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Foreword

Much of this story is told by Captain Arthur Devlin himself, in what
are called his “Reminiscences”. Arthur obviously dictated them in
his last days at Hastings, Victoria, where he died on 27 August
1893. They were addressed to “The Editor of the Argus”, typed
by a person unknown and, clearly were never edited at all. The
documentation relating to the State Library of Victoria’s
acquisition of them in 1952 included a letter in which the donor
mentions that Captain Devlin’s diaries were destroyed! Efforts by
the author in 1990 to trace the donor through the State Library of
Victoria, unsurprisingly, failed.

For the publication of this article almost the whole of the
“Reminiscences” has been reproduced. They have been lightly
edited so as to leave the original as they were uttered and typed,
but with some attention to punctuation and paragraphing.

Clearly the Reminiscences were dictated from memory without
reference to any supporting information and, as a consequence a
number of inaccuracies and omissions have come to attention.
To correct these matters, appropriate comments have been
inserted as “Observations” in the text.

Perhaps the diaries were destroyed before his death in 1893 but
that would seem to be out of character.

I am indebted to Don Armitage of Great Barrier Island, New
Zealand for his research on the “Stirlingshire”, results of which
are included in the Observations. Sources of information in the
Observations are listed separately to the main story references.
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Captain Arthur Devlin 1838
Johnstone, O'Shannessy & Co, Photographic print, 1892. Image No. nc001599.

With the permission of the State Library of Victoria.
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There is little doubt that young Arthur Devlin’s convict and rebel heritage and
hard early life prepared him to overcome the desperate situations he had to confront
later on. Arthur was the second son of Arthur Devlin and Priscilla Squire who married
in the penal colony of New South Wales on 2 April 1806.

The father, Arthur, had been exiled from Ireland in 1805, together with Michael
Dwyer, leader of the Wicklow Outlaws and the other members, Martin Burke, John
Mernagh and Hugh Vesty Byrne. To be sure, they had been given an option: “accept
exile to Botany Bay or be brought to trial”. Given their armed opposition to British rule
they knew that the outcome of a trial would be death by hanging. They arrived at Port
Jackson on 15 February 1806 and shortly thereafter presented themselves to the
Governor, Philip Gidley King, bearing a letter from the Chief Secretary, A Marsden,
Dublin Castle, dated 17 August 1805. It read,

“The Lord Lieutenant of Ireland has this day signed a Warrant for
transmitting one hundred and thirty men and thirty six women now embarked on
board the Tellicherry in Cork Harbour for New South Wales. Among the number
are five men – Michael Dwyer, John Mernagh, Hugh Byrne, Martin Burke and
Arthur Devlin who were engaged in treasonable practices here and who have
requested to be allowed to banish themselves for life to New South Wales to avoid
being brought to trial; and as it has been deemed expedient to make such a
compromise with them, they are sent there. Not having been convicted they claim
the advantage of this distinction, the effect of which is not, however, to prevent
their being subjected to all the laws of the Settlement. And that any further
indulgence is to be earned by their behaviour, of which there has been no reason
to complain during the time of their confinement here.”1

King was furious. He hated, distrusted and feared the Irish. Many of the survivors of
the Rebellion of 1798 had been sent to New South Wales and on 4 March 1804 about
300 Irish and a few English convicts rose in rebellion against their gaolers. Their
intention was to escape the colony – they were rebelling against their ill-treatment. The
rebellion was put down efficiently and ruthlessly by the New South Wales Corps but
King was well aware that had the rebels been more efficiently led the outcome might
have been different. He reported his consternation to Lord Camden, the Colonial
Secretary:

“I cannot conceal from your Lordship that the arrival of the five United Irishmen,
who appear to have been considerable leaders in the late Rebellion in Ireland,
without any conviction, added to the number of the disaffected of that class here
already, will call forth the utmost attention of the Officers of this colony.”2

Despite his misgivings King was obliged to deal with the “Tellicherry Five” as he had
been requested by Secretary Marsden to whom he reported.

“I have very clearly explained to them the footing they are on, and on their
promises of being circumspect in their conduct and not giving cause for any
complaint, I have allowed them to become Settlers with the encouragement
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generally given to Free Settlers sent from England. How far these Indulgences
will operate on their turbulent dispositions time will show.”3

He made a grant of one hundred acres to each of the five Wicklow men. The five
allotments adjoined one another along the banks of Cabramatta Creek near Liverpool
about twenty miles from the struggling town of Sydney. The blocks were surveyed and
measured by James Meehan, an emancipated convict and a 1798 man.

The Irish community was overjoyed to greet and welcome the famous (or perhaps
notorious) five. They were the centre of attention and they probably revelled in the
warmth of their popularity. Even so, they realised that they would be regarded with fear
and suspicion by the Establishment and would be under close surveillance. Governor
King firmly believed that their presence in the colony would invite trouble from the
volatile Irish. As the “Tellicherry Five” made their way out to take possession of their
land they were probably well content. Any fears they may have had that the conditions
of their surrender would not be met in full, had been dispelled. They understood the
hostile reaction of the Governor and could cope with that, and they were encouraged by
the welcome of the Irish community. They could look forward to a new life.

For Arthur Devlin that prospect was strengthened when, within two months of arriving
in Sydney Cove, he met and married Priscilla Squire. This union added to their
handicap of being viewed with suspicion by the Establishment; it added the convict
stain of inferiority (both James Squire and Elizabeth Mason, Priscilla’s parents, had
been convicts) and also religious complications. Arthur Devlin was a Roman Catholic,
the Squires Protestant. Not only were there problems within the family, a rift developed
between Arthur Devlin and Michael Dwyer, most likely because of Arthur’s apparent
spurning of the faith. This would not have pleased the devout Dwyer nor would
Arthur’s choice of a witness at his wedding, General Joseph Holt. Holt was now a
neighbour along the banks of Cabramatta Creek, but a person Dwyer had believed to be
a traitor to the Irish cause in Ireland, before Holt brokered a deal to be transported to
New South Wales on the Minerva in 1799. Holt, moreover, was a Protestant.

Lest the handicap of the convict stain should be underestimated the observations
of one writer were:

“there is one grand feature of the social status of Sydney which is almost
exclusively peculiar to itself – I mean the convict infusion. A person newly arrived
here feels no little animosity, perhaps some little uneasiness, on the subject of the
degree of influence exerted on the social system by the numerous body of affluent
emancipists, which in the lapse of time and their own reformed characters have
formed in the community. It seems almost incredible that, living in the very midst
of the community – in many cases in equal and even superior style to what may be
called the aristocracy – possessing some of the handsomest residences in the city
and suburbs – warehouses, counting houses, banking establishments, shipping,
immense tracts of land, they are, nevertheless, a class apart from the untainted.”4

Governor King’s successor was Captain William Bligh of the Royal Navy, a man
who had been involved in two mutinies (the Bounty and the Nore), had survived two
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courts-martial, and yet had been commended in glowing terms by Lord Horatio Nelson
for his noble support in naval action. Bligh’s record contained such phrases as
“tyranny and unofficerlike conduct”, “a stickler for discipline and a martyr to naval
efficiency: fiery and passionate, subject to outbursts of wrath accompanied by violent
gesture”.5 King remained in the colony for six months after Bligh’s arrival. The very
thorough briefing and advice which King was able to give to his successor combined
with the hatred and apprehension he had about the Irish spelt trouble for Michael
Dwyer, Arthur Devlin and their friends. It was not long in coming.

No sooner had King departed in the Buffalo, no doubt immensely pleased to be
on his way homeward at last, than two convict informers came forward and declared
that a revolt was imminent and that Dwyer was the chief conspirator.6 A Court of
Criminal Jurisdiction was convened by Bligh on 11 May 1807 to hear the charges
against the Tellicherry Five and two others, Thomas McCann and William Morris.
These two were found guilty and sentenced to “One thousand lashes each and be
remanded to some distant and remote place where the baneful influence of their
detestable principles cannot be disseminated among other ignorant or deluded
convicts.”7 Dwyer, Devlin, Burke, Mernagh and Byrne were acquitted.

Bligh was furious at the verdict. He had the acquitted men arraigned before a
Bench of Magistrates who found them guilty, clearly on Bligh’s known desire for this
result. They were listed now as “State Prisoners” indicating a very different status to
that which they had formerly enjoyed in accordance with the agreement made with
them in Ireland. Bligh divided the gang (as he called them) and sent some of them to
Norfolk Island, some to the Derwent, some to Port Dalrymple and kept two in Sydney.8

They were recalled when Major George Johnson deposed Bligh as Governor, placed
him under arrest and assumed the title of Lieutenant Governor and the administration of
the colony himself. Johnson was highly critical of Bligh’s tyrannical action, of bringing
them, after their acquittal by the Court, before the magistrates. He intended to cite this
case at whatever hearing he was required to attend, in part explanation of Bligh’s
arrogance and injustice, an action which caused a sense of dread in the colony as to the
arbitrary power which Governor Bligh was prepared to take upon himself.

So the on-again farmers once more returned to their properties to renew their
interrupted efforts to become successful farmers. Alas, these efforts were unsuccessful
and one by one the farms were sold (for one hundred and fifty pounds in Arthur
Devlin’s case). Things were not going well for Arthur. He was indebted to the
Government for cattle he had received and which were to be paid for in cash or grain.
He was not able to discharge that debt in full, the cost of one cow remained outstanding
in the Government records. He was in trouble in spiritual matters as well. The first
properly sanctioned Roman Catholic priests arrived in the colony on the Janus. They
were Father J.J. Therry and Father Philip Conolly. Conolly did not remain long in
Sydney; he went to Van Diemen’s Land and died there in 1839. Arthur took advantage
of his brief stopover in Sydney and had his youngest daughter Martha baptised by him,
much apparently, to the dismay of his wife, Priscilla, who promptly had her baptised
again in the Church of England. One imagines that some spirited dialogue resulted.
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Arthur and Priscilla had parented five children in all. James (1808-1875), Arthur
(1810-1893), Mary (1813-1835), Patrick (1815-1865), Ann (1817-1854). Arthur senior
died in 1820, a fugitive from the law, for what seems to be a case of cattle duffing, a not
unusual happening in those days.9

Priscilla may still have been living at Cabramatta Creek when Arthur died. The
second son Arthur wrote, “Shortly after, my mother moved to a farm and house on the
banks of the Parramatta given by her father and in the vicinity of his brewery. I have a
recollection that the Devlin family fared badly for a lengthened period.”10 There was
no doubt that the family did “fare badly” for a time. In making provision for the family
in a separate domicile the wily old James Squire would have been very well aware of
the complications which could have arisen if he had invited Priscilla and her young
brood of children to share his own home where Lucy Harding had consolidated her
position as Housekeeper and more. Deliverance in the form of a new breadwinner
came by the marriage of Priscilla to Thomas Small, fifth child and third son of John
Small and Mary Parker, both First Fleet convicts who had been married in the colony
on 12 October 1788.

Young Arthur recorded, “I attended regularly for two years to a school established by
Mr Cooper and have a very vivid recollection of the quince cane he possessed, which he
brought down heavily on the heads of the boys and girls; the only once he ventured the
quince cutting on my napper, I am sure he received considerable fright, as I showed
fight. For two years I attended regularly to a Sunday School established by the
Reverend Mansfield and for the part of the last year was a teacher and choir leader.”11

Obviously, Arthur had absorbed the lessons of the times – don’t be put upon,
irrespective of who attempts it – but also be receptive to those activities related to faith,
harmony and goodwill.

No doubt the young Arthur spent time with his grandfather, James Squire, who
had opened a tavern, “The Malting Shovel” which was a halfway house for travellers
between Sydney and Parramatta. Squire’s Wharf was a well-known landmark on the
Parramatta River and Arthur probably encountered many seafaring people there. He
wrote, “At the age of twelve, I went to sea in the Hope, Captain Morris, United
Kingdom, South America and Sydney trade and subsequently in Queen Charlotte,
Pacific trade. After three years of sea life, I relinquished it for a time, a boy’s life at sea
[in the 1820s] was indeed a hard one.”12

Returned from the sea, Arthur “...worked hard as a Boatman Sawyer, Timber
Merchant and other avocations; and in some two or three years had cash
accumulations to start and build on the Parramatta the Priscilla of 30 tons which I
sailed and employed in the cedar trade between Manning River, Reid’s Mistake and
Sydney, made sufficient in a short time to build a clipper cutter of 60 tons, the Aquila,
which I sailed and successfully employed for three years between Port Macquarie,
Macleay River, Moreton Bay, with an occasional trip to Tasmania.”13



7

Observation

The timings and tonnage are incorrect. The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales
Advertiser of 11 June 1835 reported: “Mr. Devlin’s new cutter called the Aquila,
40 tons burthen, built by Mr. Jones of Darling Harbour has been launched and on
Sunday [7th June] made her first cruise about the harbour. She will start this evening for
Port Macquarie...”

Said to “have grown to be a splendid specimen of the native Australian”, Arthur
was a member of the first whaleboat crew which claimed the championship of New
South Wales. Whaling was a flourishing industry and great rivalry existed between the
whaling crews.

At the age of 20, Arthur imported a racing gig called the Paddy. For many years
the Paddy and its crew were unbeaten. The sight of the crew, Arthur Devlin, James
Chapman, George Chapman, William Howard, Andrew Melville and George Mulhall,
six young giants, “all standing well over six feet in height and splendidly built”, must
have been positively awe-inspiring. On one occasion this crew rowed the Paddy in two
races of 13 miles each with an interval of only two hours between the first and second
races. In 1830 this crew was the champion whaleboat crew of Australia. Arthur is
recorded as being in the winning boat in 19 out of 21 regattas.14 Arthur recorded,

“About this time I bought and sailed the Waterwitch, for some time, selling
out of the Waterwitch, I sailed in the Ann Brigatine with a cargo of notions as our
American cousins would say, for the new colony of South Australia just
established, and arrived there a few months after arrival of the first settlers, sold
the cargo wheat. After disposal of the Ann bought Lady Wellington Brig,
formerly one of the Falmouth packets, took up in Parramatta, a cargo of cattle for
South Australia. While at Adelaide this time established business relations with
John Barton Hack & Co, merchants of Adelaide, and Captain John Hart, in after
time one of the Premiers of South Australia, for the establishment of the first
whale fishery in Encounter Bay; the purchase of a large herd of cattle from the
Dutton to be delivered at Portland Bay from where we rafted many cargoes by
sea, but found it a bad business. When Hart volunteered to navigate them
overland as he called it, the cattle business turned out, pecuniarily, only a saving
clause. Employed for some time in the Tasmanian trade in the purchase of wheat
and flour for the Sydney market.”15

All sailors in those days had a genuine fear of the natives in the regions through which
they were to pass. They were aware of the murder of Captain Cook by Hawaiian
islanders and the subsequent mutiny of the Bounty and the hostile greeting Bligh
received at Nomuka Island and other places. More sobering was the massacre in 1813
in the “Feejee Islands” of many of the crews of the Elizabeth, cutter, Peter Dillon
master, a tender ship, and the Hunter, Captain Robson.

[Next Page: “Massacre at the Feejee Islands in Septr. 1813, dreadful situation of Capt.
Dillon and the other two survivors”, C. Ingrey, lithograph, London, 1829. Rex Nan Kivell
Collection NK2152. With the permission of the National Library of Australia.


