again owing.108 Lord by this time was a well-
established and powerful settler in Van Diemen’s Land and, when Meredith realised that 
he was not someone to be crossed, he wrote in a conciliatory fashion, but too late—Lord 
instigated legal proceedings in Sydney.109 The other matter that took Meredith to Sydney 
was that one of the passengers on the Emerald, Nathanial Thornton, was suing Meredith 
and Archer over the transportation and sale of his freight. Thornton was due to pay 
Meredith and Archer for the carriage of the freight on arrival in Hobart Town. Meredith 
offered to sell the freight and take the shipping cost out of the proceeds. Thornton found 
that some of his barrels of spirits had leaked en route and was not satisfied as to how the 
sale was arranged by Meredith and so he sued the Emerald charterers.110

105 Diary of George Meredith’s Visit to Sydney, 8 March 1823 - 22 May 1823, NS123/1/11, TAHO.  
 The court matters are discussed later in this paper.

106 Bathurst to Arthur, 29 November 1823, HRA III, Vol IV, pp 92-100.

107 Arthur to Glenelg, 30 December 1837, A2207, Arthur Papers Vol 47, Case of G Meredith, ML,  
 SLNSW.

108 Meredith to Lord, 18 September 1821, Lord to Meredith, 21 September and 16 November   
 1821, Meredith Legal Papers, NS123/1/5, TAHO.

109 Various letters to and from Meredith, Lord and R L Murray, Meredith Legal Papers, NS123/1/5,   
 TAHO.

110 ‘Extracts of a letter received by William Archer from Joseph Archer’, 10 July 1822, Archer   
 collection, Brickendon; Diary of George Meredith’s Visit to Sydney, 8 March 1823 - 22 May 1823,  
 NS123/1/11, TAHO.
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Meredith spent from early March to mid-June 1823 in Sydney pursuing the 
administration there over the Talbot dispute and seeing lawyers and others in defence 
of the suits Lord and Thornton had brought against him. The cases were repatriated to 
Hobart Town when the Supreme Court was established there in 1824, but Meredith 
had already spent much time and money on his defence in the senior colony.111 The 
matter of Lord v Meredith was eventually settled by arbitration in Hobart Town, and, 
although papers relating to the decision have not been preserved, Lord appears to have 
won handsomely, as letters during 1825 indicate that Meredith was giving over to Lord’s 
agent significant quantities of meat and livestock.112 The results of the matters in respect 
of Thornton are less clear. It appears that Thornton won the case on cargo damage, but 
only a trivial award from the defendants was ordered and he had to pay his own costs.113 
The cargo sale matter appears to have come to nought in Hobart Town, as it was ‘non 
suited’.114

It is evident from Meredith’s visit to Sydney that he was a strong networker. Within a 
week of his arrival in Sydney, besides visiting his and his opposing solicitors, he had dined 
with Judge Advocate John Wylde, met Judge Barron Field, New South Wales Colonial 
Secretary Frederick Goulburn, and several members of the military establishment. 
By the following week he had seen Surveyor-General John Oxley (the first of several 
meetings), more military men, merchant Edward Wollstonecraft at his home, Thomas 
Walker, the Deputy Assistant Commissary General and the Colonial Secretary again. 
Later, Meredith had at least four meetings with Governor Brisbane in Sydney and 
Paramatta, visited Samuel Marsden at his house to discuss New Zealand flax and met 
with further military personnel.115 He was not one to leave any opportunity unpursued.

111 Meredith to his son Henry, 29 June 1824, George Meredith Letters to his Children, Sarah, Charles  
 and John. 40 letters mainly to John while farming at Mount Gambier. Also a letter from his  
 son Henry. 16 February 1816 - 19 July 1854, NS123/1/2, TAHO; Copy of Supreme Court  
 order re arbitration, Meredith Legal Papers, NS123/1/5, TAHO.

112 Cartwright and Paterson (solicitors) to Meredith, 9 March 1825, Meredith Legal Papers,  
 NS123/1/5, TAHO.

113 ‘Extracts of a letter received by William Archer from Joseph Archer’, 10 July 1822, Archer  
 collection, Brickendon.

114 Hobart Town Gazette, 1 December 1826, p 4.

115 Diary of George Meredith’s Visit to Sydney, 8 March 1823 - 22 May 1823, NS123/1/11, TAHO.  
 For Wylde: entries for 14 March 1823; Goulburn: 14, 18, 26 March 1823 and 11 April 1823;  
 Oxley: 27 March 1823 and 12, 19, 30 April 1823; Wollstonecraft: 24 March 1823 and 5, 6,  
 17, 30 April 1823; Walker: 23, 25 March 1823 and 2, 5, 27 April 1823; Brisbane: 26, 28 April  
 1823 and 10 May 1823; Marsden: 26 April 1823.
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The campaign for Van Diemen’s Land independence

Commissioner John Thomas Bigge made three reports to the British government on the 
affairs of New South Wales, including its dependency Van Diemen’s Land. These were 
issued over a ten-month period in 1822-1823 and all would have reached the colonies by 
the end of 1823.116 Bigge had recognised the impracticalities that were caused by Van 
Diemen’s Land not having its own Supreme Court and relying on Sydney to administer 
its land. His reports led to the New South Wales Act being proclaimed on 19 July 1823, 
with clauses allowing, amongst other things, a Legislative Council in New South Wales, 
the eventual independence of Van Diemen’s Land from the senior colony, the creation 
of Supreme Courts in the two colonies, and the attendant appointment of Chief Justices 
in both.117 This would have been welcomed by Meredith, whose three-month visit to 
Sydney would have involved considerable expense and where he found himself arguing 
before uninterested figures in an environment where he had no influence. Meredith later 
spoke publicly of his appreciation of Bigge for his recommendations in respect of Van 
Diemen’s Land.118

Pursuant to the New South Wales Act, John Lewes Pedder and Joseph Tice Gellibrand 
arrived in Hobart Town on the Hibernia on 15 March 1824 to take up the positions 
of Chief Justice and Attorney-General of Van Diemen’s Land, respectively.119 The Bigge 
Reports, the NSW Act and the establishment of a local Supreme Court appear to have 
catalysed the call for Van Diemen’s Land’s full independence from NSW. In April 
1824, George Meredith and his Emerald passenger, Thomas Gregson, wrote the formal 
requisition for a public meeting calling for independence.120

Meredith and Gregson would be friends and fellows-in-arms in later vitriolic 
campaigns against Lieutenant-Governor Arthur’s administration. In contrast, the 
campaign for independence, during Sorell’s time, was carried out with dignity and grace. 
At the meeting, Meredith appeared to be the only speaker and put the case for Van 
Diemen’s Land independence in worldly terms, while giving effusive praise for Sorell’s 
leadership.121 In general, Meredith had clearly blamed the Surveyor General Oxley in 
Sydney for his land problems with Talbot, whereas locally Sorell had allowed Meredith 
great latitude in obtaining additional land. Arthur later noted in a letter to Secretary  
 

116 The significant conclusions were probably sent by letter sooner; Edward Lord wrote to Lord  
 Bathurst against the proposal for the establishment of a Legislative Council in NSW in August  
 1823: Lord and others to Bathurst, 2 August 1823, HRA III, Vol IV, pp 475-476.

117 Giblin, Early History of Tasmania, Vol II, p 357 et. seq.; the Royal Warrant for the Charter of the  
 Supreme Court of Van Diemen’s Land is given in HRA III, Vol IV, pp 478-490.

118 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser, 30 April 1824, p 1.

119 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser, 19 March 1824, p 2.

120 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser, 16 April 1824, p 1. Gregson would go  
 on to be a noted ‘radical’ in the colony and a member of the Legislative Council; see R J Brain,  
 ‘Thomas Gregson, a Tasmanian radical’, draft and unsubmitted MA thesis, University of   
 Tasmania, 1955, Morris Miller Library, University of Tasmania.

121 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser, 30 April 1824, pp 1-2.
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of State for the Colonies, George Murray, about Sorell’s time: ‘… the whole system of 
government was almost entirely carried on by the verbal instructions of the Lieutenant 
Governor’.122 Although intended by Arthur as a reproof, this state of affairs would have 
suited Meredith.

A committee including Meredith and Gregson was formed to pursue the petition 
to the King for Van Diemen’s Land independence that was raised at the meeting, and, 
although Anthony Fenn Kemp was elected its chairman, Meredith’s handwriting is 
evident on key subsequent documents, as noted below. Robert Lathrop Murray wrote 
to the Hobart Town Gazette decrying the independence call and this was replied to 
by a letter signed ‘Committee Room’, which excoriated Murray for his former convict 
status.123 A copy of this letter, and an unpublished follow-up, both in Meredith’s writing, 
have been found in a private collection, so there is little doubt that Meredith was one 
of the drivers within the committee.124 In June 1824, Murray sued some members of 
the Committee for libel, with the list headed by Meredith and Gregson.125 Meredith 
prepared a defence, titled in Latin, ‘nemo me impune lacessit’ (‘no-one attacks me with 
impunity’).126 Murray was formerly an attorney to Edward Lord during the ‘livestock’ 
dispute, so there was probably some continuing personal animosity between the two. 
Murray won the libel case, but no penalty for the defendants appears in the public 
record.127

By this time, George Arthur had replaced Sorell and brought with him an increased 
suite of powers and administrative independence from NSW.128 Sorell travelled back to 
London on the Guildford in June 1824, taking with him the independence petition.129 
Although he had initially opposed independence, in response to Arthur’s increased 
powers, Sorell’s opposition weakened when he forwarded the petition to Earl Bathurst 
in November 1824: ‘The extension of powers, which I found upon the arrival of 
my Successor, had been granted to him, having evinced your Lordship’s disposition 
to strengthen the local Authority in Van Diemen’s Land, I felt the less difficulty in 
complying with the wish of the Memorialists’.130 

122 Arthur to Murray, 5 November 1828, HRA III, Vol VII, p 640.

123 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser, 23 April 1824, p 3 and 30 April 1824, p 3.

124 [Draft of ‘Committee Room’ letter published 30 April 1823], 26 April 1823, Meredith   
 McFadden collection.

125 [Writ issued by Robert Lathrop Murray against George Meredith and others], 1 June 1824,  
 Meredith Legal Papers, NS123/1/5, TAHO.

126 [Notes by Meredith titled ‘nemo me impune lacessit’], n.d., Meredith Legal Papers, NS123/1/5, TAHO.

127 Tasmania Supreme Court alphabetical register of people tried, 1821-1832, DL Spencer 96,  
 ML, SLNSW; Supreme Court, Registers of Prisoners Tried in Criminal Cases, SC41/1/1, TAHO.

128 Bathurst to Brisbane, 28 August 1823, HRA I, Vol XI, pp 109-113.

129 Hobart Town Gazette, 18 June 1824, p 2; [Draft letter for ‘Committee Room’ re earlier public  
 meeting, letters and libel case], 21 June 1824, Meredith Legal Papers, NS123/1/5, TAHO. 

130 Sorell to Bathurst, 26 November 1824, HRA III, Vol IV, pp 576-580.
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The decision to make Van Diemen’s Land independent was enacted via an Order in 
Council by the King on 14 June 1825, and this was transmitted to Lieutenant-Governor 
Arthur by Bathurst in a letter dated 28 July 1825.131 Meredith heard that Van Diemen’s 
Land would be made independent the very same month (that is, three or more months 
before the decision would have officially reached Hobart Town), when the William 
Shand brought the news.132 Independence for Van Diemen’s Land was later proclaimed 
by in-coming New South Wales Governor Darling when he was in Hobart Town en 
route to Sydney in December 1825.133

How crucial was Meredith in bringing about independence? He was not Chairman 
of the Committee for Independence, but he was one of the leaders, as evidenced by his 
giving the first speech made at the initial meeting and his authorship of key documents. 
Murray made Meredith the primary target of his libel action against the ‘Committee 
Room’. Historian Ronald Giblin wrote, regarding the petition, that in combination 
with a letter sent by Lord and others previously, the petition, ‘so sincere and sober in 
tone, had considerable influence upon the Colonial Office and helped bring about the 
desired change at an early date’.134 The historian Morris Miller credited Meredith with 
preparing the independence petition.135 If a small group of settlers should be named as 
being influential in bringing about the independence of Van Diemen’s Land from New 
South Wales in 1825, then Meredith would have to be amongst them and possibly at 
their head.

The question then becomes why should Meredith have striven for Van Diemen’s 
Land’s independence from New South Wales? The answer very likely relates to his 
experience of having to go to Sydney to fight his initial court cases and to petition the 
authorities there on his land dispute with Talbot. Although he networked vigorously on 
his arrival there, he could not hope to have the same influence on the Sydney stage as he 
did in Hobart Town. He would much rather the decision-makers were in Van Diemen’s 
Land, where he and his friends such as Thomas Gregson could effectively lobby the 
authorities. Of course, at the time, he did not reckon on the independent colony being 
led by the martinet George Arthur, who would prove very resistant to Meredith’s way of 
doing things, unlike the much more pliable Sorell.

131 Bathurst to Arthur, 28 July 1825, HRA III, Vol IV, p 303.

132 Meredith to his wife, 29 June 1825, Meredith Letters to his Wife, NS123/1/1, TAHO.

133 Hobart Town Gazette, 3 December 1825, p 1.

134 Giblin, Early History of Tasmania, Vol II, p 370.

135 Miller, Pressmen and Governors, p 6.
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Freedom of the press

George Arthur brought about a completely different administrative regime from that of 
Sorell. He was formerly in the army and served as Superintendent and Commandant 
of British Honduras in 1814, during which time he clashed with fellow officers and 
the colonists. Forsyth described Arthur as an ‘experienced soldier and administrator’, 
‘the most efficient administrator the transportation system ever had’, ‘accustomed 
to obedience’ and ‘absolutism was his conception of good government’.136 These 
characteristics would make him an enemy of Meredith. In mid-1824, soon after arriving 
in Van Diemen’s Land, Arthur wrote to Governor Brisbane proposing licensing of the 
press, citing the unsatisfactory conduct of the Hobart Town Gazette, published by former 
convict Andrew Bent, and Bent’s removal of its government-appointed editor.137 A free 
press was at odds with Arthur’s authoritarian control of the colony and especially one 
comprised chiefly of convicts.138 

Brisbane consulted with New South Wales Chief Justice Francis Forbes, who advised 
that the governor had no power to make such laws and the matter was dropped.139 In 
fact, Brisbane, early the following year, decided to take a more liberal attitude to what 
was published in the press in Sydney and had allowed William Wentworth and Robert 
Wardell to publish the Australian newspaper in October 1824 without government 
permission to do so.140 The new newspaper was opposed to the official Sydney Gazette 
and Brisbane removed censorship from the Gazette as well, telling Earl Bathurst in early 
1825: ‘I considered it most expedient to try the experiment of the full latitude of the 
freedom of the Press’.141 Arthur ousted Bent from his government office and set up his 
own Hobart Town Gazette in June 1825. Meredith, Kemp, Gregson and others protested 
to the lieutenant-governor against his piracy of Bent’s title.142 

136 W D Forsyth, Governor Arthur’s Convict System: Van Diemen’s Land 1824-36, A Study in  
 Colonisation, Sydney, 1970, pp 1-6, within the chapter titled ‘Autocracy’.

137 Arthur to Horton, 14 September 1825, HRA III, Vol IV, p 367; Forbes to Horton 27 May 1827,  
 HRA IV, Vol I, p 719. C Collins and S Bloomfield, ‘Hobart Town 1816: Andrew Bent and  
 fermenting change’, Papers and Proceedings: Tasmanian Historical Research Association, Vol 64, No  
 1, April 2017, pp 33-35. Bent had earlier fought off an attempt by Arthur to claim his printing  
 press as government property. Bent sent Evan Henry Thomas to see Brisbane to protest and to  
 settle his claim, and this succeeded. For detailed discussion on this episode, and related, see C  
 Collins, ‘Andrew Bent and the birth of the free press in the Australian colonies’, in Australian  
 Media Traditions Conference, Canberra 2005, pp 1-17.

138 Arthur to Horton, 14 September 1825, HRA III, Vol IV, pp 366-371.

139 Giblin, Early History of Tasmania, Vol II, p 432.

140 A Melbourne, William Charles Wentworth, Brisbane 1934, pp 43-44. Wardell had been a barrister  
 in London and met Wentworth in London in 1819 where Wardell had become editor of the  
 Statesman newspaper there. They travelled to NSW together in 1824, with a printing press. After  
 arriving, Wardell and Wentworth became the first two barristers admitted to the bar of the  
 Supreme Court of NSW: J Spigelman, ‘Foundations of the freedom of the press in Australia’,  
 Australian Bar Review, No 23, 2003, pp 91-92.

141 Brisbane to Bathurst, 12 January 1825, HRA I, Vol XI, pp 470-471.

142 J Fenton, A History of Tasmania From its Discovery in 1642 to the Present Time, Hobart, 1884, p 76. 
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Arthur’s administration sued Bent in two separate actions in 1825 for libelling Arthur 
over various issues. The first action in July concerned an editorial piece using the phrase 
‘Gideonite of tyranny’, seemingly referring to Arthur.143 The main evidence was heard 
on 26 July 1825 and Kemp, Gregson and Meredith were called as witnesses. Kemp 
stated he did not understand the expression ‘Gideonite of tyranny’, while Gregson and 
Meredith stated that, on reflection, they considered that it applied to Arthur.144

The choice of these three as witnesses is interesting. None had an obvious role in 
Bent’s paper or its content. There is some evidence that Meredith had a financial interest 
in Bent’s early press at some point, but the timing is unclear. Francis Browne was a 
convict employed in the Survey Department and acted as a writer for Andrew Bent.145 In 
May 1828, he wrote of his attempts to undermine the efforts of ‘Messrs Kemp Meredith 
JT Gellibrand W Gellibrand Murray and Bent’ and claimed success against most, but 
not Kemp or Meredith ‘of whom the madness of one and intemperance of the other’ 
should have given Browne an advantage (‘intemperance’ here is taken to mean a lack of 
restraint). Browne noted that Bent was aided ‘in a pecuniary way by [those] Gentlemen 
...’ and thus their influence was difficult to disrupt.146 

Lord Bathurst in London became unhappy with the content of the colonial press 
during 1824 and wrote to Arthur suggesting that laws similar to those that applied 
to the press in England be enacted in the colony.147 Arthur lost little time in bringing 
forward his law and in advising Bathurst of his action. In the law’s preamble, Arthur 
made it clear that he regarded Van Diemen’s Land first and foremost as a penal colony, 
with the rights of settlers very much subservient to that undertaking, and he had little 
tolerance for public dissent and criticism.148

143 The ‘Gideonite of tyranny’ phrase was published in the Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s  
 Land Advertiser, 8 October 1824, p 2 and its meaning proved elusive at the time. In his original  
 text West, History of Tasmania, p 108, used the word ‘Gibeonite’. Shaw, editing West’s history in  
 the 1981 republication, changes it back to Gideonite, noting on p 576 that West had ‘misprinted’  
 the word. Clark, History of Australia Vol II, p 188, also uses ‘Gibeonite of Tyranny’ and guesses  
 Arthur’s understanding of it as ‘they hanged their enemies on the hill before the Lord’, which is  
 consistent with descriptions of the Gibeonites in the King James Bible, Joshua 9-10. Perhaps  
 ‘Gibeonite’ was what the original writer of the piece (presumably Evan Henry Thomas) intended.

144 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser, 29 July 1825, p 1.

145 For regulations pertaining to convicts and their being able to act as ‘writers’, see HRA III, Vol X,  
 Note 27, p 951 and Note 29, p 952.

146 Browne to Dumaresq, 28 May 1828, Colonial Secretary’s Office, General Correspondence,  
 CSO1/1/281/6770, TAHO, reproduced in E Fitzsymonds, (ed.), A Looking-glass for Tasmania:  
 Letters Petitions and Other Manuscripts Relating to Van Diemen’s Land 1808-1845, Adelaide, 1983,  
 pp 143-146.

147 Bathurst to Arthur, 2 April 1826, HRA III, Vol V, pp 130-131.

148 See Giblin, Early History of Tasmania, Vol II, pp 624-625. 
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An Act To Regulate The Printing And Publishing Of Newspapers, And For The 
Prevention Of Blasphemous And Seditious Libels was passed by the Legislative Council 
on 15 September 1827.149 In late November, twenty-four settlers, led by Meredith and 
Gregson, wrote to Arthur strongly protesting against the new restrictions on the press.150 

In response, Arthur showed the same direct, uncompromising and unapologetic side 
as he had with previous protests. He enclosed the colonists’ letter in a despatch to the 
Secretary of State for War and the Colonies effectively dismissing it as follows: ‘I desire 
to add that the Address in question has been entirely got up by Mr Gregson and Mr 
Meredith, and that several of the Gentlemen who subscribed to it have since notified to 
the Government that they were importuned into the measure, and had subscribed their 
names without reflection’.151

Arthur’s reply to the letter-writers, also sent to Goderich, was entirely dismissive.152 

About two weeks after Arthur’s reply, the colonists published their letter in the Hobart 
Town Courier, and in early January 1828, Gregson, as ‘Chairman of the Committee’, 
forwarded a printed version of the petition and several other documents, including a 
cover letter, to the new Secretary of State, Edward Huskisson.153 Although Gregson 
was named the Chairman of the Committee, all letters between the committee and 
the lieutenant-governor’s office about the petition had been sent to, and replied to by, 
George Meredith.

As with his activities in respect of Van Diemen’s Land independence, the question 
arises as to why Meredith, a landed settler on the remote east coast of the colony, should 
be interested in Bent and the ‘freedom of the press’. The answer this time appears to 
lie in Arthur’s administrative style and his limiting of Meredith’s ambitions by tight 
administration, rather than any ‘libertarian’ feelings Meredith may have had in respect 
of the press in particular. Arthur’s well-known discipline and order contrasted with 
Sorell’s style. For example, under Sorell, Meredith, by various connivances, was allowed 
to obtain and control much more land than he was entitled to under the regulations. In 
addition to obtaining his initial grant of 2,000 acres, he had secured an additional ‘reserve’ 
of 2,000 acres and was permitted to retain and control his nephew John Meredith’s 
grant of 2,000 acres, even though the latter had returned permanently to England in 
1822; he later purchased several thousand acres more and probably controlled well over 

149 http://classic.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/tas/num_act/aatrtpaponaftpobasl8gin21155/ viewed online  
 on 12 January 2018.

150 Meredith and others to Arthur, 21 November 1827, HRA III, Vol VI, pp 352-357. Meredith and  
 Gregson were at the top of the list signing the letter.

151 Arthur to Goderich, HRA III, Vol VI, pp 351.

152 Enclosed in Arthur to Goderich, 26 November 1827, HRA III, Vol VI, pp 357-358.

153 Hobart Town Courier, 8 December 1827, p 4; Gregson to Huskisson, 7 January 1828, Colonial  
 Office, CO280/18, pp 325-334, Australian Joint Copying Project microfilm #241, TAHO. A  
 slightly damaged original of the printed petition and letters also exists at: George Meredith (1778- 
 1856). Printed Address to, and Correspondence with his Excellency Lieut.-Governor Arthur upon the  
 Subject of the Recent Colonial Acts, Imposing a License upon the Free Press of Van Diemen’s Land,  
 NS123/1/12, TAHO.



9392

WARD: STRIVING FOR INDEPENDENCETASMANIAN HISTORICAL STUDIES VOL. 23 2018

10,000 acres by 1830.154 Downing wrote of how individual men long associated land 
with independence and Meredith had created his own little kingdom in the east of the 
colony.155

The genesis of Meredith’s antipathy to Arthur can be traced to the lieutenant-
governor’s arrival in early 1824. After Arthur awarded the disputed land at Great 
Swan Port to Meredith, the latter maintained a claim of compensation against the 
government for the delay he had suffered in getting onto his land, which Arthur refused 
to countenance.156 As Arthur was later to write, ‘the foundation was laid for that feeling 
of resentment which [Meredith] cherished for twelve years’.157

Arthur kept a strong check on Meredith’s expansionary ambitions and tendency 
to ‘independently’ appeal to the home government. After Meredith appealed the 
compensation matter to Lord Bathurst, Arthur noted to Bathurst that Meredith, ‘under 
your Lordship’s sanction is already possessed of a Grant far exceeding his means’.158 

In early 1826 when Bathurst recommended to Arthur that an additional ‘reserve’ to 
Meredith not only be confirmed, but that he should also receive compensation of an 
additional 1,000 acres for the delays he experienced in the Talbot affair, Arthur strongly 
resisted. Arthur produced a table of Meredith’s land holdings under grant or control, 
totalling 13,000 acres, including 6,500 acres of government land, which Meredith had 
occupied and fenced.159 

Following the denial of his claim for compensation in respect of the Talbot dispute 
in 1824, Meredith met Arthur in July that year and spoke of his concerns about the 
possibility of attacks by bushrangers and Aboriginal people in his isolated settlement.160 
Within a year, his homestead was attacked and ransacked by the Brady bushranger 
gang with his family inside, although Meredith himself was away. He directly blamed 
Arthur for his losses and saw the attack as a consequence of the lieutenant-governor not 
acting on his earlier ‘advice’ to station troops in the area.161 In the same letter, Meredith 
noted that his comments ‘may excite additional prejudice against me’, indicating that he 
was already feeling victimised. Meredith would later also directly blame Arthur and his 
administration for the rising number of attacks by Aboriginal people in the district that 

154 HRA III, Vol IV, pp 45-46; Ward, et al, Houses and Estates, pp 78, 62, 102; Hobart Town Gazette  
 and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser, 7 December 1822, p 2; Bent’s News, 2 April 1836, p 4.

155 Downing, Restless men, p 90, ‘The King of Oyster Bay’: Colonial Times, 13 July 1827, p 2 and  
 Hobart Town Courier, 1 August 1829, p 4.

156 Meredith to Arthur, 7 July 1824, quoted in Arthur to Glenelg, 30 December 1837, A2207, Arthur  
 Papers Vol 47, Case of G Meredith, ML, SLNSW

157 Ibid.

158 Arthur to Bathurst, 10 August 1824, HRA III, Vol IV, p 160.

159 Arthur to Bathurst 1 September 1826, HRA III, Vol V, pp 338-342.

160 Meredith to Arthur, 26 July 1824, reproduced in: Fitzsymonds, A Looking-glass for Tasmania, pp 35-36.

161 Meredith to Arthur, 9 October 1825, Colonial Secretary’s Office, General Correspondence, 1824- 
 1836, CSO1/1/896/19043, TAHO.
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occurred from 1825.162 In spite of his continued criticism, Meredith avowed that he was 
not an enemy of Arthur. He was an attendee at the ‘King’s birthday dinner’ held in April 
1825, and, while many toasts were made on issues antagonistic to Arthur, including 
‘freedom of the press’, Meredith later wrote to the lieutenant-governor that his failure to 
stand for a toast to another government critic, Robert Lathrop Murray, was ‘a practical 
illustration of my professed independence, uninfluenced by party feeling, or the example 
of political friends’.163 

The saga of Meredith’s land, and Arthur’s investigations of Meredith in connection 
with it during 1826, undoubtedly ended any prospect of cordial relations between 
the two. At the second ‘Sorell anniversary dinner’ held in April 1826, Meredith spoke 
disparagingly of the direction of the colony under the incumbent Arthur, while again 
professing his non-alignment and ‘independence’. A newspaper reported:

[Meredith] saw nothing at present put forward for the improvement and 
advancement of the Colony. He said so as an independent man, for he was neither 
a Government appendant, nor the partizan of a faction.164 

Although out of the scope of this paper, the theme of Meredith’s independence was 
continued in 1832 during the time of George Meredith’s shore-based whaling actives. 
Arthur introduced a regulation that banned coastal traders entering Meredith’s base 
of Great Swan Port, on the pretext of preventing smuggling. Meredith responded 
by building and operating his own thirty-three ton schooner named, appropriately, 
Independent.165

Conclusion

George Meredith had a privileged up-bringing, with his attorney father frequently in 
contact with the nobility, Birmingham city merchants and entrepreneurs. In his early 
teens he called the grand Jacobean mansion Castle Bromwich Hall home and he likely 
believed the family legend that he was descended from the Welsh royal family. Thus, a 
mind-set of social superiority was probably set for life.

Without his father’s influence in his middle teens, Meredith appears to have been 
an independent spirit for those years, until his mother found him a commission in 

162 Meredith to Arthur, 21 October 1831, with two ‘notes’, Colonial Secretary’s Office, General  
 Correspondence, CSO1/1/316/7578, TAHO, pp 1001-1014, although several copies of the same  
 letter are included there. They are reproduced in more readable form in The Colonist, 28  
 December 1832, pp 2-3.

163 Meredith was not named in newspaper reports on the King’s dinner, but he alludes to his own  
 presence in a letter to Colonial Secretary Burnett where he stated that he did not stand for a  
 toast to the Editor of the Colonial Times (Murray): Meredith to Burnett, 30 December 1828, in:  
 Meredith, Correspondence, p 12.

164 Colonial Times, 14 April 1826, p 3.

165 Meredith, Memoir, p 19; G Broxam, and M Nash, Tasmanian shipwrecks, Vol 1 1797-1899,  
 Hobart, 2012, p 261.
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the Marines. That career began badly when his ship’s crew mutinied the day after he 
went aboard, as part of the general Channel fleet mutiny in 1797. The class-pretentious 
young man, newly imbued with martial authority, must have been devastated to have it 
immediately taken away by the common seamen, and then he had to suffer the indignity 
of his superiors completely giving in to the mutineers, who remained unpunished. Who 
might doubt that this experience set in him a distrust in those in authority above him 
and a wish to be independent of unreliable superiors?

Farming ventures in Wales proved unsuccessful with the downturn in markets after 
the end of the war with France. Perhaps he found it difficult to access the markets from 
his farm and resented being a price-taker at the mercy of produce agents. Meredith, aged 
about forty, decided to make a fresh start in the new world, determined to make his own 
way there and not be reliant on or constrained by others, as much as possible.

His preparations for emigration in 1820 showed meticulous planning and 
considerable foresight. He had researched various places to settle and chose Van Diemen’s 
Land and intended to apply for land in the remote south-west, where the harbours 
looked attractive and where he would be away from other settlers and meddlesome 
administrators. Lieutenant-Governor Sorell dissuaded him from settling there and 
steered him to another unsettled area with good sea access, the central east coast. 
Sorell’s relaxed administration allowed Meredith almost unrestrained access to what he 
desired above all – land. Unfortunately, he soon discovered that ultimate authority for 
land, and also the courts where he had been sued by several parties, lay in Sydney, 
so he enthusiastically joined the leadership of the campaign for Van Diemen’s Land’s 
independence.

The newly-independent Van Diemen’s Land came under the control of George 
Arthur, who, unfortunately for Meredith, was a strict administrator and did not tolerate 
Meredith’s self-serving ways, particularly his land grabs and claims for compensation. 
This, together with Arthur’s failure to protect Meredith’s homestead and family against 
bushrangers in 1825, caused Meredith to regard Arthur as an enemy, notwithstanding 
protestations of political independence by Meredith. Sometime in the mid-1820s, he 
realised that Andrew Bent and his press could be used as a proxy to attack Arthur, 
and he supported Bent, including possibly financially. Meredith’s participation in the 
campaign for ‘freedom of the press’ under Arthur, while possibly another expression 
of ‘independence’, in this case should better be regarded as a proxy battle to have the 
colony be independent of Arthur as a whole, rather than some libertarian sentiment, 
unlike the motivations of his friend Thomas Gregson, who Meredith himself viewed as 
a ‘radical’.166

George Meredith’s personality, formed in his youth, sharpened in the Royal Navy 
and further moulded by his experience in Wales, came to the fore in his first decade in 
Van Diemen’s Land. In all his many and varied endeavours, on the farm and off it, he 
demonstrated his independence as he strove to make his own way and to be able to make 
his own choices, for better or worse.

166 Meredith to his wife, 26 April 1826, Meredith Letters to his Wife, NS123/1/1, #22, TAHO; Brain,  
 ‘Thomas Gregson’.
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