Governor Macquarie and the
Economic Crisis in
New South Wales, 1 8 1 0 - 1 8 1 5
I
in 1810 perceptive observers in New South Wales were concerned about the commercial situation in the colony. 1 The market at
Sydney was glutted with European goods, credit was becoming more
difficult to obtain, and the colonial merchants found it difficult to
collect debts from the settlers. 2 The sandalwood trade had collapsed
after 1806 because of the activities of American traders in Hawaii
and the problems of obtaining supplies from Fiji; 3 the civil war in
Tahiti severely restricted the trade in pork 4 and, more important,
there was a mercantile crisis in Great Britain. The trade of the United
Kingdom had been seriously hampered by the operation of the Continental System, the Orders-in-Council, and the American Non-intercourse Acts, when, in 1808, the revolt of Spain against Napoleon led
to feverish speculation in the newly opened markets of Brazil, Cuba,
Mexico and Puerto Rico. 5 The speculation, wrote Thomas Tooke,
'was then carried beyond the boundaries to which even gambling is
usually confined, and was pushed to an extent and into channels that
could hardly have been deemed practicable'. 6 Merchants invested
heavily in consumption goods for export and re-export, so that many
EARLY
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were over-extended when the boom burst in 1809-10, coinciding with
the intensification of the Continental System as a result of Napoleon's
Austrian victories. 7 Between 1808 and 1810 the annual commercial
discounts of the Bank of England rose from £13 to £20 million, bank
notes began to go out of circulation, gold became scarce, and confidence in the strength of the economy declined. The oversimplifications of the report of the Bullion Committee did not help the situation and by 1811 the Chancellor of the Exchequer was giving a
gloomy account of manufacturing distress and rising unemployment. 8
The full force of the crisis struck the English mercantile houses in
September 1810 when Abraham Goldsmid, senior partner in a large
firm, committed suicide after heavy losses from extensive speculations
in colonial markets. Bankruptcies increased from 1,382 in 1809 to 2,314
in 1810 and 2,500 in 1811, 9 and one of the failures was William Wilson,
Campbell and Company's agent in England, 1 0 who had already protested £30,000 of bills. 11 As a result trade credits were difficult to
obtain in Sydney, and this was critical because commercial activity
in New South Wales depended heavily upon access to credit facilities. The colonial merchants operated on a low net working capital,
for as the Select Committee of 1823 emphasised:
By far the greater part of our Commerce is aided by means of advances
at some period between the shipment and the sale; and in many instances,
there is, first, an advance by the foreign shipper or consignor to the foreign
proprietor, then an advance by the consignee to the consignor who is himself a factor, and subsequently an advance by some capitalist to this factor,
in consequence of the difficulty of finding a ready and advantageous sale. 12
The whole matter was more succinctly explained by Robert Campbell's partner, Charles Hook. 'Credit', Hook wrote, 'is the mainspring,
the vital principle of mercantile enterprise and speculations; and is
as necessary to their success or extension as the circulation of blood
is to animal existence.' 13
The ultimate burden of the trade credits which sustained mercantile activity in New South Wales was borne by the financial intermediaries of London, 1 4 and although in good years it was possible
to conduct commercial transactions in this fashion, it was still difficult to calculate the state of balances, to estimate the amount of
ready money available, and even to decide whether one was trading
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7
8

180

T. C. PARSONS

at a profit or a loss. 1 5 In such a system the collapse of one firm would
endanger the whole mercantile community; the luckless merchant
unable to mobilize his assets with sufficient speed to satisfy an impatient creditor was faced with ruin. Moreover, as merchants generally combined the rôles of wholesaler and retailer, most of the latter
business was also transacted on a credit basis. 'Cash payments are
unknown', claimed one observer, 'and credit must be granted or no
business can be transacted. The facility of obtaining credits makes
everyone live beyond his income and bad debts are constantly
made.' 1 6 The Sydney merchant looked to the marketing of the settler's
produce as a means of debt redemption; 1 7 often two years might
elapse before debts were paid to the English and Indian mercantile
houses, during which time the merchant had to be prepared to meet
an occasional short-term demand to give the appearance of constantly
available finance. Few opportunities existed for the investment of
capital in secure stocks, most investments in the colony being of a
speculative nature except land which had the added advantage, before
1813, that it could not be seized by creditors because of the patent
of the Civil Court. There were barriers to the diversification of
interests despite constant attempts to expand trade to more than one
commodity and to more than one market; the merchant occupied an
important and indeed crucial rôie in colonial society, but it was a
position which was an extremely vulnerable one. 1 8
Campbell and Company were owed debts from as far back as
1802, but in 1810 Hook was forced to inform Robert Campbell that
he had contacted many of the agriculturalists who owed money to
the firm 'and I find that Coercive measures alone will have any effect
on them. I have therefore commenced Hostilities and probably by
the 1st Jany. next I may collect from £2 to £3000 hitherto it is with
Difficulty that I can Glean a Sufficiency for Current Expences.' 1 9
This, however, was an optimistic assessment; it was beyond the resources of many of the settlers to liquidate their claims. W. C. Wentworth traced the crisis to 1804 when the supply of grain in the colony
first exceeded the demand. 2 0 He went on to argue that:
The settler continued in the same career of thoughtless extravagance which
his circumstances when they were even in their most flourishing state had
scarcely permitted, and the merchant went on without hesitation advancing
him goods in the hope of extricating his old customer from difficulties
which he only imagined to be of temporary pressure; never for a moment
1 5 See the frequent references in the papers of the N.S.W. Supreme Court.
Appeals to the Governor 4/6608 - 4/6610, Archives Authority of N.S.W.
(AANSW).
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19 Hook letterbook, 27 July 1810, p. 12; Sydney Gazette, 12, 18, 19 May
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2 0 W. C. Wentworth, A Statistical, Historical, And Political Description Of
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suspecting that they were the forerunners of deeper embarrassment and
ultimate ruin. The extended credits which the first merchants thus gave the
settlers on the strength of the progressive increase of their produce, rendered
them at last unable to fulfil the engagements which they had contracted
with British and East India houses, and they were eventually involved in
the destruction which had so suddenly overwhelmed the great mass of their
debtors, on whom they were necessarily dependent for support . . . . 2 1
By October 1810 the colonial merchants were showing signs of
concern about their position. Campbell and Company, the largest
commercial firm, which had always operated on a low working
capital, was dangerously short of both money and credit; it was under
intense pressure from India and England; 2 2 and Hook was forced to
spend much-needed capital in supplying the whaler Spring Grove
with stores, because 'I conceived it would be hurtful to your Credit
if Captain Mattinson should apply to any other House'. Furthermore
the situation in Sydney was deteriorating: 'the Market here, is not
now as formerly; . . . Cargoes cannot be sold and realized immediately; There are now Resident Merchants in the place, who are regularly supplied with Goods proper to the Market, besides the frequent
supplies brought in by private adventurers . . . . ' 2 3 Sealing was no
longer profitable, whaling was declining, and most of the Pacific
trades were at a standstill. 24 The Indian houses began to press for
payment, and in March 1811 Captain Mackey arrived in the colony
as agent for Fairlie, Ferguson and Company of Calcutta, presenting
Hook with a list of claims 'to a most hideous amount'. 2 5 Campbell
and Company owed Fairlie Ferguson at least £28,300, which Hook
contracted to pay before 30 April 1813 and there was also an outstanding debt of £7,500 to the Calcutta Insurance Office. 26 Attempts
to obtain capital led to a sharp increase in the number of actions
before the Civil Court; on the 15 August 1810 Campbell and Company gained decisions against seven creditors for £867, 2 7 in November
1811 the executors of the estate of Andrew Thompson were extremely
active, in 1812 there were 152 writs of fieri facias, and by 1813 this
number had risen to 287. 2 8 Judge Advocate Ellis Bent informed the
British government that 'there are now applications for actions involving a mass of property not less than £60,000 due from different
21 ibid., pp. 199-200.
22 Hook letterbook, pp. 10-14, 19, 23, 27-29, 30.
23 Hook to R. Campbell, 23 October 1810, Hook letterbook, pp. 20-21; Hook
to J. Campbell, 19 November 1810, ibid., pp. 28-29; Hook to Fairlie, Ferguson
& Co., 4 May 1811, ibid., pp. 48-49.
2 i H. E. Maude, 'Rarotongan Sandalwood. An Ethnohistorical Reconstruction',
Journal of the Polynesian Society, LXXI, 1 (1962), 33-34.
25 Hook to R. Campbell, Hook letterbook, pp. 43-44.
28 Riley Papers, Documents 4, 6, M.L.
2 7 Supreme Court Papers, Court of Civil Jurisdiction, AANSW 1103, pp.
93-96.
28 J. V. Byrnes, 'Andrew Thompson', Part II, Journal of the Royal Australian
Historical Society, XLVII, 2 (1962), pp. 176-7. Supreme Court Papers, Execution
Book, AANSW 1115. In 1812 the writs involved £6,000; in 1813 approximately
£20,000.
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merchants in this settlement to mercantile houses of the first respectability in the city of London'. 2 9
Sydney was faced with a severe commercial depression. Observers
spoke of 'the enormous Importations of Goods of all Kinds, particularly of Spirits'; creditors in England and India demanded Government or Paymaster's Bills, refusing to accept private notes; 3 0 Wilson's
bankruptcy embarrassed many of the civil officers and settlers for
whom he had acted as agent, especially as he had collected their
salaries just before his failure; 3 1 and prices were extremely low.
Alexander Riley, the strongest and wealthiest merchant in the colony
informed his brother Edward, a merchant of Calcutta, that there was
'little chance left of there being any possibility of an Indian Cargo
meeting any sale here for some time, and I am sorry now to say no
probability exists of there being any alteration for the better within
the time you had proposed returning such are the quantities of goods
in the Market.' 3 2 H e went on to add, in February 1812, that the
'Colony has never been so glutted since its birth'. There were 4,500
bags of sugar in the port of Sydney which could not be sold; 3 3 some
captains were offering their cargoes at £45 per cent on Calcutta prices,
which did not meet shipping costs, interest or insurance; and despite
the offer of credits of up to nine months duration sales were almost
stationary. 34 'It is with the utmost difficulty', wrote Hook, 'that I can
now collect sufficient to carry on the necessary business of the Concern here, which I have curtailed as much as possible. I dread the
consequence unless the House of Fairlie Ferguson and Company and
Fairlie Barham and Company in London will take the matter into
their consideration and see that their own interest is concerned to
support the Concern here.' 3 5
By 1812 depression was affecting colonial life in general. Riley,
Blaxcell and D'Arcy Wentworth viewed the 'Rum' Hospital contract
as a solution to their commercial difficulties, but they had insufficient
capital, skilled labour was short, wages were high and Macquarie
interpreted the contract to the partners' disadvantage. 3 6 The Governor
felt that Wentworth 'being an Opulent Man . . . gave [the undertaking] a much greater Security', 37 but on 5 February 1812 Wentworth's agent in England, Charles Cookney, informed Earl Fitzwilliam that he could not meet his client's bills for £300. 3 8 The
29 E. Bent to Liverpool, 19 October 1811, H.R.A., I, VII, 818, 821.
so Hook letterbook, pp. 71, 78.
si ibid., pp. 57, 61-62.
32 A. Riley to E. Riley, 28 March 1812, Letters from Sydney, 1811-1814,
p. 19.
33 A. Riley to E. Riley, 18 February 1812, ibid., p. 27.
3 4 H. Macarthur to J. Macarthur, 7 November 1812, Macarthur Papers, Vol.
5, pp. 17-18.
35 C. Hook to J. Campbell, 10 February 1812, Hook letterbook, pp. 79-80.
3 8 Wentworth Papers, Sydney Hospital, M.L., passim; M. H. Ellis, 'Governor
Macquarie and the Rum Hospital'. J.R.A.H.S., XXXII, 5 (1946), 273-93.
3 7 Macquarie to Liverpool, 17 November 1812. H.R.A., VII, 575.
3 8 C. Cookney to Fitzwilliam, 5 February 1812, Sheffield City Library.
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seemingly profitable hospital contract caused the partners serious
financial difficulty, and there is little doubt that all three men lost a
large amount of money. 3 9 Furthermore, cargoes continued to arrive
at the glutted Sydney market — there was at least two and a half
years' supply of sugar in the port in 1812 — and Riley was forced to
observe that: 'The Merchants of India must really imagine the Consumption and resources of the Colony to be inexhaustible or they
would never so readily adventure their property.' 4 0
The lack of any bankruptcy legislation made the situation worse
for both debtors and creditors, and in 1812 and 1813 the New South
Wales firms were harassed by agents from the Indian houses. Many
felt like the unfortunate Hook, who claimed he had been 'like a Bear
chained to a Stake and Baited by every Dog in the Colony', but worse
was to come. Campbell and Company collapsed in December 1812
after actions at law undertaken by Robson and McLardie; 4 1 the
private market was restricted by the departure of the 73rd Regiment
and its replacement by the smaller 46th Regiment, Riley declaring
that 'the loss of Mouths is a serious loss indeed to stockholders!'; 42
and in 1814 the colony was shaken by the fall of the emancipist
merchant Simeon Lord, who claimed at one time to have possessed
property valued at £150,000. 4 3 'Lord as a Merchant', declared a
jubilant Alexander Riley, 4 4 'is utterly gone — Verdicts to large
amounts are against him — Williams has gone as a settler to the
Derwent — The great Firm is dissolved and Mr. Simeon has thrown
his third Partner into Sydney Gaol for a paltry few pounds debt, after
having failed to prove a charge of Felonry against him!!' Garnham
Blaxcell owed Maude and Robertson of the Cape of Good Hope over
£ 5 0 0 0 ; 4 5 Henry Kable was £12,000 in debt to Lord; 4 ** and Campbell
and Company was over £30,000 in debt. 4 7 Hannibal Macarthur was
only stating the obvious when he informed his uncle that 'when I
think of the many Disadvantages in a Port like this under any arbitrary Government, I feel persuaded it will never answer to be an
importer'. 4 8
II
The commercial crisis of 1810-15 was extremely important in the
development of New South Wales because it had profound effects
upon the formulation of Macquarie's economic and social policies,
39 Ellis, 288-93.
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and also because it played a large part in the determination of the
pattern of colonial development. 4 9 The economic effects of the
depression were, however, cushioned by the dispute between J. H.
Bent and the Governor which led to the closure of the Supreme
Court. 5 0 Moreover, the Warrant for the Charter of Justice issued in
1787, which created the first Civil Court in the colony, provided only
for the seizure of personal goods, not real estate, enabling many
merchants to retain much of their property even when they were
insolvent. This situation was ended by 'An Act for the more easy
Recovery of Debts in His Majesty's Colony of New South Wales',
passed by the House of Commons on 6 December 1813, 5 1 but the
closure of the Supreme Court meant that the purpose of the Act was
defeated. Surveyor-General John Oxley, who acted as agent for Maude
and Robertson, Plummer Barham and Company, and J. and T. Maude
of London summed the situation up with remarkable perspicacity.
'This unfortunate dispute,' he wrote, 'is fatal to the Interest of the
Colony, it will absolutely destroy all Credit, and plunge the respectable part of the Community in great distress, as they are totally without any remedy against their debtors to whom it is quite optional
whether they will pay their debts or not.' 5 2
The depression was worsened because it occurred at a time of
intense agricultural and grazing distress. In 1810 Macquarie had
assured the settlers of his desire to use the commissariat stores to
offer 'every proper and liberal encouragement' to the agriculturalists,
but many of the colonists felt these promises had been violated by
the closure of the magazines in December 1812. 5 3 Nor had the regulations to improve the efficiency and impartiality of the commissariat
been wholly successful. Walter Shutt, the clerk at Parramatta, was
sentenced to 100 lashes and hard labour at Newcastle for fraudulent
practices 'in consequence whereof the Convicts and other persons of
the lower description victualled by the Crown have received an
inferior sort of Meat whilst the best has been set aside and distributed to the Upper Classes', and the literature suggests that this was
not an isolated case. 5 4 So serious was the situation that Macquarie
was forced to issue an order declaring that any storekeeper who presumed 'to make any distinction between the Higher and Lower Orders
of the People in the issuing of fresh salt Provisions from the King's
Stores' would be severely punished. 5 5 It was decided to adopt a
Steven, 'The Changing Pattern of Commerce in N.S.W.', 139-55.
5« Oxley papers, Out letters 1813-1821, pp. 27-32, 41, 45-6, 54-5.
51 See Section IV p. 89 on this Act. See also H.R.A., IV, Sect. A, Vol. I, p. 7,
and Garrow and Shepherd to Bathurst, 6 December 1813, ibid., p. 75.
52 J. Oxley to J. & T. Maude, 14 June 1815, Oxley Papers, pp. 27-32.
Quotation, p. 30. Also pp. 39, 41, 45-52.
53 J. T. Campbell to A. Bell, 24 January 1810, Col. Sec. Letters to Miscell.
Persons, 1810-11, p. 44, and Bell to Macquarie, 23 January 1810, Col. Sec. Inletters, 1810, p. 120, AANSW. A. Riley to E. Riley, 23 March 1812, Letters
from Sydney, p. 19, and Riley Papers, Vol. 2., p. 189.
54 Sydney Gazette, 19 December 1812, 6 February 1813.
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system of tendering for the supply of fresh meat at the government
price of sevenpence a pound, but even this order caused discontent,
the governor being forced to declare that as 'some apprehensions
were entertained respecting the mode intended to be adopted in
receiving Animal food into His Majesty's Stores by tenders as having
a tendency to exclude the Middling and Lower Classes of Settlers
and Breeders of Stock from the Benefit arising therefrom owing to
their Inability of supplying as large a quantity as is required for the
weekly Consumption at the respective Settlements', it was his aim
to encourage all settlers without favour or partiality. 5 6
Many agriculturalists were under pressure from the merchants to
pay long-standing debts, but the closure of the commissariat stores
removed their principal market, and grain was forced into the private
sector of the economy where prices were depressed to as low as 3s.
6d. a bushel. 57 Agricultural profits were meagre, debts could not be
paid, and the whole cycle of colonial trade which depended on the
use of crops as a means of debt redemption collapsed. Many settlers
assumed that the stores were fully supplied until November 1813,
but this was not the case. Broughton, the acting Commissary, had
aimed at disposing of the eleven thousand bushels of wheat in store
before calling for new supplies, although neither he nor Macquarie
explained how the small farmers were to exist for five months without a market, and store their grain without facilities. The supply,
which had been in store in January 1813, would have lasted about
eighteen weeks — until about June 1813 — so that when the magazines were opened in July wheat was in short supply. Broughton was
not anxious because importations had added another 1,338 bushels
of wheat at Sydney and 457 bushels at Windsor, and in July the
commissariat received 1,404 extra bushels of grain from the settlers. 58
However, supplies were depleted by the government's decision to
issue a ration of fifteen bushels of wheat because of the poor state
of the grain in stores since December 1812, and on 1 June 1813
there were only 5,752 bushels of wheat in store, equivalent to seven
weeks' rations. 59 There was a poor response to the government's call
for grain following the opening of the magazines on 2 July. The
seriousness of the situation is indicated by Table 1.
TABLE 1
A COMPARISON OF THE AMOUNTS OF GRAIN
SUPPLIED
TO THE COMMISSARIAT
IN 1812 AND 1813
1812
1813
STATION
GRAIN SUPPLIED
No. of GRAIN SUPPLIED
No. of
Rations
Wheat
Maize
Wheat
Maize
Rations
Issued
(B)
(B)
(B)
(B)
Issued
3,517]
Sydney
24,334
2,766]
3,048
92 L
Parramatta
8,040
337 V 1,316,224 2,123
1,259,250
Windsor
291]
153]
8,736
833
TOTAL
3,394
40,110
1,316,224 3,104* 3,762
1,259,250
* Supplemented by 321,374 lbs. bread, 63,087 lbs. flour.
»« CSIL, 1813, 2 January 1813, pp. 6-7.
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The new Deputy Commissary General David Allan was not prepared for the crisis. He informed George Harrison, the Secretary to
the Treasury, late in June that 'the Agricultural pursuits of the Settlers
had been improved and with such success as to render Foreign Supplies unnecessary, Wheat, Corn, Bullocks, Sheep and Swine being
in the greatest abundance and delivered into Store at reasonable
prices'. 6 0 Apparently this had been written before Allan had inspected
the provision store at Sydney, an inspection which revealed only about
two weeks' supply of wheat. 6 1 The smaller agriculturalists had disposed of their grain and could not supply the government, and as a
result Allan was authorized to enter into a contract with Blaxcell for
the supply of 3,500 daily rations of bread for five months at 3Md a
pound as from 1 September. In the same month the Deputy Commissary General informed the British Treasury that 'the price of
Wheat and all other Grain has advanced greatly since that period
[June 1813] and the general alarm and dread of actual scarcity is
now at its greatest height it having been ascertained by the official
returns of the Magistrates of the respective districts that the total
quantity of wheat in the Colony does not exceed 21,000 bushels, while
the population amounts to 12,000 souls'. 62 Wheat has risen in price
from 6s. 3d. a bushel in May 1813 to 28s. in September, and maize,
the staple food of the poorer settlers, had also increased during the
same period from 5s. 6d. to 15s. a bushel. Commercial depression
was intensified by agricultural distress.
Much of the difficulty faced by the colony during this period can
be traced to the crucial decision taken in December 1812 to shut the
stores. Macquarie's reasoning during the crisis is riddled with inconsistency. As late as the 28 June 1813 he was supporting the establishment of a distillery as an alternative market for surplus grain
because 'the Settlers in General have now a Considerable Quantity
of Wheat on Hand for which there is no Market, and this makes a
few of them very discontented and Clamorous, threatening not to
give themselves the Trouble of raising any more Grain since they
Can get no Sale for it'. 6 3 However, Broughton's action worsened the
situation by further restricting demand, and while Macquarie looked
to 'the Wiser and more industrious Class of Settlers' to raise a sufficient quantity of grain for the settlement, he removed the source of
their moderate income, forcing them into the overcrowded private
market. Farm buildings were poor, inadequate, and primitive, so that
5 7 Sel. Comm. on the State of Gaols . . . 1819, p. 33 (Evidence, A. Riley);
W. Cox, Bigge Appendix, CO 201/123, p. 77 et seq.
«8 See Bigge Appendix, CO 201/128, pp. 140 ff.
59 Sydney Gazette, 10 April 1810; 'Return of Provisions . . . ', CO 201/67,
p. 191.
60 D. Allan to G. Harrison, 25 June 1813, Bigge Appendix, CO 201/139.
61 D. Allan, Evidence, Bigge Appendix, CO 201/128, pp. 2-5; Allan to
Herries, 29 September 1813, CO 201/139, No. 47.
6 2 Allan to Herries, 29 September 1813; W. Cox, Bigge Appendix, CO
201/123, p. 75.
63 Macquarie to Bathurst, 28 June 1813, H.R.A., I, VII, 708.
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there was no possibility of the smaller agriculturalists storing their
crops; the Governor noted this fact during his tour in December
1810, 6 4 but he apparently ignored it and on 31 July 1813 he called
on the magistrates to make a minute survey of the quantity of wheat
in the colony, attacking the settlers for the improvident and lavish
waste of the plentiful supplies of the 1812 harvest. 6 5 'It was all very
well for Governor Macquarie, when the shortage came at the end
of the year, to criticize the earlier "most shameful" waste and destruction of grain', writes A. G. L. Shaw; 'he had failed to take the
only reasonable means of preventing it by buying it for store at a
fair price.' 6 6
Nevertheless Macquarie launched a bitter attack on the agriculturalists. After reducing the government bread ration and rationalising the ration scale for children the Governor turned to the problem
of scarcity, created, he claimed, by a 'strange Perversion of the
Blessings of Providence'. The impending famine was 'a severe and
just Scourge for . . . profuse and criminal Destruction of the Plenty
which the last Season had produced', although many colonists could
have been forgiven for presenting a much more obvious explanation
of cause and allocation of blame. Grain was to be saved by preventing its use as feed for animals; by the slaughter of pigs to decrease
the consumption of wheat; by a greater use of meat; and also by
allowing the settlers to ration their assigned servants half in wheat
and half in maize. 6 7 Resources were low, but never at any time was
famine a real danger; there seems to have been plenty of maize left
in New South Wales, providing the basis of the diet of the majority
of the smaller settlers. However, the combination of commercial depression and grain shortage caused Macquarie to change his policies,
especially as the crisis deepened during 1814 and 1815.
In September 1813 wheat was selling for 28s. 3&d. a bushel, but
the Governor was convinced that he had 'adopted Such Measures as
will effectually Secure a Sufficiency for the Victualling of those Persons who are dependent upon the Crown for their Subsistence'. 68
This assessment proved to be correct, but at the same time another
difficulty presented itself. 1811 had been a year of 'intense drought'
causing water shortages in Sydney and the dry summer of 1812-13,
in association with the caterpillar plagues of the same period, caused
serious damage to the pastures of the Cumberland Plain. 6 9 The oatgrass, the most valuable of the natural grasses, deteriorated quickly
and was replaced by 'a new and inferior' pasture, which was unL. Macquarie, Journals of His Tours . . . 1812-22, Sydney, 1956, pp. 4, 28.
Circular to magistrates, Col. Sec. Letters Miscell. Persons, 1813, pp. 339-40.
A. G. L. Shaw, The Story of Australia, London, 1961, p. 47.
67 Sydney Gazette, 14 August 1813; W. Cox, Bigge Appendix, CO 201/123,
pp. 76-77; cf. W. Broughton, CO 201/128, p. 39.
68 Macquarie to Bathurst, 7 August 1813, H.R.A., VIII, p. 58.
69 Sydney Gazette, 2 March 1812, 4 April 1812; G. Sutton to J. Banks, 6
October 1814, Banks Papers, M.L., Vol. 4, p. 327 ff; T. M. Perry, 'Climate,
Caterpillars and Terrain', Australian Geographer, VII, 1 (1957), 13-14.
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satisfactory for stock. Many graziers suffered the combined weight
of drought and depression; the discovery of new pasture was imperative in order to mobilize capital, animal losses were severe, notices
began to appear in the Sydney Gazette threatening trespassers on
pasture because 'during the present season of uncommon Drought
and Scarcity of Grass it of course behoves every Owner of Stock to
protect his Pasturage', 7 0 and the lack of food led to an 80% death
rate among newly born lambs. The result was a search for new grass,
spearheaded by the graziers, who began to look westward, reasoning
that beyond the Blue Mountains there must be supplies of pasture
which would save their stock, and their fortunes. 71 Economic distress
was therefore the major factor which led to Blaxland, Wentworth
and Lawson's successful crossing of the mountains in 1813 and Oxley,
writing in 1817, emphasised the link between the drought and the
conquest of the ranges. 7 2
Although the graziers' expectations had been improved, their situation in 1813 and 1814 was a serious one. Showers fell in August 1813
and some settlers, feeling that more rain was likely, burnt their grass
to aid new growth; the rain did not come, there was no feed for the
stock, and losses were heavy. Throughout the early months of 1814
Hannibal Macarthur complained about the distress caused by the
combination of commercial and agricultural crises, and in May 1814
he informed John Macarthur: 'We are again laboring under the
Effects of a very dry Season, every Thing is burnt up and the Cattle
are beginning to fall off. The upland Wheat will not bring 8 Bushels
to the Acre and we have every reason to expect a great Scarcity
during the next Twelve Months.' 73 Macquarie was also concerned
about the situation. Much of the grain sown in 1813 had died in the
ground without any result; yield per acre had declined by almost
5 0 % ; and there had been heavy losses of cattle and sheep. 7 4
The government magazines opened at Sydney on 10 January 1814
offering the agriculturalists 8s. a bushel for their wheat, but such a
price could not compete with the private sector of the economy,
where prices averaged approximately 19s. a bushel. 7 5 As a consequence of the 'severe Distress suffered by the Settlers . . . most particularly by those in the middle and lower Classes from the long
continued Drought', the government raised the maximum price for
wheat to 10s. a bushel, although Macquarie made it clear that this
price was only to be considered as a temporary one, until the drought
7 0 Public Notice by J. T. Campbell, Sydney Gazette, 4 September 1813;
T. M. Perry, Australia's First Frontier, Melbourne, 1963, pp. 27-28.
7 1 ibid., pp. 26-30; S. Bennett, The History of Australian Discovery and
Colonization, Sydney, 1867, pp. 487-92; G. Blaxland, 'A Narrative Relating to
the First Expedition Over The Blue Mountains . . .
M. L., Bonwick Transcripts, Box 20, pp. 3269-304.
7 2 J. Oxley, Journals of Two Expeditions Into The Interior of New South
Wales, London, 1964, p. vii.
7 3 Macarthur Papers, Vol. 5, pp. 46, 56-62, 76. The quotation is on p. 73.
7 4 Macquarie to Bathurst, 19 January 1814, H.R.A., I, VIII, pp. 121 ff.
75 Sydney Gazette, 25 December 1813.
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was over. 7 6 Furthermore, the Governor ordered 250 tons of wheat
from Bengal, but he could not reduce the price of grain which was
increasing commissariat expenditures. He was apprehensive that he
would be forced to raise the price as the scarcity intensified, and he
eagerly embraced Allan's suggestion to reduce the ration to a level
which would save the Crown £10,373 and release 29,250 bushels of
wheat for the wants of the colony. 7 7 Hot winds in January 1814
injured the growing maize; wheat remained scarce, 800 bushels being
sold at Sydney for 24s. 4%d. a bushel; Davey, in Van Diemen's Land,
was ordered to purchase all the wheat he could for the government,
paying as high as 12s. a bushel; and as Table 2 shows there was a
shortage of most items which made up the colonial ration. 7 8
TABLE 2
PROVISIONS REMAINING
IN N.S.W. (FEB.
1814)
AMOUNT REMAINING
ARTICLE
Wheat
45,377 bushels
1,003
Maize
5,508
Oats, Barley and Rye
Potatoes
Macquarie was still suspicious of monopoly. The magistrates were
ordered to make a minute investigation of available resources and
'on Occasions where Cultivators who might be expected to possess
considerable produce in the foregoing enumerated Articles, may be
found to be very deficient in their Supplies You are to require of
them to explain in a Satisfactory Way the Causes of such deficiency,
and when they shall explain that they have sold their Crops You are
to require them to inform you when and to whom those Sales were
made'. 7 9 A few weeks later the Governor made another appeal for
grain, criticising the settlers for not 'manifesting a due Sense of
Gratitude for the repeated Favours and Indulgences they have received from Government', accusing them of seeking 'exorbitant' prices
for wheat and meat, and warning such persons that the government
would sue them for their debts if their behaviour did not improve. 8 0
Such threats were to little purpose. Caterpillars reappeared in April
1814 adding to the distress of the farmers, although plentiful supplies
of maize enabled the ration to be increased, 'making the same nearly
equal to the full Ration usually issued in this Colony in Times of
Plenty'. Indeed, although the price of wheaten bread increased from
9d. in July 1814 to llKd. in September, it would be incorrect to claim
that this rise caused hardship. Maize and potatoes were the staple
foods for the lower and middling orders of settlers and prices of these
ibid., 25 December 1813, Govt. Notice, 20 December.
Macquarie to Bathurst, 19 January 1814, H.R.A., I, VIII, pp. 121-2;
D. Allan to J. Herries, 27 September 1813, CO 201/139. p. 170.
78 Sydney Gazette, 8 January, 12 February 1814; J. T. Campbell to T. Davey,
19 Februarv 1814, CSLMP, 1814, p. 54.
7 9 Circular to magistrates, CSLMP, 25 January 1814, p. 20.
8 8 Macquarie to Bathurst, 24 May 1814, H.R.A., VIII, 257-9, 255.
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articles remained within reach of the bulk of the population. That
the government realized this fact is shown by its decision, taken in
September 1814, to provide those persons victualled by the commissariat with a loaf of bread made from a mixture of wheat and
maize, conserving the latter by the issue of rice in its place. This was
necessary as the harvest was not a promising one, the drought continued, and there seemed no sign of relief. 'The Seasons appear to
have Undergone a Complete Change', complained Macquarie, adding
that until 1811 'the Rains Came in such Torrents, as frequently to
Sweep away All the Promise of the Year, but within this Period the
Droughts are so Continued that All Vegetation is nearly at an End;
the Consequence of Which and of the Exhaustion of the Springs has
been that a Very Alarming Mortality among the Cattle took place
last Year, and the same Causes, Existing now, excite great Apprehension of a Repetition of that Calamity.' 8 1 Importations of wheat on the
Betsey and General Browne eased the situation; in December the
ration was increased; 8 2 rain in this month decreased the price of
wheat in the private market to 10s. 3/2d. and maize to 8s.; and in
March 1815 the grain ration was again increased. 8 3 The Governor
was confident that there was 'Enough . . . Wheat saved for the Consumption of the Colony without being obliged to resort to foreign
Markets', but 'owing to the extraordinary and unprecedented
Droughts that have prevailed for the last three Months (the Period
formerly Considered the Rainy Season in this Country) the Crops
of Maize (Indian Corn), which at first had a Most promising Appearance, have Almost Entirely failed in many parts of the Colony, which
will prove a most severe Disappointment and Loss to the poorer
Class of Settlers, whose Chief Dependence was placed in this Description of Grain for Subsisting themselves and their Cattle.' 8 4 The
order of 26 November 1814 prohibiting the purchase of grain from
non-cultivators was rescinded, but the situation remained serious.
Stock losses were heavy, prices were still high, and grain was in short
supply. During his tour of the colony in December 1815 Macquarie
was critical of the lack of fencing, the uncleared land, the lack of
manuring, and the state of the farmhouses. He attacked the agriculturalists for their 'great Slovenliness and Neglect of the most obvious
Duties of Farms', although once again it was a moral denunciation
which ignored economic realities.
Ill
The drought and the commercial depression form the background
to the period 1812-15, and without a detailed study of their ramifications throughout colonial society it is difficult to account for
economic developments in these years. Particularly important was
their effect upon the labour market, an effect which has been largely
81 Macquarie to Bathurst, 7 October 1814, H.R.A., VIII, 314.
82 Sydney Gazette, 17 December 1814; A. Riley to E. Riley, 17 December
1814, Riley Papers, mss., Vol. 2, p. 189.
83 Sydney Gazette, 24 December 1814, 4 March 1815.
8 4 Macquarie to Bathurst, 24 March 1815, H.R.A., VIII, 464.
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neglected by historians, and which will now be considered in some
detail.
There is much evidence to show that labour was in short supply
during the period under discussion, but the drought and the depression lessened demand because many settlers could not even maintain
assigned convicts, and others reduced their acreage and lowered their
expectations of future development. Fewer calls were made on the
government for assigned servants; 8 5 but supplies were so small that
the crown still found it difficult to obtain men for the public works.
As a consequence Macquarie framed new regulations for the issue
of absolute and conditional pardons and tickets of leave, designing
the order so as to retain labour under government control, either in
the gangs or as assigned servants. All applications for indulgences
were to be signed by the clergymen and magistrates of the districts;
absolute pardons, 'the highest and greatest Indulgence which can be
extended to those under the Sentence of the Law', required 'the most
unquestionable proofs of Rectitude of Conduct for a long series of
years'; and tickets of leave 'enabling Persons to Employ their time
off the Store for the Own Advantage will not be granted to any
person, until they shall have been Employed either by the Government or private individuals to whom their services may have been
assigned for the full space of three years.' 8 6
Despite this order the government continued to have difficulty in
maintaining its public works programme, because of the shortage of
convicts, although the reduced demand of the settlers, due to the
drought and the depression, prevented the problem from becoming
serious. Macquarie continued to distribute the majority of the
labourers to the settlers — approximately 44% of all new male convict
arrivals were assigned to the agricultural districts during 1813 — but
demand was only heavy at harvest times. The Earl Spencer, which
arrived in Sydney in October 1813, brought 200 male convicts to the
colony, 96 of whom were assigned to the agriculturalists and graziers,
preparing to harvest their grain. 8 7 Naturally, demand would be
heaviest at this time of the year, but even after allowances are made
for the skilled tradesmen retained by the government, it is evident
that the shortage of labour had been lessened by the economic crisis.
Government policy did not cause the settlers any difficulty as far as
the supply of assigned servants is concerned. Skilled mechanics were
still in short supply, but the government monopoly of tradesmen did
not retard the private sector of the economy. There was a reduction
in the number of requests for mechanics; there was little private
building in the colony, Macquarie commenting both in 1810 and in
1815 on the poor state of farm buildings, the lack of fences, and the
'poverty and sloth' of the countryside; money was scarce; credit was
difficult to obtain; and stock losses meant that many of the wealthier
85
86
87

See the full treatment of this in my M.A. thesis, chs. ii and iii, passim.
CSIL, 19 January 1813, pp. 8-13, especially pp. 10-11.
Circular, CSLMP, 1813, pp. 373-4, 375, 376, 377.
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settlers were forced to abandon plans of improvement and expansion. 8 8 In any case grazing was an industry which required a relatively small labour force, Ellis Bent claiming in 1810 that the
Macarthurs were prospering, although they employed only three
men. 8 9 Drought, depression and agricultural distress led to a diminution of demand for labour, and the situation which emerged determined the pattern until 1815.
Because of the lack of available statistics the situation in 1813 is
somewhat obscure, but it is possible to show, with some accuracy,
the distribution of available labour during 1814 and 1815. A return
of June 1813 shows that the government gangs at Sydney totalled
575 men, the majority of whom were employed in the Dock Yard,
the Lumber Yard, and in preparing materials for the construction of
new buildings, although Macquarie promised Bathurst that 'as soon,
however, as the Necessary Public Works now in progress are Completed, it will not be necessary then to retain so many Superintendents in the Service of Government, and the Strength of the Gangs
of Artificers and Labourers will then also admit of being greatly
reduced, which will Considerably lessen the Expenses of Government'. 9 0 However, the crisis forced a change of official policy. Table
3 shows that the bulk of skilled tradesmen employed by the Crown
in 1813 were carpenters, blacksmiths, bricklayers, brickmakers,
sawyers and plasterers, all occupational groups which could have
been of use in the agricultural areas. But the drought and the depression led to a contraction of demand for assigned servants by the
settlers, which in turn resulted in an increase in the size of the
government gangs. For example, 819 convicts arrived in the colony
in 1814 of whom 122 mechanics and 186 labourers — a total of 37%
— were retained by the government, because of the lack of interest
shown by the colonists, and in 1815 a similar situation is apparent. 9 1
Many of the smaller settlers were hard-pressed to maintain one
assigned convict and the result was that the assignment system tended
to lose much of its effectiveness, as some masters encouraged their
servants to supplement their incomes by working away from their
farms. The situation was such that on 24 July 1813 Macquarie prohibited the movement of any person in the colony from his place of
employment or residence without magisterial permission, and required
each convict servant to carry a pass. The order makes it clear that
employment opportunities in New South Wales were very limited at
this period, and it added that any settler who allowed assigned men
to employ themselves during times of economic recession would lose
the benefit of free labour. 9 2
8 8 e.g. Macarthur Papers, Vol. 5, pp. 37-39. 54-57, 59-62; J. Ker, 'Merchants
and Merinos', J.R.A.H.S., XLVI, 4 (I960), 206-22.
8 9 E. Bent to J. Bent, Letters, M.L., 30 July 1810, p. 192.
9 0 Macquarie to Bathurst, 28 June 1813, H.R.A., VIII, 719, 748-9.
9 1 Bigge Appendix, Convicts, Doc. 29, CO 201/118. See Appendix IV of my
thesis for the statistics.
9 2 CSIL, Doc. 33, 24 July 1813, pp. 119-24.
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TABLE 3
THE GOVERNMENT
GANGS AT SYDNEY JUNE 1813
GANGS
WHERE EMPLOYED
NO. OF MEN*
60
Lumber Yard
Carpenters
23
Lumber Yard
Blacksmiths
Boat Builders, etc.
Dock Yard
37
44
Different Govt. Buildings
Stonemasons
Different Govt. Buildings
21
Bricklayers
Lane Cove
Sawyers, etc.
52
Brickmakers
Brickfields, etc.
33
Plasterers
Govt. Buildings
10
Town Gang
As required
67
Remainder
As required
228
TOTAL

575
* Includes artificers and labourers.
TABLE 4

THE

NUMBER

OF MALE

CONVICTS

RETAINED

BY

GOVERNMENT
YEAR
1814
1815
1816
TOTALS

No. of
Convicts
Arriving
819
909
1,257
2,985

1814-1816
NO. OF CONVICTS
RETAINED BY THE
No. of
GOVERNMENT
Mechanics
Mechanics
Labourers
Arriving
194
122
186
143
226
203
120
142
211
531
631
385

Contemporary records show little indication of discontent with the
government's labour policy during the years 1813-15. The colonial
secretary, J. T. Campbell, received few requests for assistance. The
Reverend Henry Fulton emphasised the general distress by claiming
that he was 'in great need of a man out of fortune to attend a flock
of sheep'. 93 Few other settlers could offer this type of employment,
but in October 1813 the Reverend Robert Cartwright made the most
serious complaint of the period, claiming that:
The most material thing that seems to affect the interest of the settlers is
an unequal distribution of Prisoners. I have no doubt that much of the
discontent and real distress of Settlers might be removed by a proper attention to their wants in this particular. If every settler throughout the Hawkesbury had a proportionate share in the labour of the Prisoners, according
to the quantity of land he cultivates, I conceive it would be better for the
Colony in General, as well as this district in particular. 94
Unfortunately, Cartwright showed a complete inability to realize
that the distribution of convict labour in the Hawkesbury area in
Fulton to J. T. Campbell, 12 June 1813, CSIL. 1813, p. 368b.
9< Cartwright to Macquarie, 12 October 1813, CSIL, 1813, pp. 24S-8.
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particular, and in the colony in general, was dictated by economic
conditions rather than government policy. Those settlers who could
not support labour could not expect the government to subsidize a
system of disguised unemployment, especially as they were forced to
restrict their acreage. The Hawkesbury farmers, suffering heavy
debts, faced with writs of fieri facias, and without an assured market
for their produce because of importations of grain from Bengal,
deserved compassionate consideration, but in such conditions Macquarie reasoned that it was much more productive to employ labour
on the public works. Dr. Robert Townson, whose resources were
superior to the smaller farmers, asked the governor to victual his
government men for a longer period than the usual eighteen months,
because their 'assistance alone enables me to carry the works I am
engaged in', and added that a refusal would 'produce great confusion
in my farming concerns, &, perhaps compell me to adopt the not
unusual practice of letting my men off for a time to do the best for
themselves, tho' a practice as much disapproved of by myself as your
Excellency'. 9 5
The drought and depression severely affected many other wealthy
settlers. The Camden Park accounts reveal that even the Macarthurs
faced difficulties; 96 Robert Lowe of Bringelly lost £1200 through stock
deaths; 9 7 many graziers were granted permission to take their sheep
and cattle over the mountains on temporary depasturing licences;
and between 1814 and 1816 the number of cattle was reduced from
26,501 to 25,116, and of sheep from 74,825 to 55,097.98 j n s u c h conditions, with the larger colonists suffering severely, it was surely disingenuous of Cartwright to suggest a more equitable distribution of
convict labour: the government assigned as many convicts as the
settlers required, but Macquarie refused to retard the public works
to subsidize inefficient producers. In September 1814 the settlers
could not even support those labourers they employed, and the
Governor established government gangs at Parramatta, Windsor and
Liverpool for convicts found guilty of serious offences; he ordered
all assigned convicts and ticket-of-leave men to be mustered every
Sunday, and he instructed the settlers to retain all convicts 'altogether
in their own service' or return them to the Crown. These instructions
show that the order issued in July 1813 had been ineffective as conditions worsened in the agricultural areas and the demand for labour
decreased still further. Nor did the order of September 1814 prove
effective. On 1 October of the same year the Governor found it necessary to caution the civil officers against hiring out their assigned men,
9 5 R. Townson to Macquarie, 21 January 1813, CSIL, 1813, pp. 343-5, and
reply, CSLMP, 1813, p. 193.
9 6 Ledger, Camden Park, Macarthur Papers, 2nd Series, pp. 16-17, 25-27,
67-68.
9 7 'Memorial of Robert Lowe', No. 218, Col. Sec. Memorials, AANSW.
9 8 For a full discussion see my M.A. thesis.
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or allowing them to roam at large, although this proclamation was as
ineffective as the previous t w o . "
The situation was worsened by the fact that there was a severe
shortage of skilled agricultural labour in the colony. This further
reduced the demand for assigned convicts, because it was claimed
that not one half of the new convict arrivals were 'fit to do a day's
work in the field',100 and many settlers returned men to the government 'on the Plea that they are not Qualified for the particular Work
they chose to employ them on'. 1 0 1 Drought, depression and the needs
of the British war effort resulted in a situation in which a scarcity
of labour was converted into a surplus, forcing Macquarie to readjust
his policies accordingly.
IV
As early as 1813 a definite link appears between labour supplies
and the size of the public works programme. By about 1812 Macquarie had achieved a large measure of success in repairing and
erecting those buildings neglected since the administration of Governor King, and he expected expenditures to decline in the next three
years, culminating with the distribution of many of the government
mechanics and labourers to the settlers in 1 8 1 5 . 1 0 2 However, the
effect of the drought was to lessen the demand for labour, and Macquarie, in preference to allowing the convicts to wander in contravention of the assignment laws, responded by expanding the public
works programme. The results of his actions are summarised in
Table 5, which gives a clear indication of the link between drought
and government building, and provides a much more convincing
TABLE 5
PUBLIC
YEAR
1811
1812
1813
1814
1815

WORKS EXPENDITURE
AND
SEASONAL
CONDITIONS
1811-1815
EXPENDITURE (£s)
SEASONAL CONDITIONS
3,005
Rains — 'Intense Drought'
Caterpillars — abundant harvest
4,759
Drought — failure wheat —
4,660
loss of stock
Drought and caterpillars
5,073
Drought
6,920

explanation of the fluctuations in the size of the public works programme than Dr Arnold's claim that Macquarie built 'foolish, trumpery, useless buildings' because he was anxious 'to leave his name in
perpetuity in the colony'. 1 0 3 But there was nothing 'useless' in the
erection of stores and barracks and the construction of roads.
CSIL, 1814, 1 October 1814, pp. 307-10.
Cox, Evidence, Bigge Appendix, CO 201/123, p. 51.
Proclamation, 30 September 1815, CSIL, 1815, p. 54.
M2 Macquarie to Bathurst, 28 April 1814, H.R.A., VIII, 152.
103 J. A. Arnold, Diary, M.L., Vol. II, p. 339.
n9
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Bathurst, however, felt that improvements should be a consequence
of prosperity rather than a cause, especially as 'I can by no means
sanction the Expectation you state to be entertained by the Colonists,
that the Colonial Revenue should be appropriated to the Works in
the interior, at least while His Majesty's Treasury at home is subjected to an Expence of from Seventy Thousand to One Hundred
Thousand Pounds per Annum for the Support of the Colony.' 1 0 4 The
Secretary of State did not provide any alternative to Macquarie's
policy of meeting the economic crisis, and as distress worsened the
Governor announced plans to expand the scale of government activity.
In April 1814 four major buildings were under construction — the
military barracks, a military hospital, a house and ofBce for the Secretary to the Governor, and a new chaplain's residence at Sydney —
all of which Macquarie declared to be 'absolutely Necessary and
Indispensable, and I am induced to hope that they will be All Compleated in the Course of Eighteen Months from the present time.
When these Buildings shall be Compleated; I will be enabled to make
a very Considerable Reduction in the Several Gangs of Artificers and
Labourers, whereby the Expenditure will be proportionally reduced.' 1 0 5 An excellent network of roads had already been completed, to the advantage of 'the Prosperity and Welfare of the Colony
at large,' but although a church, a court house and a workhouse were
still urgently required, the cost was such that Macquarie had postponed any work on these projects until he received Bathurst's instructions. Therefore, although he had expanded the size of the public
works programme, Macquarie was acting in response to seasonal conditions and economic difficulties. He was not spending money merely
to satisfy his taste for ornamentation; he was creating employment
for the convicts and at the same time improving roads and buildings
in New South Wales, to provide the necessary basis for economic
development.
Bathurst had already expressed doubts about the necessity of much
of the commissariat expenditure during the early years of Macquarie's
administration, and as early as 1798 a Select Committee of the House
of Commons had been worried by the cost of New South Wales to
the British Treasury. In 1814 Patrick Colquhoun referred to the 'almost
incredible expense' of the colony. He added that this burden 'has
been increasing within the last five years in a ratio that is truly
alarming; since upon the average it is nearly equal to the full support
of the whole population of the colony, where there ought at this
period to be a considerable proportion of surplus labour, applicable
at least to the civil and military expences of the settlement.' 1 0 6
Colquhoun concluded by claiming that the population of the colony
Bathurst to Macquarie, 3 February 1814, H.R.A., VIII, 132.
M5 Macquarie to Bathurst, 28 April 1814, H.R.A., VIII, 152-3.
i° 6 P. Colquhoun, Treatise on the Wealth, Power and Resources of the British
Empire, 2nd. ed., London, 1815, pp. 419-20.
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was lost to the British nation, and suggested that the settlement should
be disbanded and moved to the Cape of Good Hope or to North
America.
The Colonial Office was not as pessimistic as Colquhoun, but a
nation faced with organizing the opposition to Napoleon could hardly
be expected to be pleased at an annual expenditure of £180,000 each
year. Macquarie, however, persisted in his earlier claims that the expenses he had sanctioned were compelled by 'imperious Necessity',
and could not be compared with those of his predecessors, unless
'great and liberal Allowances' were made for the different situation
of the colony. Money had been saved by a reduction in the price of
meat received into the stores; it was hoped to lower wheat prices
from 10s. to 8s. in the near future; and at Van Diemen's Land money
had been saved by preventing the 'great Impositions . . . practised
previously to My Assuming the Command of the territory'. New orders
from the Commander in Chief limiting the number of dependents of
the 73rd Regiment who could be victualled from the government
magazines would lower expenditure and 'I shall also be enabled in
the Course of a few Months more to Strike off the Victualling Books
a Number of Male Convicts assigned as Government Servants to New
Settlers for Eighteen Months, which will Expire in March next. Thus
every practicable Retrenchment shall be made in the Expenditure
of the Public Money, that is possible, without Impeding or Obstructing the Public Service, or retrenching on the Usual Indulgences
hitherto granted to Settlers and other Individuals.' 107 Moreover,
Macquarie proposed that money could be saved by the abolition of
certain indulgences which were allowed to the civil and military
officers, although he was later to allow the civil officers to retain one
assigned servant victualled by the Crown as part of their remuneration because 'the Salaries at present attached to the situations . . .
are in themselves a totally inadequate compensation for the Duties
required of the Persons holding them'. 1 0 8 However, there was no
justification for the indulgences granted to the military officers, an
observation with which Bathurst was in full agreement. Nor could
the supply of free fuel be continued; it employed labour and cattle
'that might otherwise Be Much More Usefully employed by Assigning them to Settlers; and thus relieving the Government of Very heavy
Expence in feeding these Men and Cattle.' 1 0 9 The Governor announced that the colonial revenue would be used to defray expenditure, although he emphasised that if it was not used to pay the salaries
of officials not included in the parliamentary estimate, 'the public
Business of the Colony will be totally at a Stand and Neglected, in
Case these additional Subordinate Officers and Offices are not
Allowed. The Number of Officers, borne on the Parliamentary Estimate, Might have been quite adequate to the Discharge of the Various
107 Macquarie to Liverpool, 17 November 1812, H.R.A., VII, 601.
108 CSIL, 1814. 1 October 1814, pp. 307-10.
109 Macquarie to Liverpool, 17 November 1812, H.R.A., VII, 601-2.
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Public Duties at the first Establishment and during the Infancy of
the Colony; but the public Duties have been very greatly Increased
since, in proportion to the Increase of the Trade and Population of
the Colony.'no
While Bathurst was prepared to accept Macquarie's recommendations concerning civil and military officers, he was much more suspicious about the necessity of the government public works programme. Although the Governor financed part of this work by the use
of the duties levied on colonial produce and goods obtained in the
South Seas trade, the British government still claimed that it bore
the expense, though indirectly, of roads, bridges and public buildings.
But Macquarie justified the outlay of funds by pointing out that all
projects were 'essentially necessary for the Welfare and Prosperity
of the Country at large and the Comfort of the Inhabitants in particular who are not yet sufficiently opulent to Afford to be taxed for
making such Extensive Improvements without the fostering Aid of
Government'.iii In about two years the Governor hoped to complete
the bulk of the public works and diminish other costs, particularly
those incurred in the purchase of slop clothing, bedding, ammunition
and ordnance stores; he also assured the Colonial Secretary that 'my
utmost Exertions shall be Constantly directed to Economy and in
making every possible Saving and Retrenchment in the Public Expenditure'.
TABLE 6
COMMISSARIAT
AND COLONIAL EXPENDITURE
1812-1816
YEAR
COMMISSARIAT EXPEND. COLONIAL EXPEND.
TOTAL
(£)
(£)
(£)
1812
82,686
10,200
92,886
1813
56,443
8,600
65,043
1814
104,887
14,600
119,487
1815
98,592
18,400
116,992
181 6
120,626
11,700
132,326
TOTALS
£463,234
£63,500
£526,734
There is no doubt that Macquarie was serious in his desire for
economy. Commissariat expenditure fell by 36% between 1812 and
1813, and although there was a rise in disbursements from the police
fund during the same period, the saving to the Treasury was considerable. However, the onset of drought and depression in the period
1812-15 and the resultant effect on prices and the labour market
meant that the decline in expenditure was arrested. The commissariat
was forced to increase its prices; there was a rise in the number of
rations issued by the Crown; the importation of grain from India was
expensive; and some settlers were forced to return their assigned
servants to the government. Macquarie had been confident in 1813,
but in January 1814 he was less sure. 'The Expences of the Colony
ibid., p. 602.
Macquarie to Liverpool, 17 November 1812, H.R.A., VII, 604.
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are greatly reduced', he told Bathurst, 'and Unless a Season of Scarcity, such is unfortunately now to be dreaded should occur, the
Expences will Continue to diminish very Considerably. 1 1 2 However,
conditions deteriorated in 1814 and the results are shown in Table 7.
TABLE 7
THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN
PUBLIC EXPENDITURE
AND
SEASONAL CONDITIONS
1811-1815
COMMISSARIAT
YEAR
COLONIAL
SEASONAL CONDITIONS
EXPENDITURE EXPENDITURE
(£000)
(£000)
1811
4.6
Slight Floods — Drought
94.6
Caterpillars
1812
10.2
82.7
Drought
1813
56.4
8.6
Drought
1814
14.6
104.9
18.4
Drought
1815
98.6
TOTALS

£417.2

£56.4

The table shows a definite relationship between the economic crisis
and the public expenditure, especially in the critical years 1813-14,
and this situation was fully apparent to Macquarie in April 1814. In
this month he explained to Bathurst that expenses for the period 25
June 1813-24 February 1814 had exceeded all expectations, 'but I
trust the Necessity which imposed the painful task of sanctioning so
Weighty an Expenditure will appear Satisfactory to Your Lordship,
and fully sufficient to warrant my Acquiescence in it. The rapid increase in the price of Wheat and other Grain in proportion, owing
to the Circumstances I have just Stated, has occasioned one very
Considerable Item in these accounts.' 1 1 3 Furthermore, the expenses
on behalf of Van Diemen's Land and Norfolk Island had been 'in
themselves very Considerable'; the evacuation of the latter settlement
had involved the government in heavy payments of compensation;
and the arrival of the 46th Regiment meant that both it and the 73rd
had to be maintained by the Crown. A few months after this communication Macquarie was even more concerned. Expenditure had
been 'very Weighty to the Mother Country', but because of the
circumstances
I trust I shall stand Acquitted of having Accumulated these Expences by
any Improvident Measures, or Neglect of the Strictest Principles of Economy
. . . . Notwithstanding the Retrenchments, which I am making in the
Expenditure of Stores and Provisions, and indeed in every other practical
Way, it is a Source of Much Regret to Me to add that the General Amount
of the Expences Cannot be reduced in any very Considerable Degree for
some Short time to Come. The Construction of Buildings and Hospitals for
the Military, and for some of the Civil Servants entitled to Government
Quarters, together with the other Buildings essentially Necessary for Government, Must for some time prevent the Reduction of the Drafts on the
Treasury from being Sensibly felt . . . - 1 1 4
us Macquarie to Bathurst, 19 January 1814, H.R.A., VIII, 118-24.
" 3 Macquarie to Bathurst, 28 April 1814, H.R.A., VIII, 145.
ii* Macquarie to Bathurst, 7 October 1814, H.R.A., VIII, 293 ff.
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It would, claimed Macquarie, be about 1816 before commissariat
expenditure could be reduced to £50,000 — it was £100,000 in 1814
— and this did not include plans for building the new church or
the court house at Sydney. As a consequence of the building programme, 'one principal Article in the Expence of the Colony is the
Clothing and Victualling of a very great Number of Convicts, who
are employed on the Government Works; one half of these Men I
trust I shall be enabled to discharge on the Completion of those
Works and thereby get rid of the Expence of Clothing and Victualling
them, Which will be a very Considerable Saving . . . . ' 1 1 5
V
It is interesting that between January and October 1814 Macquarie
had begun an expansion of the public works programme which
caused a considerable rise in disbursements from the police fund,
whereas a few months earlier he had been confidently expecting a
reduction in this aspect of government activity. Clearly he had been
forced to change his plans, and the important fact to remember is
that this period of 1814 marked the critical period of drought and
depression. Demand for labour had fallen and the alternative was
to employ the convicts on the government public works. The colonial
revenue removed the need of having to rely on the British Treasury
for grants, but the expansion of the work-force and the rise in the
price of provisions involved the commissariat in increased disbursements. Thus it is apparent that the major determinant in the rise of
public expenditure after 1813 was the economic crisis of the period,
which has been largely ignored by historians. The new construction
programme was closely related to the drought, which had disrupted
the labour market, and was not the result of Macquarie's desire to
ornament the town of Sydney. Economic crisis had forced the
Governor to alter his policies to meet the new circumstances, but in
England the cry for 'economy' was once more becoming audible in
the House of Commons: Macquarie's policies were soon to be under
heavy attack by an administration struggling with the dislocation of
English society after the Napoleonic Wars.
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