                                 A MATTER OF COINCIDENCE
                                                            [By Jenny Gould]
Like some children I did not always listen attentively to my mother when she told me family stories.  Bits and pieces related to a ship called the Britomart, a surveyor, Government House in Van Diemens Land (Tasmania) and my Mother having seen the sword.  However, two quotations she had learnt by heart stood out.  The two events they described occurred 100 years apart.

The first related to an English ancestor William McDonald, a Master Mariner who fought off pirates and was given a gold mounted sword by grateful passengers, engraved with the following:-

“Presented to the Master, William MacDonald (sic) by the passengers on board the Marlborough Packet as a token of admiration in gallantry, seconding his brave commander in the action fought with the Primrose on the 12 of March 1814”

When I retired and came to live again in Melbourne, it seemed an appropiate time to discover the history behind this quote.  A trip to Port Arthur in Tasmania and a chance encounter with a member of a history group confirmed the existence of a ship called the Britomart and a Master Mariner, William McDonald.

So who was this Englishman?  William came from a seafaring family at St Ives in southern England and went to sea at a young age with his father, a Master Mariner. Later in life he joined the Falmouth Government Packet Service, taking dispatches, mail, bullion etc to and from Europe  With the war against France, Napoleon blockaded Spanish ports and William broke the blockades many times to deliver his cargo to British interests.  He was given a handsome service of 10 pieces of silver by the Lisbon City merchants in appreciation of his efforts.  During this time as Master on board the Duke of Marlborough, they had an altercation with what they thought was the French enemy and vice versa.  In fact it was the sloop-of-war HMS Primrose.  This was a very one sided battle.  The Duke was lightly armed (6-10 cannons) and 30 men.  The Primrose was a 19 gun brig## with a crew of about 125 naval men.  The two ships fired on each other on and off for over 12 hours causing death, personal injury and damage to both ships.  Incredibly there was just one passenger killed and 11 wounded on the Duke.  The Primrose suffered the death of 3 men and 12 injured.  No pirates were involved.  I think today that this incident would be called “collateral damage “.  The sword awarded to William disappeared from the family during the 1950’s (but rediscovered in 2007 – see below).
## [Admiralty report in British PRO says it was classified as an 18 gun brig-sloop – however there was also a light cannonade mounted on the upper forecastle deck so effectively it was equipped with 19 gun firepower]
Captain William McDonald arrived in Hobart Town (Tasmania) on 31 December 1834 on board his ship the Britomart with a young lady, Agnes Smith (perhaps his common-in-law-wife) and her child Agnes Eliza Mcdonald Smith.  Agnes Eliza was born on William’s ship “The Good Intent “in Antwerp Harbour and Eliza was given the keys to the city of Antwerp.  There is no evidence to suggest that Agnes was or was not William’s child**.  They stayed in the Colony with the Britomart carrying goods and passengers between Van Diemans Land and the mainland.  This began within months of John Batman beginning the colony of Port Phillip (Victoria)

**[But read his Will – it is very strong evidence that she was not his biological daughter – further the Will has been  passed by two lawyers who agree it would be accepted as sound evidence]

William returned to England for two years.  We do not know what he did during this time but we suspect that he had a wife and family living at Falmouth.  William eventually retired as a colonist.  On his death in 1846 he left Agnes and Agnes Eliza a considerable nest egg including the sword and the silver service.  Agnes Smith then married a wealthy English ex-soldier, Edwin Donne, and incredibly, when she died, was buried in William McDonald’s vault at the Hill St cemetery in Hobart Town. 

[Edwin Donne died whilst visiting his family at Castle Cary in England, and is buried there – they were obviously a very well to do family – the crypt is substantial – no surprise then that he left Agnes Eliza well endowed on his death – clearly Agnes was later on a major line of financial support in purchase of the 640 acres which John Bowman initially owned at Tuerong Park]
The child Agnes Eliza, now referred to as Agnes Eliza McDonald, married John Bowman Wilson in 1851.  He was the third son of an earlier Scottish settler, William Hartley Wilson.  The Wilsons came from the Dundee area of Scotland where they were considered to be “comfortably well off” farmers.  John Bowman Wilson’s grandfather was a farmer and Master Stone Mason who took an active part in the schism of the Church of Scotland and was responsible for the construction of a new secessionist church in the area.  At Laws farm the Wilsons had 6 children including William Hartley Wilson, John Bowman Wilson’s father.  William like his father was a farmer and a Master Stone Mason.  A Master Mason in Scotland, at that time, was ranked in skill above that of an architect, and was also a surveyor.  So why did William leave Scotland, the farm and his family to sail on the third ship to bring settlers to Van Diemens Land?

William had an affair with a family servant and got her pregnant.  He had no intention of marrying her but admitted his guilt in a confession at the local church where it was recorded.  However, religious politics, the economics of the time and the Napoleonic wars may also have contributed to his decision to leave Scotland.  Before leaving he married Margaret Williamson who was believed to have been a governess and this has been given as another reason for his disinheritance - marrying beneath himself.  Within 15 days of marrying they sailed aboard the “Skelton “for Van Diemens Land with William declaring that he was “brushing the dust of Dundee from his boots” and reached Hobart Town on November 27th 1820. Family stories suggest that William was employed to oversee the building of Tasmania’s first Government House, but this did not eventuate. 

[The first Government House was already there when he arrived, so maybe the family story concerns the second which was built a little  later on, as the first was apparently in a pretty run down state having been poorly built]
The Wilsons set up house in Hobart Town near the convict gaol.  There were only a couple of dozen proper houses in the town at the time, tents and humpies being the norm.  Margaret is believed to have hated the constant screaming from the convicts in the gaol nearby so they moved to William’s government land grant at Sorell.  William was appointed as the Superintendent of the Government’s stonemasons, and it was during this time as Van Dieman Land’s first architect,  he was responsible for many of Hobart’s early Government buildings such as the Treasury, the Court House, the Bond Store, and the Richmond Bridge – Australia’s oldest bridge still in use.  William resigned in 1824 over a pay dispute, and took up farming full time and had three sons.

Like many others at that time, William’s sons moved to Victoria during the 1850’s where they managed the property “Truganina” at Mount Derrimut west of Melbourne.  You may know this site as the Dame Phyllis Frost Centre i.e. the Women’s Prison.  This property belonged to William John Turner Clarke – Big Clarke – whose son built Rupertswood.  Rupertswood is best known as the place where the stumps after a cricket match, were burnt, and are called “The Ashes “that Australia and England seek to win.  Clarke was born in Somerset and although he came from a wealthy family, chose to work as a stockman.  He arrived in Van Diemens Land in 1829 with his wife and stock that he had bought with her dowry.  He set up a butchers shop in Hobart Town and then began lending money to local gentry.  Rumour has it that he owned or leased or controlled every property between Hobart and Launceston. It is possible that Clarke knew both the Wilsons and the McDonalds as McDonald was shipping stock as early as 1835 to the Port Phillip colony.

In 1836 Clarke began transporting stock to Port Phillip.  He selected land near Ballarat that he named Dowling Forest – now the Ballarat Race Track, and another near Horsham he called Woodlands.  [When I was teaching in Horsham I was friendly with the family who then owned Woodlands.) 
[According to Margaret (Williamson) Wilson’s 1875 Will, John Bowman Wilson also referred to his property at Tuerong as Woodlands too]. 

By 1850 wanting to live closer to Melbourne, he selected Sunbury, throwing off at least one hundred squatters and their families and ending up with about 67,000 acres.  Eventually he owned every available piece of land between Macedon and Williamstown.

Back to the Wilsons.  John Bowman Wilson, my ancestor, then sought his fortune on the Victorian goldfields.  They had 11 children, variously born in Van Diemans Land, Trugania, and the goldfields where one child died as a result of a tent fire and where they lost the Key to the City of Antwerp artefact. 
[The tent fire is broadly known about but less well known is that Agnes No.1 was lost in the fire – it’s plausible – another version which early researcher John Henry Wilson used to talk about was that she died of croup as did dozens of kids out in the goldfields]
[The story of there being some sort of artefact commemorating the Antwerp honour is fairly widely reported around the broader family today – so it seems likely there must have been some sort of document or the like. On the website is the advice our researchers received from an archivist in Antwerp who researched about Capt. McD/Eliza/Agnes Eliza on our behalf – he found no official record of such an award, but acknowledged the town authorities may well have made some sort of unofficial ceremonial recognition of her birth during the official dinner for WMcD most probably accorded him as Captain of a British ship. It was standard practice for the town authorities to officially entertain Captain and officers of visiting British ships, he advises.] 
My grandmother Agnes Wilson who was their eleventh child, was born on their farm on the Mornington peninsular - Tuerong Park – part of the breakup of Tuerong Station.  As you drive south out of Frankston along the freeway, Tuerong Station reached for 13 km on both sides of the road. (25,000 acres).

Agnes Wilson (my grandmother) married Alfred William Cavell at Tuerong in 1896, and moved into a house he built for her at Mornington.  Alfred was the son of Francis Cavell and Jane Donne** who arrived at Port Phillip about 1850.  Francis was from Ipswich, Suffolk England, where his father George like many of the Cavells was associated with the Law, others farmers and Ministers of Religion.  
**[It is interesting to learn of the origin of this Donne family – researchers have wondered for years if there might have been some connection between these Donnes and Edwin Donne – clearly there was not – Shirley Davies who has dug around the archives a bit on this will be interested to learn this]

This brings me to my mother’s second quote

“Standing as I do in the view of God and Eternity, I realise that Patriotism is not enough.  I must have no hatred or bitterness towards anyone.”

These were the words spoken by Nurse Edith Cavell on the eve of her execution by the Germans.  She was executed in Belgium for helping about 200 allied prisoners of war escape during WW1.  She was executed by firing squad on October 11, 1915.

Standing here in the Returned Servicemen’s League building, the two quotes and their association with bravery is quite surreal.

Edith Cavell was born in 1865 in the little English village of Swardeston, Norfolk  Her father Frederick Cavell the local vicar, was an eccentric character and became known as the “one sermon vicar” for repeating a similar sermon every Sunday.  As he was at St Mary’s for 45 years, it must have been very boring for the congregation.  He was adamant that the Cavell name should not rhyme with “hell”.  The correct pronunciation rhymes with “travel”.
It was an idyllic childhood for Edith.  A short walk from the home that Frederick built for his family, to their church, across the common with its birds, flowers and the stream.  Edith loved sketching and painting these scenes.  The new vicarage that Frederick built (now a private home) was at his own expense and far beyond his means.  Locals said at the time that it nearly ruined him.  Although the family cut expenses, they had to employ staff to run a large home and to keep up appearances.  Scratched on an attic wall were the following words,

“The pay is small, the food is bad.  I wonder why I don’t go mad. 1876”

The writer, possibly a maid, was obviously literate, unusual for the times.  Sunday lunch was a family affair and whatever they cut from the Sunday roast, an equal amount was distributed among the cottagers nearby.

After schooling Edith began a career as a governess, including time in Brussels where she was able to make use of her French language skills.  However, at 30 she began training as a nurse at The London Hospital at 10 pound per year and shifts from 7am to 9pm.  Eventually in 1907 she became Matron of the Berkendale Medical Institute in Brussels and by 1911 was training nurses for 3 hospitals, 24 schools and 13 kindergartens throughout Belgium.  A time back home after her father died saw the outbreak of WW1 and on her return, Brussels under German occupation .  Edith joined the Red Cross and the Institute was converted onto a hospital for wounded soldiers of all nationalities.

In 1914 two stranded British soldiers found their way to the hospital.  This was a dilemma for Edith because as a Red Cross nurse, she must remain neutral.  But rather than have them shot, they were assisted in escaping to neutral Holland.

An underground escape system was established which enabled over 200 soldiers to escape.  Two escapees were caught and 5 days later on July 31- 1915, Edith was interned.  After being kept in solitary confinement for 9 weeks, the Germans extracted a confession from her.  She, along with a Belgium accomplice, were found guilty and sentenced to death by firing squad, without the authority of the German High Command.

The world wide press coverage of Edith’s death hardened popular opinion of German barbarity in occupied Belgium and is believed to have hastened the entry of the United States into the First World War. Edith was buried at Norwich Cathedral after her remains were brought back from Belgium.  A gun carriage, built for the Duke of Wellington, took her coffin to Westminster Abbey for the first part of the State Funeral.  The streets were lined with thousands of people paying their respect.  Then by train to Norwich to be buried in the grounds of the Cathedral 

Because I have no close living relatives, neither my mother or father had brothers or sisters and my grandparents either died before I was born or within a few years, all my research has been a time consuming slog in State libraries, Archive Centres and the web.  I then made a chance discovery and found that there was an established group  from the Wilson side of the family who had completed loads of research, had a web site, a booklet, a DVD and held regular reunions.  Over night my family had grown from 5 to over 150.  The work was worth the effort.  It kept me occupied in my retirement and provided me with a remarkable insight into Australia’s early settlers and made me realise how important it is to record family history.  As my mother died whilst I was still in my twenties, I did not have those important links with her families’ oral or written history.

Since I wrote this piece about my family I have been to Suffolk and Norfolk and visited the various Cavell sites including staying at Cavell House – the first rectory in Swardeston – and slept in the room where Edith Cavell was born.  The current Rector at Swardeston gave me total access to all the Cavell material.  I felt absolutely stunned by his trusting generosity.  And there was the family tree showing my Cavell family back to the early 1600’s.  Confirming that Edith’s grandfather and my ggrandfather were brothers born at Bawdsey Hall Suffolk.

From Cavell House we walked across the Common admiring the wild flowers that Edith painted, looked into the little stream, and watched the locals play cricket just as Edith did.  Nothing much had changed in Swardeston, but what a change in the outside world!

So home to Melbourne refreshed, relaxed and invigorated by 6 weeks travel, I log on to the Wilson family web site to find that the long lost sword awarded to Master mariner William McDonald had been acquired from a collector in London, and with the support of the Victoria and Albert Museum, the Arts Fund and a private donor.  It is now on display in the National Maritime Museum at Falmouth, the home of the Packet Ships.  This very fine sword was paid for by the passengers on board the Duke of Marlborough and not from the Lloyd’s Patriotic Fund – a most unusual occurrence as William had already received an award from that fund. [We must find out what was the award from the Fund]
It is a fitting end to research on my two families.

[Researched and written by Jenny Gould, grand-daughter of Agnes Wilson who was the youngest child of John Bowman Wilson and Agnes Eliza (nee McDonald Smith)]

[Commentary in blue by Website Editor Laurie Wilson added with Jenny’s permission]
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