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William Bell, who as an adult 
established Gulf Station, came 
to the Port Phillip District 
with his parents and siblings 

in 1839 on the David Clark, the first ship to 
bring assisted immigrants from Great Britain 
direct to Port Phillip.1 I began researching the 
man for whom the ship was named;2 that led 
to researching the 1839 voyage and then to 
the ship’s passengers.3 This paper is derived 
from the Friends of La Trobe’s Cottage annual 
lecture 2016 and describes how some of those 
immigrants maintained contact with La  Trobe 
after their arrival.

***

On 29 October 1839, a month after taking 
up duties as Superintendent of the Port Phillip 
District, Charles Joseph La Trobe welcomed the 
first ship to arrive with assisted immigrants direct 

to the District.4 He did this in person by going 
on board as the ship anchored in Williamstown. 
He was accompanied by the Chairman of the 
Immigration Board Dr John Patterson, Charles 
Henry Le Souef,5 Dr Patrick Edward Cussen 
and Captain William Lonsdale (who took the 
opportunity of employing one of the passengers 
as a housemaid).

La  Trobe was given ‘three cheers’ by the 
immigrants while he gave them ‘needful advice’, 
however none of the passengers took up the offer 
of the ‘Governor’s secretary [sic] of employment’ 
who hoped to employ ‘about 20 of the young 
men at 18 shillings a week and rations’. They were 
banking on better offers once they went ashore.6

The David Clark was an ex-East Indiaman 
cargo ship, newly converted for passengers. She 
had sailed from Greenock, west of Glasgow, on 
13 June. During the voyage one baby was born 
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and one passenger died. The ship’s Surgeon 
Archibald Gilchrist’s journal records the cause 
of death as ‘peritonitis’. He could not perform 
a post mortem but the symptoms certainly 
resembled appendicitis.7 The 229 passengers 
were all Scots, bringing skills the new settlement 
desperately needed. The local Greenock 
newspaper declared that they were ‘chiefly 
agriculturalists, and from their appearance and 
behaviour... evidently much superior to the 
ordinary class of emigrants’.8 La Trobe was able 
to report to the Colonial Secretary in Sydney on 
5 November, one week after the ship’s arrival, 
that ‘most David Clarke [sic] immigrants have 
found positions’.9

La  Trobe’s first involvement with one of 
the passengers was the immediate appointment 
of the shepherd Archibald McIntyre as overseer 
of convict road gangs. This unlikely skills match, 
unsurprisingly, did not turn out well. On 
3  December, La  Trobe recorded that McIntyre 
had been ‘informed that, in consequence of 
another arrangement having been made… there 
will be no occasion for his service as overseer 
of roads’. A gentle dismissal, but La  Trobe was 
more forthright in reporting to Governor Gipps 
the following day that McIntyre was: ‘apparently 
destitute of the many qualities necessary to one in 
that station’.10 I have been unable so far to find out 
what happened to Archibald McIntyre after this 
setback, but there are traces of his wife Elizabeth 
and three of the four children later in her life.11

The widowed Christina Stewart travelled 
with her five-year-old son Duncan and her 
brothers Alexander and James Menzies. In 
November 1839, the third Earl of Sefton wrote 
a letter to Lord John Russell, the Colonial 
Secretary, recommending that the family be 
granted land; Russell wrote to Governor Gipps 

who in turn referred the matter to La  Trobe. 
This correspondence chain took until May 1840. 
La Trobe made enquiries to find the family and 
invited Christina to tea at Jolimont, when he 
explained there was nothing he was able do for 
them.12 A possible topic of conversation over the 
tea table was the condition of the Aboriginal 
people: La  Trobe’s concern is well known and 
Christina, from her first arrival, recorded in her 
journal her concern for their plight.13 Later, after 
re-marrying and moving, first to Rivoli Bay near 
Mount Gambier then later to Mount Gambier 
itself, Christina worked for the welfare of the local 
Aboriginal people, establishing a school for them 
in 1885. In 1880 she published The Booandik Tribe 
of South Australian Aborigines: a sketch of their habits, 
customs, legends and languages.14 Christina has an 
entry in the Australian Dictionary of Biography, the 
only David Clark immigrant to be recorded in 
this publication.15 Her son Duncan learned the 
local language so well that at fourteen, he was 
appointed as official interpreter.16

Two of the passengers, John Arthur 
and John McEwin, were horticulturalists 
who continued their contact with La  Trobe 
through his botanic interests. Both brought 
seeds and cuttings from Scotland and settled 
in Heidelberg, managing their individual 
horticultural businesses.

John McEwin, in addition to his own 
horticultural skills, also brought sons who 
influenced horticulture in New Zealand, South 
Australia and Victoria. His son Andrew went 
to New Zealand and published on horticulture 
there;17 George (not a David Clark passenger) 
emigrated to South Australia in 1839 and was 
similarly influential.18 Peter became Curator 
of Heidelberg Botanic Garden and by 1932 
a grandson and a great-grandson were on the 
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staff of Burnley Horticultural College.19 John 
McEwin is reputed by a descendant to have 
provided plants for the Melbourne Botanic 
Gardens and even to have selected the eventual 
site of the Gardens, although a similar claim 
is made by a daughter of John Arthur on her 
father’s behalf. After the death of John Arthur, 
the first superintendent of the Melbourne 
Botanic Gardens, McEwin may have stood in 
before the next appointment.20

John Arthur held horticultural 
qualifications from Scotland and had held 
prestigious appointments before emigrating.21 
On arrival, Arthur himself employed a fellow 
passenger, James Joiss, to plant and tend the 
plants he had brought from Scotland. Joiss 
later ran his own horticultural business in the 
Brighton area.22 This arrangement enabled 
Arthur to take well-paid employment at 
Chelsworth in Ivanhoe, the estate of Captain 
George Brunswick Smyth who, like La Trobe, 
was a member of the Melbourne Club.23 As 
Ivanhoe is close to Heidelberg, Arthur was able 
to manage his own business importing seeds,24 
and later apparently operate a shop in Little 
Bourke Street.25 After a year or so, Arthur took 
on a lease of a part of Chelsworth. His daughter 
Grace remembered in later life that La  Trobe 
asked her father ‘to find a suitable place for a 
[botanic] garden, as he was well qualified for the 
job’,26 with Arthur becoming the first curator/
superintendent. The appointment put him in 
regular contact with La Trobe.27 In March 1847 
the Port Phillip Gazette reported:

We have great satisfaction in noticing 
the progress which the botanical 
garden is making under the careful 
superintendence of Mr Arthur. The 
part of the reserve now inclosed [sic] 
is already in a high state of culture, 
and contains the whole of the plants 
indigenous to the country, and the 

rarer plants from England and India. 
The ground is very tastefully laid out, 
and already forms a delightful walk for 
persons from Melbourne. In another 
year this will be a delightful spot.28

Sadly, in January 1849, John Arthur died.

The evidence for one contact with 
La  Trobe exists as a family heirloom although 
the history of the artefact is a family mystery. 
Archibald McMillan arrived with wife and ten 
children but only five shillings in his pocket — 
and that had been earned during the voyage. 
McMillan and his working-age children pooled 
their earnings and, with the funds managed 
by matriarch Catherine (Kate), very quickly 
acquired a herd of cows on forty-two acres 
(seventeen hectares) in Brighton. Eventually 
the family amassed vast land-holdings and a 
huge fortune.29 McMillan was active in public 
life, including as one of the first Trustees of the 
Brighton Cemetery.30 This may be the reason 
for a presentation portrait of La Trobe which the 
family still holds. It is the mezzotint  (ca.1857) 
by Samuel Bellin of the 1855 Sir Francis Grant 
portrait and is inscribed ‘etching [sic] of Charles 
Joseph Latrobe, Lt  Governor of Victoria, 
presented to Archibald McMillan by Latrobe.’31

William Bell senior with his wife and 
children settled at Kangaroo Ground a year or 
so after arrival and they were joined by several 
other David Clark families.32 In 1851 on his way to 
Yering, La Trobe visited the Bells’ house Hitchill at 
Kangaroo Ground. Possibly this was a regular stop 
for La Trobe on his visits to friends in the Yarra 
Valley. For such an important visitor, one might 
imagine the David Clark neighbours also being 
present. Hearing that the residents of Kangaroo 
Ground planned to build a school house, La Trobe 
made a generous personal donation of ten pounds 
towards the project.33 It has been suggested that 
La Trobe recommended the new building should 
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serve as both school and place of worship, as he 
had recommended in his West Indian reports on 
the educational needs of the emancipated slaves,34 
because such a combined building was erected 
in Kangaroo Ground around that date.35 When 
Yarra Flats (later Yarra Glen) needed a school 
and a place for Presbyterian worship, William 
Bell’s son, William, and son-in-law Thomas 
Armstrong were owners of Gulf Station. They 
became involved as two of a six-man committee 
formed to select a site, then two of the ten trustees, 
and eventually two of four-man management 
committee for the combined building,36 which 
was erected in 1866 on Gulf Station land.37

On one of La  Trobe’s many journeys 
around the Port Phillip District he visited 
Mount Sturgeon (Dunkeld) on 11 March 
1850,38 staying at the Woolpack Inn run by 
Andrew and Jacobina Templeton with a partner 
Samuel Woodhead.39 He remarked in his notes 
that it was ‘much improved’.40 In a letter the 
next morning to his wife Sophie,41 La  Trobe 
included a little sketch of the inn at ‘the foot of 
the Grampians Mountains’.

David Armstrong, after an initial spell 
as a blacksmith, went gold prospecting in 
California before returning to Melbourne. 
Settler John Wood Beilby42 corresponded with 
La  Trobe in June 1851, claiming there was 
workable gold in the Navarre and Amherst 
districts. After a meeting with Beilby, La Trobe 
organised an investigating party that included 
Armstrong.43 Perhaps La  Trobe already knew 
Armstrong, or at least of Armstrong and his 
experience of gold prospecting. After gold was 
later found, Armstrong was appointed a Gold 

Commissioner, initially for Ballarat, where he 
was painted, standing at the flap of his tent, by 
William Strutt. In 1853, La  Trobe appointed 
Armstrong as a magistrate.44

As several of the David Clark passengers 
took employment with friends and colleagues of 
La  Trobe, it is possible that there were further 
meetings. Mary Mouncie was William Lonsdale’s 
housemaid; Eliza Shiels and Allan McKenzie 
were employed by Dr Farquhar McCrae; Agnes 
Edgar, John, Duncan and Alexander McMillan 
(sons of Archibald) and Margaret McMillan 
(daughter of Archibald’s brother John) were 
employed by Captain Sylvester John Brown. In 
addition to John Arthur, Captain Smyth also 
employed John Mathieson.

Other David Clark passengers took 
employment in businesses that are likely to 
have provided services to the La Trobes’ Jolimont 
household: for instance, Peter Forman and Neil 
Mathieson were employed by Melbourne’s first 
butcher, John McNall; and Alexander Beith 
worked for Melbourne’s first baker, William 
Overton. When La  Trobe laid the foundation 
stone of St James’ church on 9 November 1839, 
he may have recognised Archibald McMillan 
and James Lawrie, employed by Alexander Sim, 
the builder.

On the day of his departure from 
Melbourne on 5 May 1854, La  Trobe held a 
levee in the Government Offices. The list in the 
press of those attending unfortunately provides 
only surname and initials, so firm identification 
is not possible. However, it seems very likely that 
‘Armstrong, D’ is in fact David Armstrong, the 

Mike Ridley, photographer
School house Gulf Station, 
Yarra Glen, 2018
In the early 1900s the former 
dual-purpose schoolroom 
and church was moved closer 
to other farm buildings at 
Gulf Station

Charles Joseph La Trobe, 
1801-1875, artist

The Inn, Mount Sturgeon, 1850
Sketched in a letter to Sophie La Trobe, 

12 March 1850
Australian Manuscripts Collection, 

State Library Victoria, H15618



20 • Journal of the C J La Trobe Society

ex-Gold Commissioner.45 No other David Clark 
passenger names appear on the list but, by 1854, 
many of those first assisted immigrants were well 
established outside Melbourne, a few had died, 
and others may not have had the ‘morning dress’ 
required for attending the levee. Some were 
certainly among the 3,000 people described as 
thronging the streets and bay foreshore to wish 
La Trobe farewell.46

Over La Trobe’s fifteen tumultuous years 
in office, it is likely that his memory of his first 
immigrants had faded, but it is hoped that he 
would have been pleased with their progress. 
I have found at least something about most of 

the David Clark passengers and, with only a few 
misfortunes, they made at least a modest success 
of their new lives. A first clue to finding these 
individuals in newspapers, via the National 
Library of Australia’s database Trove, has often 
been the proud note in a death notice that 
mentions the deceased’s year of arrival or that 
they came on the David Clark. This passenger 
ship made no other voyage to Melbourne, 
although she did make other voyages to Hobart 
and to Sydney. Indeed, one descendant, at the 
celebrations marking the 100th anniversary 
of arrival, proudly described the ship as 
‘Victoria’s Mayflower’.47
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