After accessing two new documents that describe a journey aboard the Britomart in 1838 and in particular, Captain William McDonald’s behaviour, it seemed time to summarise our knowledge of the man.  So I have put pen to paper.  Please feel able to add, subtract and comment on my contribution.   As I am no typist, please forget the errors!

                      MASTER MARINER WILLIAM MCDONALD

William has been of interest since first reading his obituary.  My recent research may have resolved some issues relating to his birth and possible marriage.  Although this information does not solve the intrigue of Agnes Elisa’s parentage, it does give an insight into William’s nature and perhaps an understanding of the comment made in his obituary by the Editor of the Colonial Times that William “had his peculiarities”.

John McDonald, mariner, and Margaret Grenfell were married on the 29 of August 1783 at St Ives Cornwall by licence. This John McDonald is the only McDonald on the St Ives Parish Register for about 150 years. The name Grenfell is found frequently.  Mostly mariners, seamen and fisherman.  A John Grenfell is recorded in Pigots as a merchant in St Ives in 1783.

Marriage by licence meant that the banns were not required to be read and like private baptisms, were often considered to be “upper class”.  The occupation of the groom was also given.  In St Ives, being a port town, mariners, seamen and carpenters were common occupations.  Grass widows, sojourners and peruke makers were far less frequent!

John and Margaret settled in St Ives and may have had at least seven children.

Eleanor.   c   16 Oct 1785  St Ives

John.        c.  16 Dec 1786  St Ives

William.  c   27 Nov 1789 St Ives

John.        c     2 Jan  1791 St Ives

James.      c   13 Sept 1795 St Ives

Thomas.   c   17 Jun  1796 St Ives

Thomas     c    5  Jun 1804 St Ives

It should be noted that the spelling of McDonald varies across documents and that Margaret McDonald has also been given as Peggy.

It is believed that William went to sea as a young boy.  The father, John McDonald, being a mariner supports this information.  So it appears that William was raised with seafaring on both sides of his family, in a town where it was a major occupation.

Sometime around 1810 it is possible that William married.  The only McDonald marriage that has thus far been found is as follows:-

William McDonald married Mary Rowe 15 of July at Falmouth in 1810. We know that William joined the Packet Service at Falmouth, so hopefully this is the correct one. Only one child has been found.

         William Henry McDonald b 23 Jne 1812 Falmouth

                                            c 25 Jne  1812 Falmouth

As this child was christened William it does give some hope of it being the right one.

The UK General Post Office ran the Packet Service employing mostly privately owned ships but appointed the officers and crew.  They operated across the world including Halifax, Holland, the West Indies, South America (east coast), Gibraltar, Corfu and Malta.  They were fast sailing two or three mast brigs, built for speed but with limited armaments.  With the importance of their cargo,”stand and fight” was not recommended.  However, they were able to defend themselves and make a quick exit if necessary.  The Packet Ships carried the mail, specie (coin), bullion and passengers.

Was William McDonald involved in the 1810 Packet Mutiny at Falmouth, over pay and conditions? ( Perhaps today we would call it a strike!)  Possibly not as what we have read about him he was very much into doing the right and legal thing.  His reference to Agnes Smith as a spinster, and that Agnes Eliza was Agnes’ daughter but no mention that she was his daughter.  After the mutiny all the Packet Ships were sent under R.N. guard  to Plymouth.  Possibly the Government also hoped to eliminate the illegal trade that these ships employed.  This geographic move proved to be unworkable and the remaining ships returned to Falmouth a year or so later.

William was still involved in the Packet Service when we hear of him in 1814 aboard the Duke of Marlborough as Master, and his award of the sword by the grateful passengers..

Many years pass before we hear from William as Master aboard the Good Intent (another Packet Ship) when Agnes Eliza was born in 1831.  What was he doing in the intervening years?  Was he the William McDonald a crewman on the convict vessel “Commander Hayes”  which made one journey to VDL in 1823?  Hardly likely as he was a Master Mariner. Or was he perhaps on the Britomart voyage of 1822 to VDL?  To be captain of the Britomart to Swan River, Hobart and then Sydney, in 1834-35, at the last moment due to the bankruptcy of the master, without a previous voyage down under would have been quite a feat. However, he obviously thought himself a very competent Master Mariner as the following challenge exhibits.

To The Editor, Hobart Town Courier,

Sir, A challenge having appeared in one of the journals of Tuesday last, from the owner of the Prince of Denmark, offering to sail that vessel against the government schooner Eliza for 500 pound, I beg to state that the first offer was for 100 pound, which was immediately accepted, and if I were also to take the match at 500 pound he would probably rise to 1,000 pound. I may add that the Prince of Denmark was also a revenue cutter and a noted fast sailor. Still I anticipate to beat her with the Eliza, providing I can have the liberty to sail her.

I am etc

Wm McDonald Britomart(1)

From 1835 to March 1836 William successfully traded between VDL and the mainland.  So why did he pull up stakes and leave for England as a passenger on the Britomart?  It sailed on the 22nd of March  1836, after a false start due to a storm, with Agnes Smith listed as Mrs McDonald and child.  On board was a full cargo consisting of 480 bundles of whale bones, 204 bales of wool, 201 casks of oil, 16 tons of bark, 20 planks of wood and 10 tons of scrap iron. The failure of the Davis’ Straits and Greenland fisheries and consequent increase in the price of oil meant a favourable cargo.

We next hear of William when the Britomart, contracted by the Mangles family, arrives at the Swan River Colony with Captain McDonald aboard and Mrs McDonald and child, on Jan 5 1838.  There is a lot of information about the establishment of the colonies on the East Coast, but little about the West.  So a brief summary  is necessary so that what follows with William is in context.

James Stirling was a young talented member of the Royal Navy who served in the Napoleonic Wars.  He married into a family influential  in Westminster and the East India Company.  Ellen  Mangles was only 16 when she married James.  Her father was a director of the East India Company and the MP for Gilford.  With his brother he owned or contracted a number of ships that took convicts to Australia and brought back trade goods.

In command of the ship HMS Success, Captain Stirling’s role was to sail to Sydney, explore possible new areas for settlement, pick up the dispirited garrison on Melville Island and the Timor Sea group from near where Darwin is now.  His journey took him past the mouth of the Swan River and in March 1827 he spent two weeks there.  Being impressed with what he saw, on his return to England, with the support of the Head of the Colonial Office, a family friend, he lobbied officials which resulted in an agreement to set up a colony on the West coast.  However there was an ulterior motive, to prevent an incursion by the French and them claim the area for France.

The colonists were offered grants of 40 acres for each 3 pound sterling they brought with them.  Servants and trades men brought with them were also very favourably rewarded. 

The ship Parmenia arrived on the 2nd of June 1829 with 69 free settlers and Captain Stirling in charge.  The Swan River Colony was doomed from the start due to lack of planning, no readiness for the new settlers and gross hardship.  Ignorance of their basic needs led some settlers to bring grand pianos and dinnersuits instead of salt beef, axes and spades.  Perhaps they thought that others would do all the manual labour.  People died from scurvy and dysentery . Flies, fleas and mosquitos thrived on the lack of basic hygiene.  Shipment of stores and livestock failed to arrive.  There was also resentment from the local Nyungar people  having their land taken away, later resulting in the ”Battle of Pinjarra”.  Stirling was at his wits end.  Nothing appeared to have been learned from the Sydney experience.  He had tried his best and the people respected his efforts.  He sailed for London to beg for assistance. 

In 1831 the British Government abolished the land grants and instead offered the land at 5 shillings an acre.  Stirling was knighted and he returned to the Colony in 1834.

Many colonists left rather than stay in a failing colony and sailed to VDL including the Henty family.  The population fell from 4,000 to1,600.  Thomas Henty and family arrived in Launceston in 1832 after being almost bankrupted in the colony.  Inspite of the new  regulation that  land must be paid for rather than be granted, being enforced,  they applied for a grant of 20,000  acres at Portland Bay, a small whaling station almost unknown in VDL.  Henty took the Government’s reply as ambiguous, so in 1834 they set off with their livestock for Portland becoming, perhaps, Victoria’s first illegal squatter.

William McDonald’s arrival at the Swan River Colony came at a time when they were just beginning to make a little progress, particularly Perth some 9 miles from the difficult Fremantle port.  However supplies still had to be brought from VDL and overseas as the colony was barely self sufficient , although they had exported a few bales of wool. Sir James Stirling was still Governor but was about to be replaced.

On board the Britomart were a number of people  who were to be very influential in the future of the Colony.  Altogether there were :-

16 adults, 8 cabin children, 2 boys, 4 female servants, 14 steerage, the 23 charity boys had left at the Cape, and a huge amount of cargo both personal and for sale.  Looking at a copy of the manifest it can be seen how important the cargo was to the new settlers.  The Perth Gazette of Sat 12 Jan 1839 has a large front page ad for goods for sale at the stores of Lionel Samson selling from Souchong and Twanky tea to Cork rose butter in firkins and all in between.  The Samson Store is still trading in Fremantle and has a museum that may be visited, as is the house that the Samson’s built. Both are well worth a visit. 

Two sources give us a most interesting perspective of their journey to Australia aboard the Britomart.

1. The Tanner Letters.  Correspondence between William and Hester Tanner and Ellen Viveash. (2)

2. Extracts from the Diary of Samuel Viveash. (3)

These two documents also give us a unique window into the personality of our Master Mariner William McDonald.  This is best interpreted by understanding the effect that Williams life style mentor had on him- the Merchant Navy.  Perhaps if he had a little of the softening and tactful influence generally coming from women, things may have been different.

A paragraph from the diary of the Rev. JR Woolaston possibly gives the best summary of William’s social skills.

“One recalls Captain Macdonald’s (sic) description of his young passenger as “ an audacious scoundrel, capable of committing murder,” and realises that the salty old mariner, in his rough seafaring prose, was simply trying to say (with an allowable “nautical flourish”) that Lochee was a robust, courageous and enterprising individual who wouldn’t stand any nonsense from anyone” (4)

Once the Britomart had offloaded its passengers and cargo, it was stated in the press and elsewhere, that it would be taking the Governor Sir James Stirling and family to the Cape since he had retired and that his replacement was on the way.  This did not happen, they left on a different boat.  This may have been as a result of the negative comments made about McDonald by some of the passengers to the Governor, or perhaps as a result of the brawl involving McDonald and one of the passengers regarding something said on board, and acted upon in the main street.  William received a black eye and was ignored at Lady Stirling’s Ball because of his behaviour.  Whatever the reason the Britomart sailed soon after with a few passengers and no cargo for VDL where the Britomart was later sold to a Mr Burke for 2,800 pound.

The final piece of information relates to Mary Macdonald who may have been William McDonald’s wife.  The 1841 Census shows a Mary Macdonald (50) living with Mary Rowe(75) and Eliza Rowe(36) living at Mylor just near Falmouth.  The age fits with the previous information about her, as does the family name of the people she is living with (perhaps her mother and sister).  Mylor has very strong connections with the days of sail, being the home of the Packet Ships.  The local Mylor church’s graveyard contains the graves of many seamen and some of the Packet Captains.

Although this information about William’s possible wife and child is totally speculative, a more thorough examination of the primary records may give us the correct answer.  However, none of this helps us with the parentage of Agnes Eliza Wilson nee McDonald Smith.  Perhaps the next step is DNA !!!!
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