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Abstract
Douglas was born in London in 1828 and migrated to New South
Wales in 1851 where he represented both the Darling Downs and
Camden districts in the New South Wales parliament before
embarking on a lengthy parliamentary career in Queensland, one
that culminated in the premiership from 1877 to 1879. He was
subsequently appointed government resident for Thursday Island in
1885, a position he held until his death, nearly 20 years later, aged
76, in 1904. During this period he also served as special
commissioner for the protectorate of British New Guinea,
administering the territory prior to it being formally proclaimed a
crown colony.
Douglas’s involvement in Queensland public life was significant and
encompassed the entire period from the colony’s formation in 1859 to
the federation of the Australian colonies in 1901. In this respect, his
career allows, through a study of his long, eventful and varied life, for
this thesis to examine aspects of the development and progression of
Queensland’s political system as a nascent yet robust, representative
democracy, through most of the second half of the nineteenth
century until the colony’s incorporation in the newly formed
Commonwealth of Australia.
This thesis argues that John Douglas was an uncompromising
Liberal in an age of Liberalism, a principled politician in an era of
pragmatic factionalism and shifting political allegiances. Perhaps
because of this he was more popular with his electorate than with his
parliamentary colleagues.

3
Douglas’s contribution to Queensland life was in large measure
shaped by his character and the formative influences on it. This
included his aristocratic upbringing, his public school and university
education, his abiding religious faith, a profound sense of fair play,
and a desire to participate fully and selflessly in the life of the
community he lived in, despite the vicissitudes of his personal life.
As this thesis further demonstrates, an examination of Douglas’s life
affords us an insight into an energetic, accomplished, erudite, and
compassionate man. Yet while his intellectual curiosity, thirst for
knowledge and wide-ranging interests marked him as a Renaissance
man, he also had many failings, most noticeably that of extreme
obstinacy. Therefore, this thesis will analyse Douglas’s convictions
and beliefs while examining the strengths and flaws inherent in his
character. It is because Douglas lived a life characterised by
complexity and contradiction, leavened by a mixture of
accomplishment and failure, that his life, and the times he lived in,
are worthy of examination.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Undertaking any biography presents its own set of challenges.
Nevertheless, a biography well done can be as challenging,
interesting, and ultimately as satisfying as any other historical thesis.
Biography has been described by Donald Bond, when emeritus
professor of English at the University of Chicago, as:
a narrative which seeks consciously and artistically to
record the actions and recreate the personality of an
individual life. Unlike history it deals with the individual;
unlike fiction it records a life that actually has been lived.
At the same time the biographer shares with the historian
a concern for truth and he shares with the novelist the
ambition to create a work of art. Thus the great
biographies of the world are those which have presented
their subjects as they were but which have gone beyond
the mere collection of facts to the creation of a living
portrait. 1

Although Bond describes history and biography as being distinct
disciplines, with the former focusing on events and issues and the
latter concerned with the individual, the two are inseparable. And this
is never more so than when undertaking biographies of influential
men who lived in pioneering times and when the right man in the
right place could shape society in ways simply not possible in later
generations.

1

Bond, Donald. “Biography.” Encyclopaedia Britannica. 14th ed. Chicago, 1969, vol 3, p.

636
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Harry Perry, a journalist and the compiler of the memoirs of Sir
Robert Philp, a former Queensland premier, understood this well,
reminding us 70 years ago, that:
The story of Queensland, its progress and development,
is built up from the records of men in action. It is a
history shorn of the glamour and the agony of war, but it
is none the less glorious because of that. The genius of
our pioneers has been constructive, not destructive.
They have taken the raw material of nature, and from it
they have built a nation. 2

Perry’s assertion, although couched in language that may be too
“triumphalist” for refined twenty-first century tastes, accurately
depicts the way most Queensland colonial politicians perceived their
duty and lived their lives. Pioneers in an unexplored land that was
theirs for the taking, they took it all, regardless of the costs to the
environment and the indigenous inhabitants. Frequently the colony’s
premiers led the charge to fashion a new society modeled on the ‘old
country’ despite it being on the other side of the world in conditions
as different from those in England as one could expect to find.
Democracy in the form of representative government was taken very
seriously in the Australian colonies, as were colonial premiers. They
were responsible for nursing economic growth and development in
these vast but sparsely populated lands, which was theirs to fashion
unconstrained by an inhabited past or local tradition, and whose

2

Harry C. Perry. Memoirs of the Hon. Sir Robert Philp K.C.M.G., 1851-1922. Brisbane,

Watson, Ferguson and Co. Ltd., 1923, p. x
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bright future stretched as far as the endless sunlit horizon.
It is all the more surprising therefore, that, to the best of my
knowledge, only one biography, either published or unpublished as a
PhD thesis, has been written on any of the 15 men of Queensland
who held the post of premier (or colonial secretary) during the
colonial era, although six of them have been the subject of honours
theses at the University of Queensland. 3 The reasons why these
men have not gained much scholarly attention are many and varied
and include the fact that most of them, while they may have loomed
large in the Queensland political arena, did not command much
attention outside their own colony. However, others, who were
noteworthy players in nineteenth-century Australasia, including Sir
Thomas McIlwraith, have not been the subject of biographies either.
The one exception is Sir Samuel Griffith, a significant figure in
Australian federation history, whose published biography in 1984 was
written by the late historian, Roger Joyce. 4
This paucity of published biographical material on or about
Queensland colonial premiers raises pertinent questions for anyone
wishing to redress this situation. Is the lack of published biographies

3

The six were McIlwraith, Palmer, Douglas, Griffith, Byrnes and Macalister. Further

information on these theses may be found in the bibliography. Queensland colonial premiers
who have not yet been the subject of a thesis include Herbert, Mackenzie, Lilley, Thorn,
Morehead, Nelson, Philp, Dawson and Dickson. While there have been a smattering of
other publications about Queensland premiers and their governments, including Robert
Philp’s memoirs, Dawson’s pioneering but all-too-brief Labor administration and the
“sketches and impressions” of Thomas Byrnes, none were full-length biographies.
4

Roger Joyce. Samuel Walker Griffith. Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 1984

15
on this topic a sad indication of Queensland’s relative unimportance
in colonial Australian history, or is it that this particular aspect of
colonial history has been woefully neglected by historians?
Whatever the reasons, given that Queensland colonial premiers have
been largely ignored for well over a century, a strong case can be
made for resurrecting them as a fruitful source of biographical
material. The 15 Queensland colonial premiers in office from 18591901 equates to less than three years for each incumbent. However,
despite their average short tenure, Queensland politics was relatively
stable during this period, demonstrating that longevity in office is no
guarantee of outstanding ability or superior political contribution. 5
Few Australian historians today would recognise the name John
Douglas, and even fewer would be aware of his achievements or
even able to suggest what his contribution to colonial Australia was. 6
The relentless tide of events has largely washed away his memory
and achievements, with only a few fleeting references in mainstream
Australian historiography giving a glimpse of the extraordinary life he
led. However, this was not the case in Australia some hundred or so
years ago, when he was widely known and admired as a man of
integrity, one who, during his long and varied life, had contributed
much to the development of the colony of Queensland. One of the
5

D. J. Murphy and R. B. Joyce, eds. Queensland Political Portraits. Brisbane, University of

Queensland Press, 1978, p. 2
6

Douglas is not alone in this, for “remarkably few of the politicians whose careers were

transacted wholly within the colonial period have remained vivid.” (D. B. Waterson.
“Thomas McIlwraith: A Colonial Entrepreneur.” In, D. J. Murphy and R. B. Joyce, eds.
Queensland Political Portraits. Brisbane, University of Queensland Press, 1978, p. 119)
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aims of this thesis is to rescue the man and his achievements from
the obscurity of an historical backwater and to demonstrate, through
a detailed examination of his life, that he was one of the driving
forces in the development of Queensland during the nineteenth
century.
A thorough examination of any Queensland premier is useful for a
number of reasons. It might be used to examine how and why the
colony developed on different lines from that of the other colonies in
Australasia. Queensland covered an enormous geographical area,
one that was sparsely populated, resulting in a greater reliance on
primary production. The location of its capital city in the far south
eastern corner of the colony resulted in Queensland’s population
being more evenly spread throughout Queensland than was the case
with other Australian colonies, with several ports competing for trade
and the attendant political and commercial influence. Perhaps this
led to its political leaders requiring different skills and abilities to meet
the different economic and geographical challenges facing their
colony. 7
Certainly, the model of a politician representing mainly local interests
remained strong for many years, diminishing only as the population
grew and political parties began to form. 8 This emphasis on
politicians representing local interests meant that their individual
abilities coupled with their styles of campaigning and representing
7

Murphy and Joyce, (1978), pp. 1-2
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their disparate electorates were important factors in Queensland
colonial politics. 9 It is also worth remembering that the premier of
any colony is worthy of examination, for this is an achievement of
only a select few, whatever may have been their triumphs of failures
when holding such high office. Moreover, Douglas’s contribution
included the role he later played in the early years of colonial
administration in British New Guinea and Torres Strait.
This biography attempts to analyse, demonstrate and illuminate the
contribution he made to the development of colonial Queensland. As
Douglas was a complex individual with varied interests and opinions,
and many achievements and disappointments, this thesis will also
analyse his convictions and beliefs and examine the strengths and
flaws inherent in his character. While it is not always easy to strike
the right balance between detail and analysis when undertaking a
biography, I have attempted to find that balance - recording
Douglas’s life in some detail while analysing his life and
demonstrating its significance against the background of his times.
For the sake of clarity and simplicity, the thesis analyses and
documents Douglas’s life in chronological sequence. This approach
has on occasion presented its own difficulties. Many details of
Douglas’s life have not survived, particularly those pertaining to his
early years. All too often, other facts, while available, have survived
devoid of their context. In other cases, there is a surfeit of
8

Ibid., p. 3
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information. The challenge with the former has been to contextualise
the facts and meaningfully analyse them, while with the latter it has
been to sift through the wealth of material and extract that which is
significant. I have attempted, wherever possible, to ensure that any
speculation or supposition is based on existing facts. For as Bond
has observed, “if the biographer tampers with the facts, if he omits
the unpleasant, if he colours or distorts in either direction, he
completely fails.” 10
I have also attempted to write this biography of Douglas in the spirit
with which Boswell approached his classic study of Dr. Johnson in
the late eighteenth century:
And he will be seen as he really was; for I profess to
write, not his panegyric, which must be all praise, but his
life … in every picture there should be shade as well as
light. 11

John Douglas (1828-1904) came to Australia from England in 1851,
settling on the Darling Downs in 1854. His involvement in public life
encompassed the entire period from Queensland’s separation from
New South Wales in 1859 to the federation of the Australian colonies
in 1901. In this respect, his career allows us, through a study of his
long, eventful, and varied life, to follow the fortunes of the colony
from its beginnings as a humble, sparsely populated settlement, to a

9

Ibid., p. 4

10

Bond, p. 640

11

Ibid. Interestingly enough, Boswell's grandfather, Colonel John Erskine, deputy-governor

of Stirling Castle, was John Douglas’s great-grandfather.
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state that, thanks to its bountiful natural resources, had greater
promise than any other did in the newly formed Commonwealth of
Australia. Charting the course of Douglas’s life allows us to follow
the development of colonial Queensland throughout its four decades
as a self-governing colony, because an examination of his life is
inevitably an examination of colonial Queensland in microcosm.
Charles Bernays, a noted chronicler of Queensland colonial politics,
recognised Douglas as a man “who had done more than the average
share in political foundation laying.” 12 Moreover, Douglas’s varied
public life, with its attendant impact on Queensland politics and
society, occurred in an era when a dedicated man in the right place
at the right time could have a profound influence and leave a lasting
impression on the fabric of his society.
Despite being the premier of Queensland from 1877 to 1879,
Douglas’s greatest achievements in public life lay elsewhere, for
although a career politician, he lacked the necessary qualities to
succeed in that arena at the highest level. He was not, as one of Sir
Henry Parkes’s more recent biographers wrote of his subject: “a
humbug, a hypocrite and, when... considered necessary, a blatant
liar.” 13 Douglas never abused the power bestowed by official office
or provided undue patronage to his supporters and constituents.

12

Charles Bernays. Queensland Politics during Sixty (1859-1919) Years. Brisbane,

Government Printer, 1920, p. 41
13

Robert Travers. The Grand Old Man of Australian Politics: The Life and Times of Sir

Henry Parkes. Sydney, Kangaroo Press, 1992, p. 7
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As this thesis will clearly demonstrate, Douglas was an honest and
incorruptible politician, accurately depicted by the Queenslander
newspaper as having a “well-known character for political honesty.” 14
It will depict a man who, by his actions, consistently put his colony
ahead of himself, and who passionately believed that service and
duty to Queen and country came before self-aggrandisement and
recognition. 15 Whatever benefit and pleasure Douglas obtained from
his parliamentary service, financial aggrandisement was not among
them, for most of his life in public service was undertaken at a time
when politicians were not paid. 16
As Spencer Browne, who worked with Douglas on the Brisbane
Courier newspaper in Brisbane in the early 1880s, sagely observed:
He was not a born political leader because he always
fought in the open, and his blows were never below the
belt. He was not personally aggressive [and] did not
possess the aggressiveness that pursues and belittles. 17

The Brisbane-based Catholic newspaper, the Australian, claimed that
Douglas had been re-elected to the seat of Maryborough in 1879
because of his “own personal merits, combining as he does, honesty

14

“Electioneering on the Downs.” Queenslander, 15 June 1867, p. 7. As Douglas himself

once remarked, “Personal veracity counts for something in politics.” (Brisbane Courier, 11
November 1878, p. 2)
15

Douglas remarked in 1892 when resident on Thursday Island, that he considered a life of

sacrifice to be a happy one. (Arthur Ward. The Miracle of Mapoon or from Native Camp to
Christian Village. London, S.W. Partridge & Co., 1908, p. 93)
16

Payment for politicians who were not ministers of the crown only came into effect in

Queensland in 1889. (Bernays, p. 295)
17

Spencer Browne. “Death of the Hon. John Douglas.” Brisbane Courier, 25 July 1904, p. 3
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and candour with a genial suavity of manner.” 18
Unlike many of his peers, he did not regard politics as an opportunity
to press narrow self-interest. To Douglas, a seat in parliament was
not an opportunity to gain privileges or bask in the recognition that
power and influence bestowed. Rather, Douglas brought to
parliament a “strict integrity of purpose” to serve his fellow colonists
to the best of his ability. 19 As early Queensland historian Isobel
Hannah observed, Douglas served his country and not himself:
John Douglas, whose name is ‘written large’ in the history
of our state, served his country with a patriotic zeal which
politicians to-day might well emulate. 20

Douglas was a visionary acutely aware of Queensland’s place in
Australasia, and the importance of developing the colony for the
benefit of all its population, not just the local and sectional interests
he represented. He once remarked that he saw Queenslanders as
engaged in:
building up a state, established on principles which would
be handed down to futurity, and would be the foundation
of future greatness or future ignominy. 21

This vision could be difficult to implement, for, as Douglas observed
concerning the problems encountered in convincing the population of
18
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the necessity for railways to open up the wealth of the interior:
Colonists are the very last set of people to get fired by
the brilliant prospects of the future apart from the
exigencies of the present. 22

Douglas was a passionate and long-term supporter of Australian
federation, and campaigned strongly for it to be initiated and
completed. As early as 1859, he made his first declaration for
federation 23 and, towards the end of his life, when he finally had an
opportunity to vote for it, actively supported it. As he informed
Thursday Island residents in an address on behalf of the Queensland
Federation League in 1899:
I, for my part, am going to vote “Yes” with all my might....
If I had a thousand votes for Referendum Day they
should all be cast in the same way. 24

For Douglas, involvement in politics was a duty, a means whereby he
could serve his country and his fellow man and a responsibility not to
be shirked. 25 He brought to the political arena a sharp intellect,
enormous energy, and an unwavering commitment to all aspects of
the parliamentary process. He involved himself in most debates
using speeches that were invariably well-researched, relevant, and
concerned above all with the assumptions and principles underlying
22
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the issue at hand. 26
Douglas took his political duties very seriously, considering
parliament and its associated proceedings sacrosanct. 27 He once
rebuked a current Queensland premier who had, sotto voce,
interrupted one of his speeches. To Douglas this interjection was
undesirable, unpleasant, indecorous and not conducive to “that
harmony” that should characterise parliamentary proceedings. 28
The fall of his government and his replacement as leader in January
1879 directly led to his retirement from politics, but by then “he had
done the state good service.” 29 As Browne also remarked in
connection with Douglas’s political career, “It always seems to me a
great tribute to a political leader in a young country that his friends
should be able to say: ‘he died a poor man!’” 30
Douglas tirelessly served Queensland in a variety of public positions
for most of his adult life. These included the highest elected position
in the colony, that of premier. Other notable appointments were as
special commissioner for British New Guinea in its formative years
26
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under British annexation and as government resident on Thursday
Island for almost two decades, overseeing the development of the
pearling fisheries.
Douglas is also worthy of study for his role in curbing Chinese
migration to Queensland. It was Douglas, more than any other single
Queenslander, who was instrumental in restricting their presence in
the colony, believing that:
the creation of a large, intelligent, docile, but servile class
would … seriously affect and change the conditions upon
which our political system is founded. 31

He harboured similar fears towards the Japanese in Torres Strait,
who he considered to be:
Tireless, industrious, inventive ... They have more
adaptability than their white rivals, and at least as much
ability. 32

Nevertheless, Douglas, despite energetically protesting to his
superiors on the dangers posed by the Japanese, was only
moderately successful in halting Japanese migration to northern
Queensland. Ultimately, he accepted their limited presence in the
Torres Strait pearlshell fisheries. 33
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A study of Douglas throws additional light on the complexities
surrounding the development and application of the White Australia
Policy in colonial Queensland from a liberal perspective for he, along
with most Australians of his era, was a proponent of this article of
faith: “I am really what is called a ‘White Australian’- and I have
endeavoured to give effect as far as possible to maintaining our white
institutions.” Douglas subscribed to this viewpoint because he
wanted Australia “to remain what we are - a thoroughly British
community.” 34
Douglas saw his support for this policy as a way of ensuring that
Queensland would continue to reflect the British values, culture and
respect for the rule of law that so influenced its formative
development, 35 and would never have thought that this attitude could
possibly be construed as racist. Nor was his stance necessarily
racism. He saw Queensland and Australia as British in character
and wanted to keep them that way, knowing that non-European
immigration would be regarded with “dread and would be strenuously
resisted” by most Queenslanders. 36 These views were held by a
majority of the Australian population at the time, a manifestation of
British and Australian “race patriotism” and a desire to preserve a

34

Ibid. See also John Douglas. “Asia and Australasia.” The Nineteenth Century and After,

July 1902, p. 51
35

“Thursday Island. Interview with the British Resident.” The British Australasian, 12 June

1902, p. 1006
36

Ibid., p. 1005

26
“British-Australian nationality.” 37
Douglas’s role in the development of the British protectorate of New
Guinea is also worthy of study. 38 Appointed its second special
commissioner at the end of 1885, the three years he spent in this
position were formative ones for the new protectorate. However, his
important role in guiding the infant protectorate through this turbulent
period has never been adequately examined. This included the
development of Port Moresby, the encouragement of cordial
relationships with the local inhabitants, the resolving of jurisdictional
disputes by competing missionary organisations, and the prudent
protection of its natural resources.
Moreover, a history of race relations in Queensland would be
incomplete without a detailed examination of Douglas’s role in Torres
Strait. His 19 years as government resident there, that is, from 1885
until his death in 1904, were of seminal importance in the history of
the region and the impact of western influences on its indigenous
inhabitants. Douglas established a system of government in the
region and protected Torres Strait Islanders from the worst excesses
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of the pearling and bêche-de-mer industries. Under his paternal,
though benevolent rule, the islanders were accorded higher status
within Queensland than Aborigines and spared many of the latter’s
deprivations and sufferings. Again, the pivotal role played by
Douglas in the Torres Strait during this period has evaded detailed
analysis.
Douglas’s attitudes towards Pacific Islanders and the colony’s
indigenous inhabitants is also worthy of study, providing a liberal
perspective on this vexed question at odds with those who consider
Europeans as invaders and destroyers of indigenous culture and
society. Douglas’s social conscience, religious convictions, and
liberal philosophy led him in the late 1870s to legislate to ameliorate
the harsh conditions under which Pacific Islanders were indentured
and employed in Queensland. His attitudes to Pacific Islanders,
Torres Strait Islanders and Aborigines in Queensland were
enlightened for his time, and stemmed from his deep religious
convictions, unshakeable liberalism, and profound sense of fair
play. 39 A Christian in more than just name, he was considered by
Gilbert White, the Bishop of Carpentaria resident on Thursday Island
from 1900, to be a “devout communicant,” 40 and it was these
religious beliefs that informed Douglas’s compassionate attitudes
towards the colonies’ indigenous inhabitants.
39
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A staunch Anglican, Douglas nevertheless readily assisted the
Presbyterian Church in setting up the Mapoon Mission for Aborigines
in 1891 on the west coast of Cape York Peninsula, selecting the site
and providing the missionaries with a police guard. 41 The support he
provided for this endeavour led to him being labelled “a man of rare
humanity” by John Harrison when researching this topic in 1974. 42
Although sympathetic towards Aborigines, Douglas still “inherited the
colonising fervour and Christian paternalism of the British upper
class.” 43 As early as 1865, he believed that the only way to improve
the lot of Aborigines in Queensland was by withdrawing the “native
children, or half-castes, from the contaminating influences which
surrounded them, and endeavour to Christianise them.” 44 In holding
these beliefs, Douglas supported the accepted enlightened social
policy of his era, as expressed by Albert Calvert, a London-based
gold-mining engineer with interests in Western Australia:
Christianity demands that we should do all in our power
for the amelioration of these people, whose lands we
have taken … responsibility is forced upon us by our own
acts: let us not seek to evade it but … manfully do our
duty by our dark-skinned fellow-subjects. 45
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Douglas believed that if Aborigines were to become economically
productive members of society then they had to be equipped with the
belief systems and skills appropriate for the changed society they
were now inhabited. Western civilisation had come to Australia and
he wanted Aborigines to have access to its benefits.
These attitudes and beliefs demonstrate that Douglas shared with
most good Englishmen of his time a belief in the pre-eminence of the
European race over indigenous peoples, a belief buttressed by social
Darwinism and a simple acceptance of the British at the apex of
civilisation. However, we should be wary of uncritically condemning
these beliefs by the standards of our own era; it is simplistic to
analyse past events by comparing them to those of the presentday. 46 Neither should we place today’s emphases on yesterday’s
events. 47 Rather, we should endeavour to explain the past to people
living in the present. 48 Moreover, Douglas, even judged by the
standards of his era, was considered “always a friend of the
Blacks,” 49 and under his government, some of the earliest reserves in
Queensland were proclaimed to protect Aboriginals from the worst
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excesses of colonisation. 50
A study of Douglas is inevitably a study of colonial Queensland
society and its class structure, status and connections, because he
lived in an era where who you knew was paramount. He maintained
an imposing list of friends and contacts. His aristocratic pedigree
meant that he was known and welcome in refined circles the length
and breadth of Australia. As a Douglas, he was related to many of
the scions of the Scottish upper classes residing in the dominions.
The small size of the Queensland population in the first decades after
separation inevitably allowed him to work or interact with almost all
the notable men in the colony, and their names were frequently
associated with one another throughout the course of Douglas’s life.
Moreover, it was his tenure in the remote Torres Strait that helped
extend these contacts. His time in New Guinea involved regular
travel to various colonial capitals to secure funds for this new imperial
responsibility. In Torres Strait, his position as government resident
50
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saw him constantly welcoming and entertaining those who travelled
to the ‘Mother Country,’ because Thursday Island was a port of call
for those colonists travelling to Great Britain via the Suez Canal. 51
These contacts, and in many cases friendships, included governors,
premiers, explorers, judges, members of the British aristocracy,
politicians and the first and second prime ministers of Australia,
Edmund Barton and Alfred Deakin. As Douglas himself noted, he
had enjoyed a “life of active sympathy and of intercourse with many
of the leading men in Australia, whether as explorers of new country
or as explorers in the tangled paths of experimental politics.” 52
A study of Douglas is also a study of the practical application of
religion to daily life, so necessary for a better understanding of
colonial society. For many colonists, their Christian faith was central
to how they lived their lives, and Douglas attempted to live his by the
General Thanksgiving, “nothing more, nothing less.” 53 Bishop Gilbert
White observed that Douglas was a man “whose deep interest [is] in
all that has tended to the glory of God.” 54
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Notwithstanding Douglas’s achievements, contacts, and service to
his adopted colony, little information on him is readily available in the
public domain. This is surprising considering that he was a
seasoned politician, one who had a considered opinion on most
public issues and gave lengthy expression to them at every
opportunity. Although he is frequently mentioned in secondary
historical sources, it is usually in a somewhat cursory manner. When
his name is mentioned, he is depicted as an unsuccessful squatter,
hopeless when it came to business and amassing wealth, but a good
man and an ineffectual politician who was honest and scrupulous but
not tough enough to profit from the inevitable political intrigues. In
discussions of Douglas during his years in Torres Strait, he is
generally lauded for bringing stability to the region and for
successfully balancing the competing interests of its inhabitants.
There are simply no published works where Douglas is the central
figure. References to him and his achievements are mainly of a
expression in practical service to the church, with the Rev. J. R. Moffat in 1869 considering
Douglas to be “the best churchman they had in the colony.” (“Lecture by the Hon. J.
Douglas.” Brisbane Courier, 28 September 1869, p. 3.) In New South Wales and
Queensland Douglas was involved with the Anglican Church in various capacities including
serving on the building committee formed in 1854 to build the first Anglican Church in
Warwick, (Maurice French. Pubs, Ploughs & Peculiar People: Towns, Farms and Social
Life. Toowoomba, USQ Press, 1992, p. 191), and later as a warden and trustee of All
Saints’ Church, Brisbane. (D. L. Kissick. All Saint’s Church Brisbane 1862-1937. Brisbane,
The Church, 1937, pp. 26-27.) He was the first president of the Thursday Island Anglican
Quetta Memorial Cathedral building committee, (Carpentarian, 1 April 1902, p. 46) and in his
memory a chapel attached to the cathedral was erected with a stained glass window in the
chapel depicting him as St. John. On its wall is a brass plate stating, “To the glory of God
and in memory of Hon. John Douglas, C.M.G. Premier of Queensland 1877-1879,
Government Resident Thursday Island 1885-1904, who entered into rest July 23rd 1904.
Loved and honoured by all.” (Robert Douglas, p. 13; Carpentarian, 11 January 1905, p. 1)
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passing nature in which case he is mentioned in relation to specific
events or periods in Queensland history. He rarely rates a mention
for his own sake. While there is some information on Douglas in
encyclopaedias and biographical compilations, 55 due to their brevity,
these contain little not found elsewhere. There were also several
newspaper articles and obituaries on Douglas that provide useful
biographical information on him as well as information on specific
events in his life. 56
The major work on Douglas is an outstanding but unpublished
honours thesis written by Kevin Mason in 1969. 57 Nevertheless, over
30 years have passed since its completion, and a reassessment and
reappraisal, based on information and sources Mason was not able
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to access, is long overdue. 58 The 12-month-time limit and the wordconstraints under which Mason operated meant that he was unable
to do full justice to the details of Douglas’s life, and associated
service. For instance, Mason did not discuss Douglas’s involvement
in the 1883 Queensland elections, an involvement that triggered a
chain of events which 18 months later led him to become the
government resident on Thursday Island.
In his study of Douglas, Mason postulated the premise of the ‘flawed
man’ in history. To Mason, Douglas was someone who strived for
the pinnacle but never quite reached it, a good but tragic figure who,
at the end of his life must have ruefully reflected on what might have
been. Mason, while recognising Douglas as an able politician and
principled premier, believed that he had not fulfilled his potential,
being compelled to accept a career in public life at the margins of
society by being banished to New Guinea and the Torres Strait
because his wife was unpresentable. 59 Furthermore, because there
was no high school on Thursday Island, Douglas was deprived of
seeing his children grow up because they were sent to boarding
schools in Scotland and Sydney. Worst of all, according to Mason,
was that Douglas was forced to keep working until his death because
of ever present financial problems, the need to pay for the best
58
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education for his sons that money could buy, and to financially
support an estranged wife who had left him late in life.
To read Mason is to come away with an impression of Douglas as a
good but tragic figure, a noble man who gave his all for society yet
was never fully recompensed, one who promised so much and yet
left little to show for it. Mason himself posed the question: “Why
therefore was he unable to attain a prominence higher than that
which he did?” 60 Mason summed up Douglas as one “dedicated to
the society of his time, yet ironically from this society, he received
disappointment in political life and loneliness in his closing years.” 61
This Thesis will attempt to show that Mason’s thesis of Douglas, as
the flawed man in history, is inappropriate, and that if one could have
interviewed Douglas towards the end of his life he would by and large
have been seen to be satisfied and content with his achievements.
After all, he was a man who achieved the highest political office in
the land. He occupied a central role in the development of
Queensland as a colony and was the leading administrator in both
New Guinea and Torres Strait at a time when he was able to guide
and shape their destinies. By any yardstick, Douglas’s life and
achievements should be adjudged to have been successful; he was
not a failure.
Another substantial study of Douglas is an unpublished paper given
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by his granddaughter (Eve Douglas) to the Queensland Women’s
Historical Society at Newstead House, Brisbane on 9 November
1961. 62 However, this paper, while well-researched and drawing on
the granddaughter’s extensive collection of Douglas family
correspondence, is little more than hagiography. Another grandson,
Dr Robert Douglas, also wrote an unpublished paper on Douglas’s
life, presenting it in a lecture delivered to the Australian Town Criers
at Maryborough on 2 September 1993. 63 Although based on Eve
Douglas’s paper, it contained additional information and was written
in a less adulating style. The late Professor Roger Joyce wrote the
entry on Douglas in the Australian Dictionary of Biography, which
was published in 1972. 64 Joyce was Mason’s supervisor at the
University of Queensland and much of the material he used appears
to have been obtained from that thesis.
But what about the background? The published material on the
history of colonial Queensland in the 1860s and 1870s is surprisingly
sparse. Most works accord this particular period less space than
say, the creation of the colony in the late 1850s and the political and
historical events of the 1880s and 1890s. They are more likely to
deal well with specific aspects of Queensland history such as race
relations. 65 The exception is Charles Bernays’s publication,
62
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Queensland Politics during Sixty (1859-1919) Years, 66 which covers
this period in detail, and is an invaluable source of information on the
political history of the colony. Therefore, much of the present
information for Queensland during this period has necessarily come
from newspapers, (especially the Brisbane Courier), archival 67 and
parliamentary sources. 68
Fortunately, there are several good regional histories to supplement
the newspaper accounts in Douglas’s time on the Darling Downs.
Foremost amongst these are the publications by Maurice French 69
and Douglas Waterson, 70 while a sound overview of the district is
provided by Joseph McKey. 71
The only useful publication when researching the time spent by
Douglas in the Rockhampton district was that by J.T.S Bird published
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in 1904. 72 Therefore, most of the information on Douglas for this
period came from the pages of the Rockhampton Bulletin & Central
Queensland Advertiser.
Information on Douglas’s parliamentary career in Queensland is
readily available and was mostly obtained from the Brisbane Courier,
Bernays, official Queensland publications, 73 and, for the period of
Douglas’s premiership, from the Queensland State Archives and
Great Britain Colonial Office documents available in Australia through
the National Library of Australia Australian Joint Copying microfilm
project.
Other useful minor sources of information on Douglas and his times
included a 1997 PhD thesis on Queensland parliamentary history by
Justin Harding; 74 an article on some nineteenth century Queensland
parliamentarians by Isobel Hannah; 75 a monograph on Sir Samuel
Griffith by R. B. Joyce; 76 Clem Lack’s article on Queensland
representatives in London; 77 another article on the same topic by
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Wayne O’Donohue; 78 and two articles on nineteenth-century
Queensland politics and politicians by Alan Morrison. 79
Douglas’s time in British New Guinea is barely mentioned in
secondary sources. Information on this period comes from
microfilmed copies of original archival materials located in Port
Moresby and held in the National Archives of Australia,
correspondence with the Colonial Office and reports on the
protectorate written by him. 80
The history of Torres Strait in the late nineteenth century is well
documented, especially by Stephen Mullins, 81 Regina Ganter, 82
Jeremy Beckett, 83 John Singe, 84 and Alfred Cort Haddon. 85 Also
invaluable for the information and insights they contained are the
annual reports produced by Douglas in his capacity as government
resident of Thursday Island and included in the Queensland Votes
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and Proceedings. 86 Newspapers consulted for additional information
on this period included The Carpentarian, and the Torres Strait Pilot
and New Guinea Gazette.
Fortunately, a substantial amount of the Douglas’s family
correspondence has survived. These letters help illuminate the man
and his times. Over 200 Douglas family letters, a scrapbook and
other documents are held in the John Oxley Library in Brisbane,
while over 100 additional letters in the possession of his descendants
were generously made available to me. 87
While much material about or by Douglas does exist, it is fragmented
and scattered, with little of it published. Bringing it all together in this
thesis will allow the study of a significant Queensland identity in the
development of a frontier colony. It is to be hoped that this thesis on
Douglas will make an important contribution to both Australian and
Queensland historiography.
To understand Douglas’s contribution to Queensland, it is necessary
first to understand his character and the formative influences on
them. As alluded to previously, religion was central to this, for
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Douglas was a deeply religious man, one whose faith sustained him
through even the worst adversity. While it is true that he never
became a longstanding premier, a governor, received a knighthood,
had a presentable wife or accumulated wealth, these things, while
important, were not central to his life.
What was important to him was his intense and passionate desire to
live his life in accordance with his religious beliefs, to help those less
fortunate than himself in accordance with his liberal tenets, to provide
the best education for his sons, and to participate fully and selflessly
in the life of the community he lived in. By using these yardsticks
rather than the more conventional ones of political and financial
success, it is evident that Douglas did indeed live a full and
productive life. As his son Edward wrote to his fiancée after his
father had died:
I have seen virtues exemplified in him that I never hope
or expect to see equaled by any man. You may think
that I exaggerate but you would not wonder if you had
known as I have known that Christ like enduring patience
and pity that filled his whole soul and that unflinching
determination which fought and overcame difficulties
which would have taxed the most valiant heart. 88

This thesis will attempt to demonstrate that Douglas was not a ‘tragic
man’ of history, but rather one who, through his faith and liberal
convictions, rose above adversity and meaningfully contributed to
Queensland society.
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An examination of Douglas’s life affords us an insight into an
energetic, accomplished, erudite, and compassionate man. While
his intellectual curiosity, thirst for knowledge and wide-ranging
interests marked him as a Renaissance man, he also had many
failings, most noticeably that of extreme obstinacy. His life will be
shown to be one of complexity and contradiction, leavened by a
mixture of accomplishment and failure. Although a product of his
time and class, he evidenced traits at variance with them. Douglas
was a member of the British aristocracy, his uncle the Marquess of
Queensberry, considered “one of the finest cultured gentlemen of his
day,” 89 yet the nephew comfortably interacted with all strata and
classes of society. In the 1840s, he received a superior education,
attending Edinburgh Academy, Rugby School, and Durham
University. He understood the importance of education, especially in
the advancement of those less fortunate than himself, and he
attempted wherever possible to ensure that educational opportunities
were available to them.
His life reflected the complexity of his personality and the role he
carved out for himself in the Australian colonies. Although involved
with the Anglican Church all his life, his children were brought up as
Catholics. While a man of tireless energy and vigour who served his
country far beyond the call of duty, he was forced to continue working
long after most others in similar positions were able to retire. Despite
88
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being born into wealth, he went bankrupt and struggled financially for
most of his adult life. Moreover, as a ‘squatter’ and large-scale
landowner, he consistently opposed the rights and privileges afforded
them.
Raised as a ‘Victorian gentleman’ and an aristocrat, his beliefs,
centred as they were on liberalism, meant that his political home was
on the liberal side of politics. 90 As this thesis will demonstrate, this
was due in large part to his religious upbringing and sense of duty
and responsibility inculcated in him by his family and his schooling.
He was an experienced politician who gained the highest office in the
land yet lacked the ruthlessness needed to hold on to it, being
considered of “too yielding a nature to be entrusted with the duties of
public office.” 91
Douglas was a product of the best in Victorian society and ideals,
and his deep religious convictions, solid moral conscience and
unwavering ethical standards, marked him as a Christian in the true
nineteenth-century meaning of the term. Douglas, as Bishop White
observed:
was a man in whose heart dwelt truth and justice, religion
and charity. He was no mere name of a Christian, but a
devout and regular communicant, one who lived by what
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he believed, and whose belief was his life. 92

Nevertheless, like all complex figures Douglas had his flaws. He
could be tendentious, 93 and was widely known for his dogmatic
nature, extreme stubbornness, and fierce independence. However,
these were offset by his charisma, charm and personality. 94
Douglas lived his life according to Christian moral and religious
principles, 95 informed by the highest ideals of liberalism and a deep
commitment to service. These beliefs and values sustained him
92
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through both the highs and lows of a long and productive life, giving it
meaning throughout. Far from being a tragic figure, his inner
strength continually nourished his being while frequently inspiring
those who met him. In faithfully “serving his maker and no
masters,” 96 Douglas did his best to leave the world a better place.
This thesis analyses Douglas’s life - his achievements and failures through the forces and influences that motivated and shaped him.
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Chapter 2: Early Years, 1828-51
Douglas family history
John Douglas, descended from a prominent Scottish family, was
ordained to become a gentleman and an aristocrat, being born in an
era when pedigree and privilege determined one’s upbringing and
future. Born in London on 6 March 1828, 97 his father was Henry
Alexander Douglas (1781-1837) and his paternal grandfather was Sir
William Douglas (1731-83), 4th Baronet of Kelhead. 98
His maternal line was equally distinguished. However, this side of
the family had suffered financial misfortune after his greatgrandfather, Sir Robert Dalzell the 6th Earl of Carnwath and a loyal
Stuart, had his lands and title confiscated after rallying to the cause
of the Old Pretender in 1715 during the first Jacobite rising at
Lochmarben. 99 Douglas’s mother, Elizabeth Dalzell, was born on 20
October 1792, the daughter of Robert Dalzell (1755-1808.)
The Douglas clan has a long and distinguished history in Scotland,
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beginning with William De Douglas (1174-1213.) Douglas’s
immediate lineage descended from the Queensberry line and whose
title originated with William Douglas (died 1639), when he was
created Earl of Queensberry in 1633. His grandson William (163795) was created Lord Douglas of Kinmont and first Duke of
Queensberry on 3 February 1683. 100
Douglas’s great grandfather was Sir John Douglas (1708-78), 3rd
Baronet of Kelhead who was member of parliament for Dumfriesshire (1741-47.) 101 Military men were well represented in the
Douglas family tree including Lieutenant General Stewart Douglas,
General Sir James Dawes Douglas, Admiral Sir John Erskine
Douglas and Rear Admiral Stair Douglas. 102 However, John Douglas
was not military minded, often saying, “those who live by the sword
shall die by the sword.” 103 Douglas’s father was a merchant
associated with the British East India Company. 1810 he had seen
his eldest brother, Sir Charles, inherit the Marquisate of Queensberry
100
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to become the sixth Marquess. 104

Douglas’s family
John Douglas was thus a fully-fledged member of the British
aristocracy, with titled relatives and ancestors liberally represented
on both sides of the family. His eight brothers and two sisters also
lived industrious lives as members of the British elite, pursuing
careers in the military, commerce, politics and the Church. Several
of his brothers pursued these in the British colonies, as would John
Douglas. As the second youngest of eight brothers, Douglas
probably felt there were more opportunities for him there than at
home. It may also be that his father’s career, first as an employee of
the East India Company, and then as a merchant and principal of
Douglas, Anderson and Co., gave John and his siblings a sense of
adventure and an appreciation of the possibilities offered by a life
abroad. 105 Certainly, John Douglas moved around frequently, with
many of his places of residence being in remote locations far from
the luxuries of civilisation.
It is worthwhile to have an understanding of how Douglas’s siblings
made their way in the world, how several of them followed their
father’s footsteps overseas, entering the professions or the military,
and that by his 50th birthday, only two of them were still alive.
104
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John’s eldest brother, William Henry Douglas (1813-36) followed his
father into the British East India Company and died in Java aged only
23. Hugh Maxwell Douglas (1824-63) became a captain with the
Bombay Artillery in the Indian army. 106 Henry Alexander Douglas
(1821-75) gained a Doctorate in Divinity and was appointed Anglican
bishop of Bombay in 1869. 107 Robert Johnstone Douglas (1814-66)
married his cousin, Lady Jane Douglas, the daughter of the sixth
Marquess of Queensberry. Charles Douglas (1820-45) was a
lieutenant in the 2nd Madras European Regiment. 108 John Dalzell
Douglas died as a young child in 1819 aged only three and Edward
Octavius Douglas (1830-90) migrated with John Douglas to New
South Wales in 1851, but returned to Scotland in 1859. 109 Grace
Johnstone Douglas died as a young girl, 110 while Eliza Douglas
(1822-1903) married John Campbell Shairp, professor of poetry at
Oxford. 111 John Douglas was the seventh son, so his parents were
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relatively old when he was born; his father was 47 years of age and
his mother 36.

Douglas orphaned
In 1837, aged nine, John Douglas had his young and sheltered life
turned upside down when he became an orphan. His father died in
London on 16 March aged 56, as did his mother later on that year,
aged 45. 112 John, along with his younger brother, Edward Octavius,
was taken, in a mail coach, to Scotland and brought up by two of his
paternal aunts at Glenstuart House, Kinmount Estate, near Annan in
Dumfrieshire, Scotland. 113 The estate belonged to his father’s
brothers, the sixth and seventh Marquesses of Queensberry, who
lived close by at Kinmount House. Kinmount was a vast estate
comprising 30,000 acres of prime agricultural land. 114 At the end of
that year, the 6th Marquess of Queensberry, Sir Charles Douglas
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(1777-1837) died and was succeeded by his brother John Douglas
(1779-1856), who became the 7th Marquess of Queensberry. 115
This close association with the Queensberrys over the next six
years 116 enabled Douglas to grow up in an environment where he
experienced stability, security and a level of material comfort far
exceeding what his own parents were able to provide before their
deaths. 117 This upbringing provided a fertile field where his selfconfidence, coupled with a strong belief in his own abilities, were
nurtured and developed. Douglas’s concern for his fellow man,
which found ongoing expression in his concepts of duty and service
towards them, was facilitated by his aunts’ nurturing environment at
Kinmount Estate. It is perhaps not surprising that throughout his life
Douglas was active in supporting and assisting children who were
destitute, abandoned and orphaned. As an orphan himself, he
recognised his duty to help those who had suffered the same fate
and whose families were unable to provide the same support and
opportunities enjoyed by him.

Edinburgh Academy
Douglas attended the Edinburgh Academy, a school founded to
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stimulate classical learning in Edinburgh. 118 Here, taught by a Mr
Cummings, 119 Douglas received a classical education that, in the
sixth class, when aged 15, consisted of Greek, Latin, Ancient
Geography, English, Greek Testament, Arithmetic, Geometry,
Algebra and French. 120 This classical education broadened
Douglas’s horizons and enriched his adult life, for he frequently
impressed his critics with his worldly knowledge and grasp of
complex and often abstract issues.
In 1843, Douglas was awarded a school prize for “Best Reciter,” but
otherwise did not appear to have distinguished himself
academically. 121 These reciting skills were to stand him in good
stead throughout his public life; he was once described as a man
who “is rich in ideas, and eloquent to express them.” 122 Nonetheless,
his presentation could leave something to be desired, with a
contemporary deriding Douglas as possessing “rounded periods and
sonorous voice” giving “the impression that he was always
pronouncing the benediction.” 123
Towards the end of his life when reminiscing of his time at the
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Academy, Douglas recalled that he:
had a great liking for history, and consequently for one of
the teachers, a Mr. Cummings, who would at times read
history to the class. He was also induced by one of the
teachers to go out for walks and recite poetry on the way,
to shout out to the hills of Cumberland. 124

Douglas possessed a fascination for history and geography that he
retained throughout his life. As a parliamentarian, he frequently
inserted into debate relevant examples from the experiences of other
countries and cultures. He had a wide-ranging knowledge of
geography and exploration and took every opportunity to satisfy his
interest in this area through his own travels and research.

Rugby school
In August 1843, Douglas travelled by coach to attend Rugby School,
in Warwickshire. 125 Rugby, an established and distinguished public
school, was “an endowed place of education, of old standing, to
which the sons of gentlemen resort in considerable numbers.” 126
The public boarding school system had for centuries prepared boys
for the universities of Oxford and Cambridge but by the early
nineteenth century the system was in disarray, with misapplied
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endowments, inefficient organisation, loose and uneasy discipline,
indefensible customs, bullying, and an environment where boys,
rather than masters, set the tone of the school. 127 The system was in
urgent need of reform, so that its essential characteristics could be
retained and many of its abuses overcome. 128 Rugby was revitalised
and reformed under the headmastership of Thomas Arnold from
1828 to 1842, when he remade it into a school for ‘gentlemen.’ 129
The effect of Arnold’s educational reforms on Rugby and therefore on
the young Douglas’s life were profound, conferring lifelong benefits.
Arnold believed in using the study of classics as an introduction to
the study of living problems. He was a liberal by temperament, and
developed methods of teaching to stimulate interest and free
inquiry. 130 He achieved this by elevating a liberal education from a:
totally meaningless ritual for young aristocrats into the
subject-matter of competitive advancement ... for middleclass boys ... to act as bell-weathers guiding other boys
from the commercial middle class into a sanitised version
of the territorial aristocracy. 131
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tone of the school, and made its chapel a centre of school life. 132
Above all, as an Anglican priest with a doctorate in Divinity, Arnold
stressed the moral aspects of life. 133 His aim was to make his school
a “place of really Christian education.” What he wanted was “first,
religious and moral principle; secondly, gentlemanly conduct: thirdly,
intellectual ability.” 134 As Squire Brown remarked, when he sent his
son Tom Brown to Rugby School; “What is he sent to school for? ...
If he’ll only turn out a brave, helpful, truth-telling Englishman, and a
Christian, that’s all I want.” 135 As will be shown throughout this
thesis, this sentiment encapsulated the life John Douglas lived in
Australia. The English public school system also strove to inculcate
in its pupils the “ideal of responsible service,” 136 and Douglas’s adult
life certainly reflected this.

Durham University
Douglas should have proceeded to Oxford University after leaving
Rugby in 1846. 137 However, as the Oxford Movement, 138 which
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sought to bring about a return of the Church of England to the HighChurch ideals of the later seventeenth century, was active there, his
family sent him instead to an “uncontaminated” establishment,
Durham University. 139
Durham University was established in 1832 under the auspices of the
Bishop of Durham in the Anglican Church’s hope that if Oxford
should “fail in its maintenance of the faith, Durham would still bear
witness to the divine truth of the Catholic tradition.” 140 The following
year Durham became the first English university in the nineteenth
century to institute a specific course in theology, one designed to
improve the standard of theological attainment of ordination
candidates. 141
On 24 October 1846 Douglas was admitted to Durham University. 142
He enrolled in the degree of Bachelor of Arts and entered Hadfield
College, a residential college within the university. 143 Here he
studied Latin, Greek, Euclid, Theology, Divinity and Ancient History,
and played cricket. 144 In the mid nineteenth century a university
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education was something only the aristocracy and a few privileged
others could aspire to. As in all university degrees of the era,
theology and study of the classics were prominent. Religious studies
provided the young Douglas with an historical and theoretical
underpinning to his devoutly religious observance, while his classical
education instilled the thoughts and ideals of the eminent
philosophers and statesmen of the ancient world. These influences
were to reveal themselves throughout his life in his many published
speeches and writings. Likewise, Douglas’s mastery of Latin and
Greek facilitated the clarity and directness of his thoughts and
utterances, furthering his consummate command of the English
language.

Influence of social change
While Douglas’s schooling nurtured and developed his character and
values, the industrial revolution and resultant urbanisation marked
the first half of the nineteenth century as a period of profound social
change and development in England. Douglas was deeply
influenced and affected by changes resulting from the rise of the
middle class and the revolutionary climate created by the
dissatisfaction of the newly urbanised working class. While many of
the new professional class tried to emulate the aristocracy by striving
for status and upward mobility, others detested the ‘aristocratic ideal’
of social, religious and political domination based on rank,
prescription and tradition. As their numbers and influence grew, they
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successfully expressed their opposition through specific demands
such as the abolition of the Corn Laws. The aristocratic elite were
forced to recognise that the objectives of the middle classes could
not be ignored and so they were eventually accommodated within the
existing social system. 145
In particular, Douglas was influenced by the emergence of liberalism,
which was a commitment to “freedom as a method and policy in
government, as an organising principle in society and as a way of life
for the individual and the community” as a social and political force in
early Victorian England. 146
This was an age of reform beginning with the Reform Bill of 1832
which accorded the emerging middle classes a share of responsible
government through a redistribution of seats. 147 This was followed
by the 1833 Factory Act, the reform of local government in towns, the
new Poor Laws of 1834, repeal of the restrictive Corn Laws in 1846,
the passing of the Ten Hour Act in 1847 and the influence of the
Chartist movement. 148 These reforms led to profound change in
England and its gradual transformation from a society dominated by
the landed classes towards one that represented the ascendancy of
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enterprise, industry, and the rise of the middle class. 149
This growth and development of the middle class led to their gaining
greater political and financial status. The degree of social eminence
flowing from this had an impact on the aristocracy, who were
increasingly amenable to inter-marrying with the new rich, while the
landed gentry were more readily prepared to accept these middle
class commoners into country society.
The public school system, which John Douglas attended, played a
central role in this process, as representatives of the old families now
mixed with the sons of the new middle classes, for the 1840s were a
period where there was a steady growth in the number of middle
class boys being sent to public schools. They went because the
public school system was the surest way for these sons of the middle
class to assimilate the manners and customs of the classes above
them, hopefully leaving as ‘gentlemen.’ 150 Douglas, who came from
an impeccable aristocratic background - to all intents and purposes
raised as the son of a Marquess - exemplified this process
throughout his life.
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The education that Douglas received at Rugby and Durham
developed and reinforced his religious outlook, resulting in him
becoming a deeply religious man and a devout Anglican. Religion
was central to his family and his oldest brother, Henry Alexander,
became the Anglican Bishop of Bombay. 151 The Christian
atmosphere and sense of duty so emphasised at Rugby School
reinforced this Christian upbringing, for Arnold maintained that it was
not necessary:
that this should be a school for three hundred or even
one hundred boys, but it is necessary that it should be a
school of Christian gentleman. 152

Douglas’s 1849 diary, 153 which detailed his experiences at Durham
University and provide us with a glimpse of what he considered to be
important in his life, recorded for posterity the content of virtually
every sermon preached on Sunday, in an era when going to church
twice on the Sabbath was the norm. 154 It also recorded his general
reading matter, with spiritual and religious texts such as Aids to
reflection by Dr. Martins featuring prominently. 155 In 1850 Douglas
taught Sunday School and came close to emulating his brother’s
calling and living in “some comfortable English parsonage”, but
instead chose to live what he would later refer to as “an active and
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varied life.” 156
Douglas character and personality were shaped by his family’s
aristocratic background and privileged position in society, the
religious environment he grew up in, the quality of his education, and
the impact of the changing society that was early Victorian England.
His family background instilled in him his enduring moral and
religious values, sense of duty, fair play, and gentlemanliness and a
willingness to take responsibility for his conduct and actions. 157 The
society he lived in was characterised by the emergence of liberalism
as a social and political force. Influenced by this, he became a liberal
and remained one all his life, his liberalism comprising the dual
elements of a philosophy of freedom and a belief in progress. 158
Liberalism idealistically aspired to achieve a goal which espoused
that:
as man is free, so too does he and his society progress.
Through this freedom and progress comes the social,
economic, moral, cultural and spiritual evolution of all
men. 159

From his years at Rugby, Douglas received the value of knowledge,
the virtues of loyalty and moral courage, as well as the maturation of
156
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his sense of duty and religious experience. 160 Rugby also developed
his dominant characteristic - independence in both thought and
action. This independence, along with his unshakeable principles
and convictions, caused him much trouble throughout his life.
Douglas’s peers frequently commented on this independence, his
liberal philosophy and an unyielding commitment to his beliefs.
Known as “a hard-working man,” 161 the North Queensland Register
reflected that he was a gentleman who “bore a high reputation for
honesty and integrity.” 162 Unfortunately, he was equally known for
his extreme obstinacy. 163 Despite this, Douglas was recognised by
his friends as having “the vision of a statesman, the soul of a patriot,
and his honour always seemed to [be] something lustrous.” 164
The family he was born into and the benefit of his education were
also remarked upon. The noted pastoralist in New South Wales,
James Macarthur, for instance, noted that: “Douglas is a man of old
family and educated as a gentleman.” 165 Gilbert White, the bishop of
Carpentaria, remarked that Douglas was “a gentleman in the truest
sense of the term,” 166 while Queensland political chronicler Charles
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Bernays coined the apt phrase “Douglas the erudite,” 167 as befits “a
man of very considerable learning.” 168 Spencer Browne, who worked
as a journalist with Douglas on the Brisbane Courier, was of the
opinion that:
his work was bright and scholarly, as became a Rugby
boy and a university man. 169

In nineteenth century England, the term “Christian” signified moral
values, especially selflessness. 170 Douglas amply demonstrated this
selflessness throughout his life. Browne attested that from Douglas
he “learnt the duty of real service to my country.” 171 In his memoirs,
Browne wrote about John Douglas and John Flood (a fellow
journalist and editor) that, “they were above small things in working
for Queensland. Where do I come in did not occur to either of
them.” 172 And most tellingly of all:
To me John Douglas ranks with the best of those who
have led a government in this land of ours for absolute
purity of motive and loftiness of aspiration. He had
absolutely nothing to gain from his political service - at
any rate, he gained nothing in the monetary sense. It
always seems to me a great tribute to a political leader in
a young country that his friends should be able to say;
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‘he died a poor man!’ 173

Douglas graduated from Durham University in 1849, aged 21, with a
Bachelor of Arts degree and a licentiate in Theology. 174 In the same
year, he travelled extensively throughout England, including a long
walking tour of the Lakes District. Later that year, he was a part-time
tutor at Abbotsley as well as a Sunday school teacher.

Migrating to New South Wales
The young Douglas was now at a crossroads. Aged 22, he had
recently graduated from university, something that few achieved in
mid-Victorian England. Having decided, despite his strong religious
beliefs, not to become a clergyman, he was forced to consider his
future. As the seventh son in a large family, he could not rely on
family wealth and property to sustain him indefinitely. He had a
desire for travel and adventure, and the example of his late father
and several of his elder brothers, who had fashioned careers within
the British Empire, encouraged him towards a similar venture. He
had also recently been jilted in love. 175 It was therefore not
surprising that at the end of 1850 Douglas, along with his younger
brother Edward, decided to migrate to the far-flung colony of New
South Wales. 176 He,
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had been induced to come out to Australia by reading
Haygarth’s account of bush life in Australia and the
description of pastoral enterprise and adventure on the
Murray and Murrumbidgee. About the same time he and
his brother [Edward] had met a Mr. Andrew Wauchope,
who had lately returned from Australia, where he had a
station in New England, and they thought it would be
delightful to combine a pastoral and patriarchal life with
the making of a little money, and the chance of visiting
the old country when their flocks and herds had
increased and multiplied. 177

Britain’s loss was Australia’s gain. Douglas’s upbringing, religious
beliefs and education would stand him in good stead, enabling him to
lead an interesting, varied and fulfilling life in the Australian colonies.
He was one of a breed of men, who, as Manning Clark observed:
apart from the incentive of material gain, the men who
brought British civilisation to Australia were spurred on by
two forces - their faith in God, and in the value of their
civilisation. 178

As an immigrant to the Australian colonies, Douglas followed a route
familiar to many of his colleagues. They came to “make a fortune ...
or at least to better themselves in a pecuniary point of view.”179
Marjoribanks, a Scottish traveller in New South Wales in the 1840s,
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believed that emigrants could be divided into two classes; “those who
intend to settle permanently in their adopted country, and those who
intend to return after having amassed a competency.” Among the
latter were those whom Marjoribanks considered to be sons of good
families who through the law of primogeniture or other causes had
been deprived of the wealth appropriate to their station. These men
were sent abroad by their families to recoup or make their fortunes,
in preference to staying at home and being disgraced through
application to industry or the lowering of the family name through
comparative poverty. 180
This situation applied to John and Edward Douglas. Edward
achieved his fortune and returned to Scotland before the decade was
out, 181 but John charted a different course and permanently settled in
Australia. Not for Douglas the observation of another contemporary
observer, G. C. Mundy, who remarked on:
the temporary sojourners who deliberately intended to
make the colony a sponge from which to wring wealth,
[who] often courted local popularity by most loudly
declaiming about the stake they had in their ‘adopted
country,’ while secretly counting the days until their
departure. 182
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The Douglas brothers came to Australia with £2,000 in their
possession, with which they hoped to buy a pastoral station. 183 Their
adventure began when, on 23 April 1851, they sailed as unassisted
passengers from Plymouth on board the Malacca. 184 And what an
adventure it would have been! Voyages to the Antipodes were long,
arduous and dangerous, with the possibility of shipwreck ever
present. 185 Another traveller to the Antipodes, Rachel Henning, who
sailed to New South Wales in 1854, remarked that, “If we ever
survive to reach Australia, I am sure we shall stay there for life for I
do not think I would undertake another voyage even to get home
again.” 186 Fortunately, the young Douglas brothers were not
shipwrecked or plagued by illness and arrived in Sydney 96 days
after their departure. 187
Douglas’s dreams of a pastoral life did not immediately come to
fruition due to the tumultuous events taking place in the colony
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following the discovery of gold. He did eventually become a
pastoralist, but this led not to him returning to England a rich man,
but rather to a life of service and sacrifice in the colony of
Queensland. Douglas found adventure, fame and fortune in
Australia, but he also endured bankruptcy and dishonour. Coming to
Australia was the single biggest decision in his life, and one that he
never regretted. England and Scotland had provided him with a
privileged upbringing, and the best education money could buy. In
New South Wales and Queensland, he utilised these in service to his
country and his fellow man. The rest of this thesis details and
analyses his life in Australia and his contribution to its development.
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Chapter 3: “New Chum,” Public Servant and Squatter
in New South Wales, 1851-58
A close examination of the young Douglas’s first years in the
Australian colonies reveals much about his social standing, liberal
beliefs and future prospects. It also allows us a greater appreciation
of how the young and sometimes abrasive “new chum” found his way
in a far-off colony, and established himself as an active and
respected member of the Darling Downs community. Douglas
realised his dream of becoming a squatter and enjoyed the
associated lifestyle and privileges. Nevertheless, on achieving this
goal, he found it wanting and became involved in politics,
representing his community in the New South Wales colonial
parliament before the end of the decade.
Douglas immigrated to New South Wales in 1851 to purchase a
pastoral property and experience life and adventure in the
colonies. 188 His was a well-worn path for those young aristocrats
unfortunate enough to have older brothers and heirs. Life on the
colonial frontier was a ticket to wealth, prosperity and assets on a
scale that the younger sons of the aristocracy would have been hardpressed to achieve at home. While this was true of Douglas, one
188
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must also consider his youthful sense of adventure and a desire to
travel and experience new places and cultures. This wanderlust,
coupled with an ability to live on the geographical edge of society,
was a recurring theme throughout his life, one that saw him living
beyond the settled areas of New South Wales and Queensland as
well as in British New Guinea and Torres Strait.

Discovery of gold
Douglas’s dreams of owning a pastoral property In New South Wales
were eclipsed by momentous events that unfolded there while he
was en route to Sydney, for payable gold had been discovered in the
central western New South Wales, the first major gold find in any
British colony. As it had with the discovery of gold in California in
1848, this and other finds had profound economic and social impacts
on the hitherto agrarian backwaters that were New South Wales and
Victoria. 189 Gold quickly eclipsed wool as Australia’s major export,
and its discovery led directly to the granting of responsible
government and the almost trebling of the population within a
decade. 190 This increased population resulted in a much greater
workforce, larger markets, an increased demand for public works,
and a wider range of schools and churches for the diverse beliefs
and needs of the new immigrants.
Among the immigrants was a new class of settler, independent men
189
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out to make their fortune. They challenged the power and
pretensions of the squatters and officials, for they had no ties or
investment in the old convict Australia. 191 Douglas, despite being
considered an impeccable gentleman of aristocratic origin, was
sympathetic to this new settler class, and when running for political
office in later years would seek and receive their support.
Douglas arrived in Sydney at a fortuitous time because the remote
Australian colony was at a critical juncture in its history.
Transportation of convicts had only recently ceased, 192 agriculture
was still the backbone of the economy, and it had yet to fully recover
from the economic reverses of 1841-43. 193 The discovery of payable
gold the same year he arrived in New South Wales meant that he
would be fully involved in the change from an agrarian penal
settlement to that of a vibrant colony, based on the extraction of vast
quantities of this precious metal. In the political arena, pressure for
electoral reform led, before the decade was out, to an elected and
representative parliament in place of one controlled by the governor.
Ophir, near Bathurst, was the main goldfield in New South Wales,
with more than 2,000 people reported at the diggings by 1 June
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1851. 194 Children of a tenant farmer near Bathurst remarked that
they “never thought there were so many people in the world
before,” 195 while Thomas Icely, a significant squatter in the area, so
feared the miners trudging to the Ophir field that he retreated to
Sydney, in the process removing all his ‘plate and valuables’ from his
residence. 196 Employers elsewhere in the colony were concerned
that there would be no shearers or other workers available because
they had all gone off to the diggings. The colonial government had
no laws, policies or procedures to deal with this unprecedented
situation, and was forced to come up with workable legislative
solutions, because many of the remedies suggested by some
settlers, such as proclaiming martial law and barring workmen from
digging, proved impossible to implement. 197
By early 1851, gold fever had gripped the colony to such an extent
that the government was forced to issue two proclamations declaring
all gold found on crown land to be its property and giving it the power
to control mining. A monthly licence fee of 30 shillings was payable
to the government through a gold commissioner, the first of whom, J.
R. Hardy, was appointed for the Ophir field. 198 From now on, no man
could dig without permission. However, the payment of the licence
fee and its subsequent issuance entitled the miner to keep the
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proceeds from the sale of any gold found.
The licence had to be purchased in advance and was only available
to those able to prove they “were not improperly absent from hired
service.” 199 Moreover, the required fee was beyond the means of
many labourers, and was introduced in an attempt to ensure that
essential labour would be retained in cities and towns, revenue
raised, and the pace of the gold rush controlled. 200 The total number
of licences issued to the end of October 1851 was 12,186, including
2, 094 issued at Ophir, 8,637 at the Turon and 405 at Araluen. 201
Gold was next discovered at the Turon River, north of Bathurst, in
June 1851, where the town of Sofala sprung up. Numerous other
gold discoveries took place in the New South Wales and Victorian
colonies during this decade, acting as a magnet for those seeking
their fortune. 202 As Catherine Spence, a Scottish visitor to
Melbourne at the height of the gold fever remarked:
Religion is neglected, education despised, the libraries
are almost deserted; ... everybody is engrossed in the
simple object of making money in a very short time. 203
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sheep run. However, the discovery of gold during this voyage led
him to postpone these plans and so it was to Turon, which had now
replaced Ophir as the major goldfield, which he travelled to following
his arrival in Sydney in August 1851. 204
Douglas saw in the gold rush immense opportunities for the
economic development of the colony. Although only 23 years old, he
debated this point with William Charles Wentworth, leader of the New
South Wales Legislative Council, whom he met in Bathurst while the
latter was denouncing the evil effects of the gold discoveries on the
colony because employees in the pastoral industry were flocking to
the goldfields. As Douglas recounts, he (Douglas), “ventured to
contest the point, not knowing what he was in for but he soon found
out.” 205 Even at this early stage in his life, Douglas evidenced a
propensity to speak his mind and a willingness to enter into debate
with others.
Douglas then travelled to the Darling Downs, presumably to appraise
sheep properties, “calling at many stations and always being
hospitably treated.” 206 Meanwhile, Edward Douglas had entered into
a partnership with Thomas Hood, who in 1852-53 held a depasturing
204

Cooktown Pilot, 30 July 1904. As Douglas later noted, “the world of Australia was turned

upside down and everyone was trooping off to the diggings.” (Torres Strait Pilot and New
Guinea Gazette, 28 November 1903.) Edward Douglas went straight to Colinton Station in
Moreton Bay. (Torres Strait Pilot and New Guinea Gazette, 28 November 1903)
205

Torres Strait Pilot and New Guinea Gazette, 28 November 1903. The young Douglas

told the august politician “the goldfields might attract a most enterprising population from the
old country, and after all, if the worst came to the worst, the sheep would look after
themselves for a while.” (Douglas (1902), p. 44)
206

Torres Strait Pilot and New Guinea Gazette, 28 November 1903

75
license for a 16,000 acre run, Boree, in the Central New South Wales
Wellington district. 207

Appointed sub-commissioner of crown lands
After his visit to the Darling Downs, Douglas was appointed subcommissioner of crown lands for the New South Wales southern gold
district, stationed at Major’s Creek near Araluen. 208 Why Douglas
took up this post is unclear. Perhaps he welcomed the additional
money, or was content for his brother to manage their properties
while he became involved in life on the goldfields. Whatever the
reason for his interest in the position, securing it would not have been
difficult for a man of his background, education and pedigree,
because the area was isolated, the work unglamorous, and there
would have been few competitors, most aristocratic gentlemen of the
day being interested in either a pastoral vocation or a senior
government appointment.
This was the first of many government appointments in what would
become a lifetime of public and parliamentary service. Gold had
207
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been discovered at Araluen, in southern New South Wales in
October 1851. 209 Araluen was 32 kilometres from Braidwood, in a
narrow valley which made access difficult. Three townships sprung
up in the valley, with about two hundred diggers working the field. 210
Douglas arrived there in early April 1852, 211 and was mainly
responsible for collecting the 30-shilling licence fee and ensuring that
order on the goldfield was upheld. 212 Living conditions were
primitive, especially for a man brought up at Kinmount Estate and
Durham University.
Interacting with the miners would also have been a novel experience
for a cultured and erudite aristocrat used to the genteel and refined
life that made up upper-class society in Great Britain. As an earlier
emigrant, D. Mackenzie had noted:
The people of this colony care not one straw about the
emigrant’s rank or titles. Neither is this the field for
display of great literary talents. The colony is yet too
young either to appreciate or reward such intellectual
luxuries. 213

Collecting and supervising miners’ licences on the goldfields was no
simple or routine task, for, as the historian James Jervis observed,
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When the commissioner appeared on the scene the
croak of the crow was heard. This was the signal agreed
upon to warn diggers who had not paid the fee. The
miners acted immediately; one shouldered the cradle and
ran to earth like a fox, while his comrades dispersed
themselves among the legitimate diggers and assumed
the look of spectators. 214

Another contemporary account described the process thus:
The Commissioner, attended by a policeman, walks
along the banks of the river, stopping where any cradles
are seen at work, or persons assembled, and demands
to know if any wish to take out licences. Much time is
lost in discussion, and in weighing out the amount of the
fee, which is often paid in gold-dust, its cleanness or
freedom from “emery” being sometimes a point of
debate, before the licence can be delivered to the
individual.

Those who cannot pay are warned off, but of course, with
so small a staff it is impossible for the Commissioner to
prevent some from working clandestinely when his back
is turned. 215

The fee was unpopular because it was expensive, with many
struggling miners unable to afford it. Others considered the fee
unjust, as it had to be paid even if no gold was found. Protests
against the licence fee resulted in the burning of effigies of William
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Charles Wentworth 216 at Sofala in 1853, whereupon the fee was
reduced to 10 shillings a month. 217
It is unknown how Douglas managed the issuing of licences, for he
merely noted “it was his duty to see that the miners had their
licences” and that “in this occupation he had many varied
experiences.” 218 However, in later years he remarked that the fee
was “a most exorbitant tax” and that “the great objection to the tax
was that it was not only heavy, but that it fell unequally, and taxed all
diggers alike - whether they were successful or not.” 219
These comments suggest that Douglas found it difficult to undertake
some of the more unsavoury aspects of his duties as a goldfields
sub-commissioner. His sense of duty and fair play, combined with
his liberal beliefs and attitudes, would have been at odds with his
obligation to tax those unable to afford the licence, and was probably
a factor in his subsequent resignation in June the following year.
During his seven-month tenure in 1852 as sub-commissioner for the
Southern gold district, the number of miners in the district fluctuated
from a high of 898 in May to a low of 560 In July. 220 In May of that
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year, Douglas was also appointed clerk of petty sessions at
Araluen. 221
His departure from both posts in late October 1852 was most
irregular, 222 for while a letter from the colonial secretary approved his
“temporary resignation,” 223 two weeks later he was appointed subcommissioner to the Tuena goldfield, situated at Tuena Creek, northwest of Goulburn. 224 This was unusual because the normal practice
would have simply been for him to have been transferred. Later that
month Douglas was appointed a magistrate for the district with
responsibilities for police, law and order, and the administration of
justice. 225 Fortunately for Douglas, Australian fields were renowned
for the good conduct of the diggers, in stark contrast to the lawless
state of Californian mining communities. 226
The Tuena and Mongalo goldfields issued the fewest licences of any
goldfield in the southern district, with 81 licences issued in April 1853,
102 in May, and 83 in June. This contrasted with 224 issued at
Major’s Creek and 594 at Bell’s Creek in April 1853. 227 Thus,
compared to his previous position in the Major’s Creek district,
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Douglas had fewer miners to supervise and licences to issue. This
was reflected in his complement of men, which comprised himself
and two troopers at Tuena, compared with a sergeant, a corporal and
four troopers at Araluen. 228 However, it should be remembered that
being a magistrate would have entailed additional duties. Whatever
the reason for his ‘temporary’ resignation and subsequent
reappointment to another field, Douglas was not destined to remain
here long either - less than eight months.

Talgai
Douglas resigned his government appointments, after a relatively
brief tenure, to pursue his dreams of becoming a landholder. It
appears that following his resignation Douglas joined his brother
Edward at the latter’s Boree property. 229 The two brothers and
Thomas Hood then moved to Talgai in the Warwick district on the
Darling Downs around March 1854. 230 The 64,000 acre station lease
was purchased by them for the princely sum of £112,000 from the
Gammie brothers, George and John. 231 In addition to purchasing the
228

New South Wales Legislative Council. Votes and Proceedings, vol 1, 1853, p. 560

229

Mason, p. 24. However a letter written by John Douglas in December 1853 gives his

address as the Brymadura property in the Molong district of Central New South Wales.
(State Records New South Wales, Colonial Secretary’s Correspondence, 1853,11552)
230

Mason, p. 24; New South Wales Government Gazette, no 122, 23 September 1854, p.

2083. The Douglas brothers were in residence at Talgai by 25 April 1854. (Benjamin
Glennie. Australian Diary of the Rev. Benjamin Glennie, January 16th, 1848 to September
30th, 1860. John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 67-25/1, p. 18)
231

“Mr Gammie’s Stations.” Moreton Bay Courier, 25 March 1854, p. 4; Eve Douglas, p. 5.

As the Douglas brothers came to the colony with a reputed £2,000 left them by their aunt,
Catherine Heron Douglas, the question has to be asked how they were able to buy the
property. While the relevant documents no longer exist, either Hood put up most of the

81
Talgai lease, Hood and Douglas also purchased the adjacent 48,000acre Toolburra lease. 232
He was now free to pursue his pastoral dream. The Darling Downs
was the home of what were known as the ‘pure merinos’, a powerful
and exclusive squatting oligarchy that by the 1850s dominated every
phase of human endeavour in the district. 233 Douglas would have
been at home here for, as the historian Duncan Waterson has
observed, “the pure merinos were not Australians but transplanted
Britishers who had come to the Downs to make money,” attempting
to re-create a society similar to that they had left behind in Great
Britain. 234
However, Douglas had little idea of what was required to run a
successful sheep property. Writing in 1920, Bernays observed that:

money, or, more likely, the money was borrowed, in the form of a mortgage, from Gilchrist,
Watt and Co. There were actually three Talgai properties. The original property, purchased
by Douglas and Hood, was later known as Old Talgai, being originally taken up by Ernest
Elphinstone Dalrymple in about 1840. He died in November 1844 and the property was
purchased by George Gammie in the late 1840s, although the first public tender for the
property only occurred in August 1848. (McKey, p. 99.) At this time, the property consisted
of 60,000 acres and the estimated grazing capacity was 16,000 sheep. (Kay Cohen. Talgai.
Brisbane, Royal Historical Society of Queensland, 1994, p. 3; McKey, p. 101.) The second
Talgai was known as East Talgai, settled by George Clark in 1867 and the Third Talgai was
known as West Talgai, where Charles Clark built his house, Ellinthorpe Hall, in 1877.
(Cohen, pp. 10 & 15.) The present day Talgai is actually East Talgai, and comprises some
750 acres. (Cohen, p. 16)
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In his early days he was engaged in squatting, but he
was possessed of neither the capital nor stamina to make
success of an occupation which in his time was more
strenuous than it is in modern times. 235

Prior to Hood and the Douglas brothers purchasing Talgai it had
been managed by James Morgan, father of Sir Arthur Morgan, later
the premier of Queensland. 236 Douglas found working the property a
challenge. As the Sydney Morning Herald perceptively observed,
most gentlemen who come to be landlords, hoping to devote their
time to leisurely pursuits, soon found that they would have to
abandon their learning and elegance in a country where the desire
for freehold, and thus the absence of tenants, forced everyone to
work for himself. 237
Fortunately for the youthful and inexperienced Douglas, the property
appears to have been ably and progressively managed by Thomas
Hood, who had already shown at Boree that he was experienced in
running a successful sheep station. 238 However, Douglas and Hood
were not merely content to run the property in the same manner as
their predecessors and it was one of the first on the Darling Downs to
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import wool-washing machinery from England, leading to an increase
in the price of the wool by 2d. or 3d. per lb. 239
Hood and Douglas, along with many other Darling Downs squatters,
enthusiastically availed themselves of the regulations granting them
a pre-emptive right to convert part of their properties from leasehold
land to freehold land at the cost of £1 per acre. 240 Judicious preemptive purchases enabled squatters to capture the best waterholes
and streams while restricting road access, thus protecting their
improvements and ensuring that their remaining leasehold land was
rendered useless to others, as without road access or available
water, viable farming was impossible. 241

Douglas and the Darling Downs community
Kay Cohen, who has researched the history of the Talgai property,
noted that Douglas “spent his time living the life of a country
gentleman.” 242 However, Douglas’s beliefs and opinions were very
different to those of the average squatter, as was amply
demonstrated when he stood for elected office. Indeed, despite
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being a squatter, his entire parliamentary career was spent in
steadfastly opposing squatting interests. Douglas’s sense of
Christian duty and obligation coupled with his gregarious nature led
him to immerse himself in the social and political life of the Darling
Downs. 243 Many of the men whose company he enjoyed were of
similar standing, background and education, with more than a few of
them coming from Scotland. 244 While they may have been similar in
many important respects, when it came to politics Douglas revealed
himself as being of a different political persuasion, considered by
most squatters to be a dangerous radical, the more so as he was
also lauded by many of the working class who recognised him as
being “one of a thousand among his class.” 245
Douglas later recalled these days as ones of “youthful exuberance,”
a time when he was known as young “Leather Jacket,” because he
“used to wear a deerskin coat which never wore out.” 246 A
contemporary, Nehemiah Bartley, who met him in Brisbane,
remarked on:
another young, tall, well-made, slim ‘swell’ of the period
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was John Douglas, of Talgai; and, in his velvet coat,
Bedford cords, and boots, none might him surpass,
either. 247

The surviving photographs of him from this period tend to back up
Bartley’s observations, portraying a handsome aristocratic gentleman
- a dandy - who, having recently arrived from England, wore the
latest fashions.
Blanche Mitchell, youngest daughter of Sir Thomas Mitchell, the New
South Wales surveyor-general, mixed in the same social circles as
Douglas, and her diary frequently mentioned him. Although some
fifteen years younger than Douglas, the ‘gallant swell’ swept her off
her feet and captured her heart, for she confided to her diary that
Douglas was “looking so very gentlemanly” and possessing “such a
nice manner.” 248 One passage in her diary is particularly poignant,
and worth recounting. Douglas had left a ball following several
dances with her, causing the young Blanche to confide to her diary
that:
I liked him very very much indeed, in fact I wish I had
never seen him, for I do not enjoy myself anywhere
unless he is there and I feel my face get sad and
melancholy if I do not see him ... I think of him all day. At
night when I lie down and I find myself standing for hours
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thinking of nothing but him. 249

The Darling Downs Gazette was the first newspaper to be published
in the district. While the paper was considered an organ of the
squatters, Douglas, by being involved in its establishment,
demonstrated his belief in the efficacy of a vigorous free press, one
that allowed for an exchange of ideas and where everyone was
entitled to express their opinions. 250 Having a paper established in
the district was also a sign of advancing civilisation and permanent
settlement, tangible evidence of progress.
Douglas’s active involvement in the affairs of the Darling Downs
community was substantial. 251 He advocated upgrading the road
between Warwick and Ipswich, 252 was both treasurer and secretary
of the Crimean War Patriotic Fund for the Warwick district, personally
contributing £25 253 and when Sir William Denison was appointed
governor-general of the colony on 20 January 1855, he organised the
sending of a congratulatory message. 254 As well, he was involved in
discussions on the separation proposal whereby a new colony,
Queensland, would eventually be created out of New South
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Wales. 255
Douglas also travelled to Europe in 1857, although nothing is
remembered about why or where he went, apart from his being in
Rome that year. 256
His commitment to the Anglican Church was also strongly in
evidence and he appears to have been responsible for most church
business in Warwick. 257 The Reverend Benjamin Glennie, of
Drayton, the clergyman charged with ministering to Drayton and
Warwick, noted in his diary his relief when Arthur McArthur took over
reading the Warwick service from Douglas in May 1856. 258 Glennie’s
need to “get the affairs of the church out of his [Douglas] unbusinesslike hands,” was no doubt partly motivated by Douglas’s insistence in
being actively involved in the day-to-day administration of the church
and his tendency to quickly express his displeasure on any aspect of
church conduct and administration with which he disagreed. 259
Douglas’s involvement in the temporal and spiritual affairs of the
small Darling Downs community showed him at both his best and his
worst. While his sense of civic duty was in the best tradition of
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Christian service to his fellow man, Glennie saw Douglas’s role in
church affairs as one of excessive interference and meddling.
Nevertheless, if Douglas saw what he considered an injustice, he felt
compelled to act, or at the very least make his displeasure known. In
seeking justice, no stone was left unturned, no personal cost was
considered too great. This dogged determination was one of his
greatest assets, but also one of his biggest weaknesses when
allowed to degenerate into obstinacy. 260
In his subsequent political career, he would become popular with his
constituents because of it. Unfortunately, this same trait would also
gain him many enemies.
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Chapter 4: Political Career in New South Wales, 185961
This chapter explores Douglas’s political career in New South Wales.
In the 1840s the colony had a partly elected legislative council and in
the early 1850s was requested by the British government to draft a
constitution for representative government allowing for local
parliamentary control under a system of responsible government.
This was done and in 1855, the British government enacted the New
South Wales Constitution Act, bestowing on the colony selfgovernment along the lines of the British government. 261
Douglas had shown an interest in politics for some time and was
attracted to representing his local community in parliament. In the
1855 elections, he proposed in a speech that his business partner,
Thomas Hood, was a fit and proper person to represent the united
district in the New South Wales legislative council. 262 Douglas was
also the deputy returning officer for the district for this election. 263
Early in 1859, Douglas was suggested as a potential nominee
member of Queensland’s first legislative council following the
proposed formation of this new colony to come into effect at the end
of that year. However, he decided to stand for the New South Wales
261
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parliament instead, given that a general election was due some six
months before the mooted separation.

The Darling Downs election
Douglas’s candidacy for the lower house seat of Darling Downs was
rumoured as early as February 1859, but it was late March before he
was formally approached to stand, mainly by Warwick voters. 264
Douglas, now 31, accepted with alacrity. So began a political career
that would eventually result in him becoming the premier of
Queensland.
Douglas later airily remarked that he decided to enter politics “as a
kind of relaxation.” 265 In reality, he embarked on this course of action
due to his highly developed sense of duty and service, one that, in
the best traditions of liberalism, compelled him to be useful to his
fellow man. His faith in his own abilities was such that he
unquestioningly felt that he could represent the electorate in a
manner calculated to defend and advance its interests. However, he
would never be comfortable as a party man, and once ran for public
office so he:
might do something towards reconciling men who, forced
by party associations into opposition with one another
have yet no doubt the common good at heart. 266
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Douglas was never an ambitious man in the sense of wanting to
accumulate fame and wealth. He reserved his energies for pursuing
public office and those government appointments in which he
believed he could make a positive contribution to society through
putting into practice his liberal ideas and beliefs. He was reported
candidly informing his constituents in 1878 when the premier of
Queensland and reflecting on his parliamentary career:
He had no ambition for the office. He had a kind of
ambition which had not as yet been rewarded, and,
perhaps, never might be, but it was one to which all might
aspire. It was simply to do his duty in a straightforward
honest way, without selfish intentions, for the good of his
fellow beings, and with a consciousness that he was
working not only for the benefit of his fellow human
beings now living, but for those which might follow. 267

As with everything Douglas did, once he had made up his mind to
run for public office, he devoted all his energies and talents to
successfully achieving it. The Darling Downs electorate was a large
one, and during the course of his campaign, Douglas rode, on
horseback, from one end of it to the other, a distance of 800 miles. 268
In a lengthy advertisement appearing in the Darling Downs Gazette
in April 1859, Douglas endorsed and vigorously defended the
extension of the franchise while thanking the eighty supporters who
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had requested him to run for office. 269 Douglas, the liberal Talgai
squatter, was seen as the front-runner in the multi-member
electorate, with the battle for the electorate’s second seat between
William Handcock, a Drayton storekeeper, and John McLean, a
founding director of the Australian Agricultural Company and owner
of Westbrook Station.
Douglas, when nominating, gave an “elegant speech” in which he
outlined his views on the major issue of the day: land selection. He
believed that cheaper land was not desirable and “that land sales by
public auction should be abolished.” He also disagreed with
Handcock’s plan of “free selection of land and payments deferred.” 270
Douglas put forward a policy that further extended the franchise,
supported loyalty to Britain, encouraged habits of self-reliance, and
favoured enhanced progress in the Darling Downs’ district. 271 He
considered himself to be:
a man of progress, but of that progress only which rough
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and difficult had an upward tendency and [he] warned the
electors that there was another kind of progress which
was smooth and easy but tended downwards towards
ruin. 272

A show of hands at the nomination meeting revealed overwhelming
support for Handcock, about fifty for Douglas, and only six for
McLean, who nevertheless demanded a poll. Several election
meetings were therefore held over the next few weeks, McLean
being shouted down at Drayton in contrast to the “three cheers for
Douglas and Handcock.” 273
In his nomination speech, Douglas outlined his views and ideas on
the issue of central concern for him - the land question. They
resonated with his constituents, for:
the politics of the second half of the century were largely
the politics of the struggle for land. It seemed at times as
though the desire for land had become symbolic,
transcending the immediate economic experience of an
urbanised community which was to draw its social
message not from the city but from the bush. 274

Douglas, although a large-scale squatter, supported the opening up
of land selection on terms and conditions the ordinary man could
afford and share in. This support was received favourably by the
electorate, for the desire to own one’s one piece of land was a
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recurring theme running throughout Australian history. 275
The Moreton Bay Courier’s Drayton correspondent characterised
Douglas’s nomination address as “a curious document” before
concluding that: “despite a few local prejudices, he will be returned
as one of our members.” 276 An Ipswich paper, the Northern
Australian, thought it an “unusual address,” with no bunkum and no
promises, but clearly showing evidence of responsibility. It
concluded that Douglas “was the most reasonable of his class, too
young to be prejudiced, yet old enough to have ascertained by selfexamination that he is not infallible.”
The Moreton Bay Free Press, too, considered him “one of a
thousand among his class.” The Darling Downs Gazette strongly
recommended him as “a thinking man” with a “sensible and manly
tone,” although it did have some doubts about a squatter who
professed a belief in liberalism and support for electoral reform and
the secret ballot. The paper further considered Douglas to be one “of
the upper ten thousand” who had nothing to gain from political
service and would therefore represent the electorate unselfishly. 277
The Douglas clan in Scotland were known for their compassion and
generosity to those less fortunate. Lord Alfred (Bosie) Douglas could
have been writing about John, his older first cousin twice removed,
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when he stated:
From more than a thousand years of ancestors I have
inherited all the instincts of the true aristocrat, the chief of
which I take to be the instinct to be generous and openhanded, and to be the helper and defender of the poor or
oppressed ... It has been the passion of my life to
sacrifice myself for others. 278

For John Douglas, these “instincts” were a product of his social class,
education and religious beliefs, and instilled in him a profound sense
of social obligation and responsibility. He was not driven by the lure
of monetary gain or personal ambition. His rewards were less
tangible but ultimately more satisfying for him, namely the
satisfaction gained from being true to his conscience and ideals.
Following a speech by Douglas in Toowoomba, the Sydney Morning
Herald’s correspondent observed that Douglas “is very popular; and
as he is a liberal, in heart as well as principle, he will be returned at
the poll.” 279 The Darling Downs Gazette concurred:
His pretensions are so immeasurably beyond any other
candidate in the field and so fully appreciated by the
thinking portions of the electorate that his election is
considered a safe certainty. 280

One elector preferred Douglas to McLean because he was “more
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liberal and will not be influenced by any party.” 281
On election day, the expected landslide for Douglas failed to
materialise and the final result was extremely close. This was
because, despite the election being fought throughout the colony on
the twin issues of electoral and land reform, on the Darling Downs it
largely focussed on personalities. 282 Handcock was not only popular
with the townspeople, but also picked up the votes of Warwick voters
who resented the ‘squattocracy,’ be they liberal or otherwise.
McLean, a conservative squatter, not surprisingly attracted the bulk
of the squatter and conservative votes. The election itself was a
lively affair, with feelings running high and being strongly expressed.
At one of McLean’s meetings, “no one could be heard above the
noise of the uproar,” while “broken chairs and glasses flew about in
all directions.” 283 Democracy, in the form of responsible government,
was in its infancy, and, particularly on the frontier, was exercised in a
robust and energetic manner.

Representing Darling Downs
Douglas topped the polls with 385 votes to Handcock’s 377 and
McLean 375. 284 Douglas and Handcock were placed in a carriage
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and pulled around the town by their supporters. 285 Handcock owed
his success to his being considered the “defender of the poor,” while
McLean’s loss was seen as a defeat for the squatters and a victory
for the townspeople. 286 Douglas, although a squatter, had stood as a
liberal, prepared to fight the “wicked pure merinos” in the interests of
the country-town radical and rural selector. 287 Almost all those
elected to parliament were large-scale property-owners, and later on,
also businessmen or those from the professions, because until the
1880s parliamentarians received no payment for their services, and
money was required to successfully conduct election campaigns. 288
Duncan Waterson has observed that it was somewhat ironic that
many of these squatter candidates successfully contested
electorates where and when the selector-squatter controversy,
carefully inflamed by them, was at its peak. 289 However, while
Douglas may have been a squatter, he was certainly no “fairweather liberal,” for he had early on developed his liberal beliefs and
held steadfastly to these throughout a long and productive life.
Unlike many of his class, Douglas was strongly in favour of an
elected upper house and had no time for a “spurious colonial
(French (1990), p. 160)
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aristocracy - a poor imitation of the English House of Lords.” 290 As
he observed, it was also a “source of gratification to him” that most
men could now vote in elections. A correspondent remarked that:
This from a squatter is somewhat marvellous. I really
thought there was not a squatter on the Downs who
would pronounce, what our late M.P. termed the most
diabolical portion of Mr. Cowper’s Reform Bill, as ‘a
source of gratification to him.’ 291

Another demonstration of Douglas’s liberal leanings took place in
October 1858, when he chaired a meeting in Warwick to protest the
exploitation of the livestock impounding laws by squatters and to
consider a petition to the government for a town common. 292
Douglas’s candidature and victory were exceptional, for here was an
aristocrat and a squatter successfully garnering the vote of workingclass people. He had won his seat by specifically attacking the
squattocracy and campaigning for land and parliamentary reform. It
is doubtful that a comparable victory could have been achieved in
England, where class and privilege were more entrenched.
That he was a man of privileged upbringing standing for the masses
against his own made him, in their eyes at least, a certainty for office.
He embodied all the qualities they wanted a successful
representative to have: wealth, class and connections, a superior
290
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education, and independence of thought and action. He was on their
side, and prepared to represent them in the parliament and act in
their best interests. 293 A ‘feral’ aristocrat was infinitely more
preferable than one of the ‘bunyip’ variety! 294 While the general
populace welcomed Douglas’s victory, most squatters were
considerably less enthusiastic. 295
Following the election, rumours ran rife that the Downs squatters
were manoeuvring to ostracise the successful and independent
Douglas for displacing McLean. 296 Most squatters found Douglas’s
liberalism objectionable, 297 but the Moreton Bay Courier saw greater
promise:
It appears that he is a man of views far more enlightened
and progressive than those of the generality of his class
... The man, thoroughly identified with squatting pursuits,
who shall take his place loyally and boldly beside the
political reformers of the country will, so far as the two
circumstances may be compared, occupy a similar
position to that of Robert Peel, when at one step he
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ascended to the very summit of popularity. 298

However, Douglas’s first period in the colonial legislature was all too
brief. He and Handcock travelled from Brisbane by ship to Sydney
for the commencement of parliament on 30 August 1859. 299 Almost
60 per cent of the members of the third New South Wales parliament
were new, while 38 per cent were pastoralists. 300
Douglas supported the Cowper ministry and was, along with Moreton
Bay members Richardson and Macalister, considered among those
who would “stick to their business well.” 301 The same could not be
said of Handcock, who was frequently absent from parliament on
crucial votes. After only two and a half months in parliament, Douglas
resigned in protest over problems occasioned by the imminent
establishment of the colony of Queensland, including the
obstructionism of the assembly over border demarcation and the
amount of public debt to be transferred to the new colony. 302
This action by Douglas would be the first of a number of resignations
from elected positions over matters of principle. On this occasion, it
was of symbolic value only, for less than a month later the seat
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ceased to exist, because the electorate was included in the newly
formed colony of Queensland. 303 John Douglas then left Sydney for
Talgai, 304 but by September 1860 had returned to Sydney after
commencing selling his share of the property. 305
Douglas relocated to Sydney 306 because he had met Mary Ann Howe
there. They were married there on 22 January 1861 at St James
Church. 307 Douglas was 32 years old, Mary a year older. She was a
widow, the third daughter of the Rev. William West Simpson, the
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second headmaster of King’s School, Parramatta. 308 Mary brought
to the marriage the sum of £700 per annum and an infant
daughter. 309 In Mary Anne, John Douglas had found a like-minded
soul, one who was dedicated to helping others less fortunate.
Passionately committed to helping destitute and orphaned children,
she was instrumental in the success of the Diamantina Orphanage in
Brisbane later that decade. 310
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The Camden election
Now resident in Sydney, Douglas again pursued his interest in
politics, presenting himself in November 1860 as a candidate for the
seat of Camden, a conservative stronghold to the southwest of
Sydney. 311 Because Douglas did not reside in the electorate, it was
alleged by conservatives that he had been sent by Cowper to carry
the liberal banner in the seat. 312 Douglas was characteristically
modest in rebutting this allegation:
I am myself sorry to observe that my determination to
come forward has occasioned remarks which gives me a
prominence I scarcely deserve. 313

The seat of Camden was dominated by the pastoral properties of the
Macarthur family, who let out the land surrounding Camden village to
tenants. Previously the leading men of Camden village had routinely
supported the invariably conservative candidates sponsored by the
brothers William and James Macarthur.
Douglas was aware of these sensitivities and informed Sir William
that:
Nothing that I shall do in my canvass will I trust be in the
slightest degree other than courteous to you, and
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respectful to the influence which you deservedly
posses. 314

The election of 1860 for the fourth parliament of the colony was again
dominated by the issue of land, the cry being “free selection before
survey.” 315 The Robertson government had recently introduced the
Crown Lands Alienation and the Crown Lands Occupation Bills to
allow for the conditional purchase of land and free selection before
survey over all the unimproved lands of the colony. Under this
proposed legislation, non-suburban land was open for selection as
freehold, conditional on bona fide residence and certain improvement
conditions. As the government’s aim was to free up land for
selectors, all crown land, including that held on pastoral lease, would
now be open to free selection.
However, one of the bills was amended in committee with the
insertion of the words “after survey as hereinafter provided,” and this
resulted in the dissolution of parliament on 9 November 1860. 316
This amendment was unacceptable to the government, for, given the
supposed lack of surveyors and corruption in the survey department,
free selection could have been delayed for many years. In a notice
to the Camden electorate, Douglas affirmed his continuing support
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for the Cowper/Robertson administration and its land reforms. 317
Nevertheless, Douglas also sought the support and forbearance of
William Macarthur in standing against his sponsored candidates,
indicating that he was ready and able to accept his opposition for “I
can take a licking with perfect good humour.” 318
As events transpired, Douglas was in no danger of having to “take a
licking.” The principle of free selection, which enabled a person to
settle anywhere, appeared to promise instant fulfilment for many who
dreamed of independence on the land. Despite the reality being that
the land still had to be paid for by instalment, and at the high price of
£1 per acre, there was widespread enthusiasm for a bill that
promised, “to give everyone everything.” 319 Free selection was even
more alluring in the Camden electorate as floods had devastated the
last two seasons’ crops. The liberals informed farmers whose crops
had been destroyed that if they were returned to government then
farmers could put their families and their possessions on drays and
travel until they found suitable land on which to settle. 320
Consequently, support for the liberal cause in seats such as Camden
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was overwhelming; because its land program offered many
tantalising possibilities that they could escape from their inferior
position in the social hierarchy and assert their independence from
landowners like the Macarthurs, whom they currently deferred to both
socially and politically. The promise of land reform was irresistible to
those who wished to curb the power of the squatters as well as to
tenant men who dreamt of farming their own land. 321 Such was the
climate in which Douglas nominated, to “great cheering,” at the
Camden courthouse. 322 The third of the four candidates to address
the assembled voters, he was eager for continued political success:
They would understand the state of excitement in which
he had been waiting, and would forgive him for saying he
was rather agitated upon stepping upon a platform upon
which he was to receive his sentence. There were
certain duties and privileges they had to impose upon two
of them and also certain disadvantages. ... but though
they had to pronounce their verdict, he trusted it would
not be upon him. He did not want to be politically
extinguished. Let them not kill him or string him up upon
this place of execution. He was young and there were
others fitter to meet their fate than he. 323

Douglas devoted most of his nomination speech to the land question,
coming out strongly in favour of free selection, for “every man should
have the liberty and right to go where he liked and choose where he
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should make his home.” Douglas aligned himself with “hard working
men,” appealing to the electorate as “a simple man amongst men.” 324
He was concerned that the land bill would struggle for assent in the
upper house, for “there were prejudiced men in that house, blind to
the interests of the country.”
In rebutting conservative allegations that he was Cowper’s nominee
in Camden, Douglas declared that:
He had never slavishly served him - nor would he do so.
He would rather serve them (the electorate) than any
man. 325

At the election, Douglas, along with most of Robertson and Cowper’s
supporters, achieved an overwhelming victory. 326 Only nine
members opposed to free selection were returned while at least 45 of
its supporters were successful. 327 The Macarthurs were not unduly
upset with the result, John Macarthur noting, “Douglas is a man of
old family and educated as a gentleman.” 328
Douglas, as promised, voted for the land reforms introduced by the
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Cowper administration 329 as well as for a bill to reshape the upper
house, 330 and was active on several committees. 331 The
parliamentary session ended in May 1861 and on 17 July 1861,
Douglas announced his resignation as member for Camden. 332 He
had served his electorate, whose constituents he had assured “would
not resent their choice,” for only six months. 333 This was the end of
his political and administrative career in New South Wales. Despite
being only 33 years old he had gained valuable parliamentary
experience representing two electorates, and had strongly pursued
issues close to his heart, particularly that of land reform. The rest of
his life would be spent in serving the colony of Queensland, to whose
development he would greatly contribute.
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Chapter 5: Queensland: Campaigning for the Northern
Districts, 1861-63
Queensland at separation
Queensland achieved separation from the colony of New South
Wales on 10 December 1859, when the inaugural governor, Sir
George Ferguson Bowen, was sworn in. 334 The new colony included
the Darling Downs district, which Douglas had represented in the
New South Wales parliament. However, as outlined in the preceding
chapter, Douglas did not initially seek office in Queensland, content
to forge a political career in New South Wales while residing in
Sydney. The first sitting of the new bicameral parliament in Brisbane
took place on 22 May 1860, comprising 26 members from 16
electoral districts in the legislative assembly and 15 members in the
legislative council. 335 Bowen’s private secretary, Robert George
Wyndham Herbert, then aged just 28 and fresh from England, was
the colony’s first premier and colonial secretary. 336
Queensland, in the early years of the colony following separation
from New South Wales, was a remote and sparsely populated
territory. 337 Much of it was unexplored and there were few urban

334

Fitzgerald, p. 112

335

Fitzgerald, p. 112; Our First Half-Century: A Review of Queensland Progress Based upon

Official Information, p. 164.
336

Fitzgerald, p. 113; Our First Half-Century: A Review of Queensland Progress Based upon

Official Information, p. 164
337

In 1861, the European population of Queensland was only 30,059 people, comprising

27,133 in the south, 2,840 in the centre, and 86 in the north. (Glen Lewis. A History of the

110
centres outside of Ipswich, Brisbane and the Darling Downs in the
southeast corner. There were no railways, no industry of note, and
its vast mineral wealth 338 had yet to be discovered. Land was the
one commodity Queensland had in abundance, and pastoralism,
chiefly on the Darling Downs, was the only activity that was
established and generating revenue. 339
At the time of separation, the pastoral industry provided 71 per cent
of the new colony’s revenue and 94 per cent of its export earnings.
From 1860-67, following separation, the pastoral industry further
expanded. The colony’s progress was due to this ongoing
development, coupled with an initial economic boom based on rail
and construction activity. 340
Politics in Queensland were conducted on similar lines to that of
colonial parliaments elsewhere in Australia, based on the principles
and ideals of British liberalism. 341 Because the squatters were the
dominant group in the new colony, its parliament tended to be largely
composed of property owners of different kinds, and “behind most of
the major conflicts were issues concerning the dominance of special
Ports of Queensland: A Study in Economic Nationalism. Brisbane, University of
Queensland Press, 1973, p. 282)
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kinds of property.” 342 Politics were parochial, with Governor Bowen
remarking, “ministries are upset in Australia not so much on great
principles of policy, but rather on the wrangles about the distribution
of the general revenue among public works.” 343 The inhabitants of
Queensland, along with those in the other British colonies, believed
they were duty bound to develop their country and environment in
order to achieve economic progress, and this could best be
expedited through large-scale immigration and railway-building
directed towards more intensive land settlement. 344

Tooloombah
This opportunity drew Douglas to the new pastoral frontier in
Queensland. 345 The Darling Downs had been on the geographical
periphery of New South Wales, but following its inclusion in
Queensland it was now at the heart of the new colony. Douglas
sensed that there were future riches to be made in the colony’s
northern districts and moved quickly, “hoping to push his fortune in
the north.” 346
In July 1860, while still living in Sydney, he purchased the property
parliament. (Fitzgerald, p. 113)
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Tooloombah, north of Marlborough, in the Rockhampton district, as
well as two adjacent runs, Dundee and Montrose. 347 To pay for them
he was obliged to enter into a mortgage agreement with the Sydney
firm, Gilchrist, Watt & Co., for £5,000. 348
A. H. Campbell, one of Douglas’s station hands at Talgai, supervised
the droving of some 1,500 head of cattle from Talgai to Tooloombah
in 1860. 349 While Douglas was living in Sydney and contesting the
election for the seat of Camden, a cousin and close friend, David
Armstrong and his wife Isabella, who was Mary Douglas’s sister,
346
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managed the property. They ran the property until May 1868,
Douglas considering Armstrong to be a steady, safe fellow, who was
also “a fine man, full of fun.” 350
After resigning the seat of Camden in July 1861, the Douglas family
moved to Tooloombah, arriving in the district a month later. 351 A
reflective Douglas later conceded that:
If he had stayed on the Downs it would have been far
more in his private interest, but he went up north, thinking
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he could do better. 352

Never a hands-on squatter, he continued to leave the running of the
property to Armstrong, and became involved in the social and
political life of the burgeoning district. 353 Rockhampton, the centre of
the region, had been proclaimed a municipality only one year earlier.
Governor Bowen, then on a tour of the colony, wrote of it as, “a small
hamlet of wooden huts with scarcely five hundred inhabitants, who
had recently settled down in the primeval wilderness.” 354 Despite its
small size and recent origin, Rockhampton was by 1861, “a stirring
and lively township,” and one that “presented a busy scene, as many
expeditions ... were daily starting north and west [from there] in
search of country.” 355 The district had boomed with the discovery of
gold at Canoona in 1858, but although this field had been a duffer, a
steady stream of pastoral speculators traversing the central and
northern districts ensured Rockhampton’s continued growth and
viability. 356
Douglas continued to purchase land, paying £30 for a block at the
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inaugural land sale in the new township of Bowen. 357 It is likely that
this purchase was for speculation or investment purposes only, as he
never subsequently lived or spent any time in Bowen.
Douglas did not live at Tooloombah for long. The property was some
98 miles (159 kilometres) north of Rockhampton and travel to and
from it was arduous and time-consuming. It was isolated as well,
with only a fortnightly coach service from Rockhampton to the
property in 1862 and a round trip of 56 miles (92 kilometres) to
collect the mail at Marlborough, then the “outside post-office to the
north.” 358 His new wife Mary, who had spent all of her life in London
and Sydney, may well have found the isolation and privations
intolerable, despite having her sister Isabella for company. Coote,
writing in 1882 about the Darling Downs in the period up to
separation, has provided us with a vivid picture of what life was like
for the few settlers. Tooloombah in 1861 would have been even
worse.
The course of life was monotonous, unless a flood or a
drought, or an election disturbed it. Public amusements
there were none … there must have been a good deal of
self-contained life in those days. In truth there could
have been little room for anything else. Travelling was
slow, sometimes difficult, mostly expensive, and in wet
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weather well nigh impossible. 359

Nevertheless, Douglas certainly enjoyed it, as he wistfully told his
son Edward some 45 years later:
I knew the district when the Archers first took up
Gracemere. They were very interesting times and I was
among the first out on Peak Downs. There was no
payment of members then, and no railways, and no
fenced in country. We rejoiced in our youth. It was a
beautiful time, never to come back again. 360

While Douglas may well have enjoyed the solitude, Mary probably
found it insufferable.
It was no surprise, then, that by the end of 1861 Mary and John
Douglas had left the district, taking up residence in Brisbane. 361
While Brisbane was very small compared to Sydney, having only
7,000 inhabitants in 1861, it was considerably larger than
Rockhampton, which had a mere 800. 362 By 1863, Douglas was
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known as “a retired squatter” despite being only 35 363 and still owning
Tooloombah. Nevertheless, he continued to take a keen interest in
the district and nominated to contest the parliamentary election for
the seat of Port Curtis when it fell vacant in April 1863.
Douglas experienced ongoing financial difficulties with Tooloombah,
for the interest rate on the £5,000 of borrowed money was 12.5 per
cent. 364 He was forced to rapidly stock the property to help pay for
its purchase, with his herd of cattle increasing from 1,991 head in
1860 to over 6,000 in 1867. 365 However, the financial recession of
1866 was to be his undoing. He was not alone in his predicament,
for the effect of the 1866 crash on most Queensland pastoralists was
profound. As a squatter at the time noted:
The panic of 1866, the influence of which was felt in
Queensland for several years after, played the mischief
with all pastoralists who were either largely in debt or
whose credit was not good. Many good men and true
went down then, and many a good property was bought
for little by rising men who took their good fortune on the
hop, several of these bargains leading to considerable
fortunes. Large sacrifices continued to be made by
sellers in the dull time between 1866 and 1872, notably in
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outside stations. 366

Douglas had the misfortune to be one of those “largely” in debt and
holding an “outside station.” 367 In 1867, he was forced to transfer the
Tooloombah property to Gilchrist Watt & Co, 368 who financed the
purchase of the property by Fred and Owen Beardmore the following
year. 369 However, the sale of the property did not fully clear
Douglas’s debt, resulting in his insolvency in 1872. 370 As Douglas
ruefully noted at the time, “he had made a little money in the country
and he was sorry to say he had lost a good deal in it.” 371
Nevertheless, he could console himself with the knowledge that
although he and his fellow squatters:
were all speculators, more or less, but in every instance
their souls were not bound up in their breeches pockets.
There were some persons who had higher ideas than
that of merely making money - who desired at the same
time to benefit the country in which they lived. 372
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Port Curtis by-election
Successfully established as a pastoralist in the district, Douglas now
sought an opportunity to enter the Queensland parliament. He sorely
missed politics, “that most precarious and most absorbing of all
pursuits.” 373 Rockhampton was included in the electoral district of
Port Curtis, which in the first Queensland elections held in 1860
comprised all of Queensland north of Wide Bay. Charles
Fitzsimmons, a Rockhampton resident, was its inaugural member, 374
followed by Alfred Sandeman, a Rockhampton squatter, who
resigned on 11 April 1863. 375
The local paper, the Rockhampton Bulletin and Central Queensland
Advertiser, was overjoyed by this news, “Sandeman has resigned.
The three words alone form by far the best editorial ever submitted to
local perusal.”

376

Sandeman’s resignation provided an opportunity for Douglas to run
for parliament in an electorate where he held major property
interests. That Douglas resided in Brisbane and could therefore
easily attend parliament if elected also counted in his favour,
especially given Sandeman’s extended parliamentary absence.
Douglas was exceptionally quick in putting his hand up as a
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candidate, placing a notice in the Brisbane Courier only two days
after Sandeman’s resignation and a full five days before the electors
of Rockhampton read about it in their local paper. 377
In his notice, Douglas pledged to oppose the present administration:
I shall thus be more free to act and to enforce attention
for your requirements than I would be as a mere retainer
of an incoherent ministry. 378

Although denying rumours that he was seeking the post “to obtain a
government appointment,” 379 Douglas indicated that he could be
persuaded to accept a ministerial position under certain
circumstances if it was offered. 380
Thus Douglas, while making it plain that he would oppose the
government of the day, had also indicated that he would accept a
position in the Herbert ministry if offered it. The Rockhampton
Bulletin was less than impressed, preferring a candidate who would
put local interests ahead of policy considerations, 381 while the
Brisbane Courier considered Douglas’s notice to be a “somewhat

377

Ibid. The Rockhampton Bulletin expressed its disapproval at this undue haste and

proposed for the “present: dismissing all consideration of the subject.”
378

John Douglas. “To the Electors of the Port Curtis District.” Brisbane Courier, 14 April

1863
379

Ibid. Despite this disavowal, the Brisbane Courier noted that, although Douglas had

“avowed his hostility to the present advisers of the government, it is urged in well-informed
circles that he is, notwithstanding, the best favoured man (if elected) to supply the
anticipated vacancy in the ministry.” (Brisbane Courier, 18 April 1863, p. 2)
380

John Douglas. “To the Electors of the Port Curtis District.” Brisbane Courier, 14 April

1863
381

Rockhampton Bulletin and Central Queensland Advertiser, 18 April 1863

121
inordinate affectation of disinterestedness and independence.” 382
The nomination and election process for this seat is worth examining
in some detail, because it illustrates how seriously colonial politics
were taken despite the tiny number of electors involved.
Representative democracy in Australia was less than a decade old a hard earned right to be cherished, nurtured and exercised.
Elections were the biggest game in town, a chance for the
enfranchised to have their say on how the colony should be
governed. Moreover, while the number of Port Curtis electors was in
inverse proportion to the vast and isolated district, 383 the stakes were
high for the candidates, as careers and fortunes could be made or
broken on the outcome.
A preliminary meeting was held on 18 April 1863 at the Royal Fitzroy
Hotel, Rockhampton, “for the purpose of taking steps with respect to
filling up the vacancy.” 384 Several names were put forward including
that of John Douglas, who was nominated by the prominent Albrecht
Feez, seconded by Ranken and endorsed by Haynes. Feez
reminded those present that Douglas was:
a gentleman well known in the place, He was a man of
sufficient means and leisure to devote the whole of his
time to their service … He was a man of great ability, and
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had proffered his services. If he made a promise, he
would stick to it. 385

Ranken believed that “the interests of the community would be safe
in Mr. Douglas’s hands,” while Haynes opined that Douglas “had so
much time at his disposal that he would be enabled to devote a great
portion of it to the service of the electorate,” while the fact that he
was resident in Brisbane was also to their advantage. 386 One wag
wanted to know why, if Douglas “had so much time and money, he
could not spare a little of the one and the other to visit his
constituency?” This remark was greeted with loud applause, and the
meeting broke up after those present nominated several other
candidates. 387
A leading contender for the seat was Alexander Fyfe, a squatter and
auctioneer who lived in the district on the property Wipend and had
previously been a member of the Victorian legislative assembly. 388
126 constituents pleaded for him to stand, 389 but he declined, having
“resolved to abstain from political life.” 390 Unfortunately, for his
supporters, Fyfe was out of town on urgent business, unaware of the
385
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impending by-election, and unreachable. His views on the matter
were not widely known, and so his nomination was put forward to the
next round. 391 William Walsh, another of those nominated, also
declined to stand, saying he did not wish to be “pitted” against John
Douglas. 392 A Mr Goggs expressed an interest in contesting the
seat, 393 but later withdrew due to ill health. 394 The final contender
was Charles Fitzsimmons, 395 but he, too, declined to nominate. 396
Not one of the candidates was present at the subsequent formal
nomination meeting, a matter that caused much comment. Captain
Feez again nominated Douglas, noting that he was “a man of high
ability and large estate” and would “carry great weight” in
parliament. 397 Concerns were expressed at the meeting about
Douglas not residing in the electorate. William Rea, a prominent
local identity, was also annoyed that Douglas was not personally
present: “If you are worth representing at all it is worth your
representative’s while to meet you face to face.” 398
The returning officer called for a show of hands, with Fyfe receiving
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49 votes, Douglas eight, Walsh only four and Fitzsimmons, the
inaugural member for Rockhampton, 25. 399 Fyfe was undoubtedly
the most popular candidate, for he was a local man with previous
parliamentary experience. The same applied to Fitzsimmons,
although he was less popular, for the electorate had had actual
experience of him as their representative. Support for Douglas was
paltry in comparison, despite him also having parliamentary
experience in New South Wales. This was because, although he
owned property in the district, he resided in Brisbane, and this was
held against him.
Aware of the need to be physically present in order to shore up his
vote, Douglas arrived in the district on the following day and
immediately commenced campaigning; addressing his supporters
that same evening. 400 “I am here for the purpose of explaining my
political opinions. I come here with the wish to serve your
interests.” 401
However, he warned the crowd that if elected, he would retain the
right to “the most perfect freedom of action.” Douglas opposed the
present government, for:
the object of forming an opposition is in my opinion to
form a safeguard and check against the exercise of
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undue power on the part of the government. If there is
not an organised opposition, a government has its
opponents at its mercy, and a true opposition is simply
impossible. 402

Douglas strongly supported the development of railway and
telegraph lines to the northern part of the colony. 403 While he
opposed the idea of separation, he would not rule it out if parliament
continued to oppose the advancement and improvement of the
northern districts. He was also not afraid to disagree with his
potential constituents, telling one questioner who complained about
£2,000 being spent on the Brisbane Botanical Gardens instead of
roads that it was “not at all too much for the purpose.” 404
The Rockhampton Bulletin, while still favouring Fyfe, was impressed
with Douglas’s performance, and observed of him, in a humorous
piece, entitled The Port Curtis Electoral Sweep: “He took his first pipe
opener last night, and somewhat astonished those who contested
that he had nothing but a turn of speed to recommend him.” 405
Support for Douglas was growing in Gladstone as well, with a local
correspondent correctly remarking; “At present the current feeling is
in his favour in this township, and doubtless a personal visit will
402
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secure him most of the votes.” 406 In Douglas’s favour was that Fyfe
and Fitzsimmons withdrew before election day, while Walsh declined
to be nominated. The Rockhampton Bulletin threw its support behind
Douglas, for in comparison to Fyfe, Douglas “has undoubtedly a
greater diplomatic forte, a more suasive demeanour, and ... an
equally honest intention.” 407
By polling day, Douglas was the “only bona fide candidate.” 408 95
electors cast their votes in Rockhampton, 70 voting for Douglas, 24
for Fyfe and one for Fitzsimmons, 409 while in Gladstone Douglas
received 39 of the 42 votes, Walsh collecting the remaining three. 410
The Rockhampton Bulletin was pleased with the outcome:
We trust we have, at any rate, secured our chief
desideratum, a good member, and, with the full belief that
we have done so, beg to offer our sincere congratulations
to Mr. Douglas. 411

Douglas, at the age of 34, had successfully contested his third
election and secured his first seat in the Queensland parliament. He
406
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was fortunate in that his chief opponent, Alexander Fyfe, was unable
to stand due to pressure of business, for had Fyfe stood he most
probably would have won.

Port Curtis election
However, on 22 May 1863, the same day Douglas left Rockhampton
for Brisbane to take up his seat, parliament was dissolved, the
ministry lacking sufficient support for its Railways Bill, and a general
election was called. 412 Thus, 10 days after being elected to
parliament, Douglas had to recontest his seat. He was furious. In a
notice to the Port Curtis electorate, he expressed his disgust at the
current state of affairs contending that his constituents:
have thus, for a time, been defrauded of the increased
representation which you reasonably expected, and
which it would have been my privilege to have
advocated. 413

Despite only being recently elected, he implored them to re-elect him,
and confidently reminded them, “you already know me.” To those
who were not familiar with him, he informed them that he was a:
constitutional liberal - not desiring change for the sake of
change, but solicitous to secure that gradual progress
which can alone give permanence and solidity to our
political structure. 414
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Douglas had won the recent election because he opposed the
ministry. Aware of the strong feelings in his electorate for separation
from the southern part of the colony, he had cleverly, if somewhat
cynically, made this the central plank in his campaign, despite having
earlier indicated that he did not believe it a viable alternative. 415
Nevertheless, it was a popular decision, as a local correspondent
noted:
We have every confidence in our envoy Mr. Douglas, and
he cannot go too far in expressing our indignation at the
long and patiently borne treatment we have received. 416

The push for separation arose due to funds being earmarked for a
railway line from Ipswich to Dalby at the expense of similar
infrastructure for the northern districts. 417 Douglas sided with his
constituents and recommended that the district should “go for a
railway too.” 418 In chairing an ‘indignation meeting’ about this matter
at Rockhampton shortly after his election, Douglas incurred the wrath
of the Brisbane Courier newspaper, who considered his address to
be:
worthy of a minister of the crown, for it contained nothing,
committed its author to nothing, and ended in vapour. He
was not prepared to say anything, and could not even
enlighten his audience as to the comparative cost of
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common roads and railways. Of his own knowledge he
appeared to know nothing at all, and consequently
betrayed no principles and enunciated no policy. 419

Douglas’s strong support for separation, his opposition to the ministry
that was seen by many in the northern districts as ignoring their
needs, and the fact that he had only a few weeks before won the
seat in a by-election, made him a near certainty to be returned in the
general election for the same seat. So confident of success was
Douglas that he did not return from Brisbane, to the district. 420 As he
correctly observed shortly before the polling day, “the result of the
late election justifies me in claiming a renewal of that confidence
which you have already bestowed on me.” 421 The Rockhampton
Bulletin newspaper concurred, believing that:
we can hardly suppose there will be a vestige of
opposition to Mr. Douglas ... and his re-election will be
necessarily exempt from any excitement or iteration of
already known political opinions. 422

Indeed, Douglas and the paper’s confidence were well placed, for as
the only candidate, he was duly elected unopposed. 423
Douglas had now been elected to a colonial parliament for the fourth
419
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time. It marked his final transition from pastoralist to politician. It
would lead him to the Queensland premiership and a life dedicated to
public service. Few would have predicted this at the time, but, as will
be seen, Douglas’s performance in the upcoming parliamentary
session would demonstrate to many that he was a rising star in the
north, one destined for some form of future greatness in the public
arena.

1863, p. 363)
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Chapter 6: The ‘Star of the North:’ Douglas and the
Queensland Parliament, 1863
In 1863, there was a mood of optimism in the colony. The settlement
of Somerset at the tip of Cape York had been established by John
Jardine in March of that year, as had the Queensland Turf Club,
while educational choices were increased by the establishment of All
Hallows Convent and the Ipswich Grammar School in Brisbane and
Ipswich respectively. 1863 was also the year Pacific Islanders were
first brought to Queensland to work in the emerging sugar
industry. 424 The population of Queensland had doubled from 25,000
to 50,000 people since 1859, while the colony’s revenue during this
period had similarly increased, from £178,000 to £356,000 per
annum. 425
Politics in Queensland were in their infancy, with the new colony not
yet four years old. Nevertheless, a measure of stability was provided
through Governor Bowen and Premier Herbert continuing to hold
office. Responsible government was still a relatively new concept,
taken very seriously by all concerned. However, as the historian
Manning Clark observed, responsible government modelled on the
British experience and exported to the Australian colonies assumed
two main political parties, each with clearly defined principles and
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interests. 426 This did not hold in Queensland, where there were
differences of interest, but no serious differences of principles or
doctrine. 427 Consequently, parliamentarians tended to associate with
men of like interest or coalesce around those with powerful ambitions
and personalities for in the absence of political parties, politicians
“stood out above the melee of politics.” 428
These associations in no way resembled the disciplined political
parties of today. They were fluid class based ideological groupings,
bringing parliamentarians together to get a job done or to implement
a program. In the absence of parties and party discipline, the loose
interest groups that did form did so only because they shared some
common objective, usually of limited duration. 429 This invariably led
to shifting alliances and frequent disagreements, and resulted in a
more complex system than that found today. 430 Often, men who
were fiercely opposed to each other would suddenly appear together
in the ministry. “Measures not men was the catchcry.” 431 This meant
ministries came and went more rapidly than is the case today, and
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they did not change only after an election. 432 This, as will be shown,
all too frequently ensured that politics in Queensland under
responsible government in the mid to late nineteenth century was
stormy and unstable, with its parliaments divided into a number of
regional and personal cliques who fought against themselves for
“place and pay” or for some “fancied local advantage.” 433
The main issues of the day for colonial politicians were land,
railways, immigration, and ensuring that their constituents did not
miss any largesse available from the colonial treasury. These issues
were linked, for it was believed that economic progress would be
expedited through large-scale policies of immigration and railwaybuilding directed towards intensive land settlement. 434 Moreover,
economic progress and development was sacrosanct, for not only
was development for its own sake considered important, but it was
also generally believed that moral progress naturally followed on
from economic success. 435
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The second parliament
It was against this background that Queensland’s second parliament
met on 21 July 1863, with Herbert continuing as premier after
successfully contesting the seat of West Moreton. 436 Douglas took
his seat of Port Curtis, having already committed himself to opposing
the premier and his ministry, for he considered them to be, “a piece
of incongruous patch work.” 437
This was not surprising, as the dominant feature of Queensland
politics during this period was the lack of any party organisation. 438
This absence of political groupings meant that there was ample
scope for members to display their independence and vote in
accordance with their beliefs, so long as they also primed the parishpump for the benefit of their electorate. Men like Douglas were
expected to be “independent” and “to hold ideas that were very much
their own,” with their strength of character and attitudes to life being
of major importance. 439 However, although independent of party,
they needed to be closely aligned to their constituents’ interests if
they wished to be re-elected to office. 440
There had been a significant turnover of members in the three years
between the first and second parliaments, with 12 current legislative
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assembly members, almost 50 per cent of the total, returned since
the historical first sitting on 7 May 1860. 441 It is worthwhile to
examine the characteristics of the men, and they were all men,
Douglas worked with, for it offers insight into how Queensland
politicians compared to Douglas.
In a religious age, they were all practising Christians. The majority,
15 of the 26, were Anglicans like Douglas. The remainder comprised
five Presbyterians, two Wesleyans, a Methodist, a Congregationalist,
a Baptist and William Kennedy, the sole Roman Catholic.
Not surprisingly, not one of them had been born in the colony. What
was surprising was that none was born in the Australian colonies
either. With the exception of Theophilus Pugh, born in the West
Indies where his father was a Wesleyan missionary, all were born in
the United Kingdom. The majority, 13, were born in England, seven
in Scotland, three in Ireland and one in Wales. It is unknown where
William Kennedy, who arrived in Queensland in 1841, was born. The
Scottish influence was particularly strong, even more so when
including Douglas who, although born in London, considered himself
Scottish. 442
Many of the members came from humble backgrounds. William
Groom’s father was a cordwainer, and Charles Lilley’s father was a
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bootmaker. Others were the sons of farmers, merchants, clergymen
or professionals. Only three, Douglas, Gilbert Eliott and Robert
Mackenzie, were of aristocratic birth.
The parliament was an interesting combination of ‘gentlemen’ and
self-made men, especially Groom, who came to Australia in 1849 as
a convict sentenced to seven years transportation for stealing.
Fourteen were squatters, five were in the legal profession, four were
newspaper proprietors, and one was a doctor, with merchants
making up the remainder. Its composition demonstrated that the
’establishment’ was characterised by the possession of property and
wealth rather than by birth. 443
It was a diverse and combustible mix. Although Douglas was bound
to many through common ties of country, religion and profession, in
other ways his beliefs and principles were at variance with the
majority, as this chapter will demonstrate. He was a squatter who
supported small farmers against pastoralists. Although devoted to
the Church of England, he pushed for state support of
denominational schools against the wishes of the Anglican majority.
An aristocrat by birth, he was a liberal, while the other two aristocrats
were conservatives. Moreover, in his upbringing, manner,
commitment to duty, sense of fair play and respect for decorum,
Douglas demonstrated very different values and behaviour to many
of the self-made men inhabiting the parliamentary benches with him.
443
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As he himself once remarked to his constituents:
Whatever faults I may have, gentlemen, and I am
conscious of very many, they are not those of meanness,
or of sordid avarice based on political treachery. 444

Railway policy
Douglas was delighted to again be in the political arena, representing
his electorate at the very centre of power and influence. On his first
day in parliament, he presented a petition from his constituents
requesting that there be no railway construction in the south of the
colony unless the northern districts received a railway as well. 445 It
was not surprising that Douglas’s constituents felt this way, for there
was keen competition between the various districts over the siting of
the colony’s first railway.
In presenting this petition, Douglas was conveying the anger of his
electorate whose voters believed that parliament had neglected them
when constructing a railway line from Ipswich to Dalby instead of in
their northern district. The residents of Central Queensland wanted
their own east-west railway from Rockhampton to Peak Downs,
claiming that they had greater need than settlers on the Darling
Downs did, who had grown wealthy without the necessity of a
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railway. 446 Douglas had recently chaired an “indignation meeting” at
Rockhampton on just this issue. Although his views were not as
stridently expressed as many others, he sagely advised them to “go
in for a railway too.”
Douglas’s initial address to the Queensland parliament consisted of
mercilessly criticising the Herbert ministry for alleged misconduct,
due to its attempted passing of a railway Bill at the end of the
previous session, an action Douglas considered unconstitutional. 447
Douglas opposed the ministry throughout the life of the second
parliament and continually fought for the establishment of railway
lines and road networks in the northern districts. In this endeavour,
the local paper, the Rockhampton and Central Queensland
Advertiser, faithfully supported him throughout. 448
Initially the railway petitions Douglas presented on behalf of his
Maryborough, Rockhampton and Gladstone constituents were
treated with contempt by Governor Bowen’s private secretary, Henry
Pitt, who, in his reply to Douglas, suggested that the petitioners
should “devote to the practical object of improving their own local
institutions the energies now wasted in fruitless endeavours of this
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nature.” 449 This response, as well as Douglas’s reply, which hinted
darkly that failure to act on the petition “may lead to the disintegration
of the colony,” were published in full in the local newspaper and
helped cement his support in the northern electorate by
demonstrating his willingness to stand up to what were perceived to
be dominating southern interests. 450
The Rockhampton Bulletin and Central Queensland Advertiser
considered the private secretary’s remarks “indecorous and
heartless.” 451 However, the issue did not go away, and Douglas and
his Central Queensland constituents were successful the following
year when a route for the great northern line out of Rockhampton
was approved and surveyed. 452
Douglas foresaw the construction of railway lines being funded on
similar lines to that in America, where “railways have been
constructed and are now being successfully conducted by companies
largely endowed with state lands.” 453
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Railway provision in the colony, and a sustainable means of funding
them through land sales, were themes to which he would repeatedly
return. 454 The issues neatly married his two overriding concerns in
his early parliamentary career: that of opening the north for
development through the use of an efficient means of transport, and
of finding a way to ensure it occurred in a manner that would fund
and support the growth of the colony, not bankrupt it. Douglas
believed that railways should be built out of the proceeds of land
sales, coining the term “land-grant lines” for this process. 455 To him
they were:
not so much a source of profit at the present time, but as
a means of colonisation ... So far as paying for their
construction was concerned, there were ample means by
the sale of crown lands in districts contiguous to the
lines. 456

The development of railways in the young colony was deemed
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essential, for railways were the most important symbol of a country’s
industrial, economic and financial power. The more youthful or
impoverished the country, the more urgently it seized on the railway
as the key to progress. 457 Douglas, along with every other
Queenslander, understood this. 458 They knew that a railway line in
their district would inject enormous investment and bring lasting
economic and transportation developments. The question was not
whether Queensland should build railways, but rather where was the
best route to reap the rewards sufficient to justify the cost and effort
required to build them.
Railways were ideally suited to Queensland, given its vast spaces
and the poor state of the transport network in a colony without a
navigable inland river system and atrocious roads all too often
washed away by floods or turned to dust by droughts. 459
Unfortunately, it also ignited the fierce regionalism prevalent in the
colony, and frequently resulted in bitter rivalry between the southern
and northern parts of the colony.
Premier Herbert envisaged a railway system operated by private
enterprise based on the economical horse-drawn tramways he had
seen in England. The Moreton Bay Tramway Company was
established to build tramways in the colony but struggled to attract
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sufficient financial support. 460
In July 1863, Douglas presented a petition on behalf of William
Coote, the late manager and engineer of the Moreton Bay Tramway
Company, to inquire into negotiations between the company and the
government regarding a tramway from Ipswich to Dalby. 461
Incorporated by an act of parliament in 1861, the company had
subscribers for £53,000 worth of shares for its proposal to build a
standard gauge, horse-hauled, wooden-railed tramway from Ipswich
to Toowoomba. 462 The money raised was insufficient, and the
company became insolvent in late 1862, 463 with its only asset - its
survey plans – being sold to the government for £3,150. 464 The
company’s failure demonstrated that private funding of railways was
not viable and that the government would have to finance their
construction in the colony. 465
Nevertheless, in 1863 the government still wished to have a tramway
built. While it initially rejected an offer from the eventual successful
tender, Tooth & Company, to build the line by funding it from a
combination of land grants and government debentures, it eagerly
seized on their proposal to use a narrow-gauge (3’ 6”) light railway
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line as advocated by its consultant, Irish engineer, Abraham
Fitzgibbon. 466 Coote had nothing but contempt for a railway based
on such a narrow gauge, and did not hide his strong feelings on the
matter. 467
Douglas asked that a select committee consider the matters raised in
the petition. The motion was lost, but not before the premier,
Herbert, remarked that Douglas “had been made a cat’s paw of by
the audacious petitioner.” 468 The timing and manner of the petition
was contentious, with Coote having been an unsuccessful candidate
for the seat of South Brisbane, while at least six and possibly up to
nine members of the opposition were shareholders of the defunct
company. 469 Douglas’s championing of Coote’s cause was
considered by the Daily Guardian newspaper to be overly ambitious.
It regarding him as being “young and green,” 470 while the Brisbane
Courier considered Douglas to be neither conversant of the rules of
boards nor how parliament operated. 471
Although hardly an auspicious start to what was to be a long and
distinguished political career in Queensland, the issue of the
Tramway Company gave Douglas considerable publicity and a
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degree of prominence. 472 While not a shareholder in the company,
he supported Coote because he, too, was firmly against the
introduction of a narrow-gauge railway into the colony. 473
A week later, the Brisbane Courier reconsidered its attitude to
Douglas following his opposition to a railway Bill introduced into
parliament. The paper believed that Douglas was:
worthy of the confidence reposed in him by the northern
electors. His reply to the arguments adduced in the
debate was as sensible and sound as it was dignified.
He refrained from indulging in facetious remarks [and]
what he did state was in accordance with the high
opinions which had been formed of him. 474

Another issue that Douglas involved himself with was irregularities
surrounding the Gladfield agricultural reserve on the Darling Downs.
As the reserve fell outside the boundaries of Douglas’s electorate, his
raising of this matter in parliament was contentious.

Land issues
The Gladfield Reserve no. 13 was established in 1855, when part of
the Gladfield run. However, in May 1863 the area of the reserve was
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reduced from nine sections to only two. 475 Douglas asked for all
relevant correspondence to be placed before parliament, and
demanded to know how and why this had happened, suggesting that
“a great fraud had been perpetuated upon the land fund of the
colony.” 476 During debate on the matter, it transpired that the reserve
had been reduced at the urging of the member for Warwick, Arnold
Wienholt, a member of the government, who had not only owned the
adjoining lands but who had then proceeded to buy up the released
portions of the reserve for an undisclosed sum, under pre-emptive
right. 477
The colonial secretary strongly defended Wienholt, arguing that
Douglas was out of order for presenting a petition from outside of his
electorate. Heated debate ensued and parliament disallowed the
tabling of the petition. 478 Douglas considered the conduct of the
government and the surveyor-general to be reprehensible, 479 a
position supported by both the Brisbane Courier 480 and the Daily
475

“The Gladfield Reserve.” Brisbane Courier, 26 August 1863.

476

Ibid.

477

Ibid.; Brisbane Courier, 9 September 1863; “The Warwick Representatives.” Brisbane

Courier, 5 September 1863. Wienholt was born on 22 January 1826 in Wales, arriving in
Sydney in 1840. In 1849, he settled the Maryvale and Gladfield Stations on the Darling
Downs and represented the seat of Warwick in the legislative assembly from 10 June 1863
to 25 June 1867. With his brother Edward, he constructed a huge pastoral empire on the
Downs before retiring to Switzerland where he died on 16 January 1895.
478
479
480

Brisbane Courier, 3 September 1863
“The Gladfield Reserve.” Brisbane Courier, 17 September 1863.
Brisbane Courier, 5 September 1863. The mayor of Warwick and 262 residents of the

district had signed the petition. They then sent it to their local member, John McLean, the
member for Eastern Downs, requesting that “the Gladfield Reserve may be restored to its
original dimensions.” However, mindful that McLean sided with the government, the mayor
also requested; “should any cause prevent you from presenting the petition, it is the desire of

146
Guardian. 481
It had not taken Douglas long to be considered an effective political
opponent, one capable of wounding the government by exposing
shady deals done for the benefit of its members. Moreover, he had
demonstrated that he would not confine himself to the concerns of
his electorate, but would assist voters throughout the colony. This
approach by Douglas endeared him to voters in electorates where
politicians ignored their local members’ concerns, as the member for
Warwick discovered when Douglas involved himself in the Warwick
Reserve extension dispute.
The mayor of Warwick along with 152 other residents had asked
Douglas to present a petition to parliament for the extension of the
Warwick Agricultural Reserve, as “it seems our Warwick member has
totally neglected us in these matters.” 482 Douglas willingly took on
this task out of a “recognised desire to promote the smaller settler” 483
and tabled it in parliament. However, the government declined to
print it, because he was not the member for that district 484 and a

the petitioners that you will entrust it for presentation to John Douglas.” (“Warwick
Agricultural Reserve.” Brisbane Courier, 5 September 1863.) This was presumably done
because Douglas had previously lived in the district, was known to its inhabitants and was
considered sympathetic to their interests.
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furious Weinholt criticised Douglas as one whom “said he would do a
great deal, but he did nothing - he talked a great deal, but he was all
show, he was a blatherskite.” 485 Nevertheless, at a subsequent
public meeting in the Warwick electorate, 486 Douglas was praised by
those present while Weinholt was roundly condemned. 487
Douglas had scored a convincing victory for the opposition. He had
put the government on notice that he had the ability to embarrass
them not only over matters concerning his own electorate, but also
on issues that concerned the entire colony. In so doing, he
demonstrated the first signs of his political ability, ability that would
eventually lead him to a ministerial position and finally the
premiership.
By the close of the parliamentary sitting, Douglas had become a
valued opposition member, one who fought hard for his and other
electorates. This was only to be expected, as Oscar De Satge, a
squatter and member of parliament for Clermont from 1869, noted.
No new member of the legislature was held worth his salt
by his constituents who did not try to get a dam made or
well sunk on some waterless road, to say nothing of a jail
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and courthouse for every opening township. 488

However, this could be damaging to the electorate and the colony. A
contemporary observer remarked on:
The incessant conflict between local interests and the
public welfare. A shower of manna descends from the
London money market. Ministers propose; rapacious
electors, through their representatives dispose. A
scheme of public works is drawn up. It is very soon
extended through irrefutable proof that the neglected
districts are as much entitled to expenditure as the
favoured districts. 489

This entrenched attitude of provincialism and self-interest
exasperated Governor Bowen, who was led to complain once that
“every member tries to get as much as he can of public money for his
constituents: it is as if the fate of the entire English ministry was
dependent upon the erection of a bridge in Wales, Scotland or
Ireland.” 490
Douglas, under the guise of equality for his electorate, ‘milked’ this
for all it was worth.
Votes of money should not be extracted by threats, or by
political promises, but that they should be founded on the
principle of justice – on the principle that as all parts of
the colony contributed towards the revenue, and were
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equally taxed, and that as they possessed a common
property, their funds should be distributed in something
like a spirit of fairness and equality. 491

In this, he was successful; having placed on the supplementary
estimates £5,000 for the development of roads in his district. 492 On
another occasion he was less successful failing to secure the
establishment of a lands office in Rockhampton when the Pastoral
Leases Bill was discussed, despite claiming that, “it was only by
anticipating the wants of the northern districts that the increasing cry
for separation would be put down.” 493
Towards the end of the session, Douglas had another opportunity to
demonstrate to the parliament and his constituents just how stubborn
he could be when adhering to his principles. The second reading of
the Loan Bill included an amount of £100,000 for emigration. 494 A
select committee had recently released a report into this matter, with
one of its recommendations, according to Douglas, recommending
the amending of a clause relating to land-orders in the Alienation of
Crown Lands Act to “legalise the present illegal attitude of the
government in connection with immigration.” 495
This did not happen, so in the debate on the Loan Bill Douglas
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attempted to have the sum of £100,000 for immigration reduced to a
shilling! Here too he was unsuccessful and retired in a pique of
anger and frustration. 496 In a letter to the Brisbane Courier, Douglas
claimed that parliament had endorsed:
a transaction which had not the sanction of law, and thus,
in my opinion, parliament sacrificed a privilege which it
aught to have held superior to the interests of either
ministerialists or oppositionists. 497

True to his word, Douglas took no further part in the session, but this
was no real hardship, for it ended less than a week later.
In only 28 sitting days, he had made a strong impact on the
parliament with his maverick and uncompromising style, unwavering
independence, a shared commitment to his electorate and the colony
as a whole, and a refusal to sacrifice his principles on the altar of
expediency. Douglas was actively involved in every issue considered
by parliament. He had ended the 1863 session in a controversial
manner, as he would commence the next session, attempting to
amend the vice-regal speech! Not for Douglas could the following
unkind charge be levied, as it was by the Brisbane Courier against
some of his contemporaries, on the close of the session.
For a time his seat will know him no more; the soft
cushions on which his aristocratic form were so
frequently ensconced will be turned over to the tender
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mercies of some charwoman as zealous in the service of
the public, perhaps, as a few of the gentleman who left
the parliament. 498

Rockhampton visit
Douglas was not to be hidden from his electorate. He made the
journey from his home in Brisbane to Rockhampton following the
proroguing of parliament, where he reported to his constituents at a
public meeting, and attended a public luncheon given in his
honour. 499 At the meeting, he addressed the need for a railway and
adequate parliamentary representation for the northern district.
Recounting the determined although largely ineffectual role he had
played in representing his constituents’ interests in these matters,
Douglas regretted that the “proceedings of the parliament of
Queensland have not been as I, speaking as your representative,
could have wished.” 500 He thanked those present for electing him,
and believed that their confidence in him was justified. 501
This speech throws further light on the standards and values that
Douglas believed should be held by parliamentarians - many of them
observed more in the breach than in practice. A man of strong
principles, Douglas had an unwavering sense of right and wrong and
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expressed his convictions without fear or favour. He regretted that
several members had voted in parliament “in a manner which their
constituents would not have supported,” while the Railway Bill for the
Ipswich-to-Toowoomba line had been approved due “to the treachery
of certain of the members voting for it.”
His speech also explained why he considered the Herbert ministry
unconstitutional. As discussed earlier, shortly after Douglas gained
the seat of Port Curtis in a by-election, parliament was dissolved
following the second reading of the proposed Railway Bill, where an
opposition amendment was only defeated on the casting vote of the
speaker. 502 Douglas believed the correct course of action should
have been for the governor to request one of the other members to
try and form a ministry.” Instead, according to Douglas, the
governor,
knowing that I had been elected as your representative
and was pledged not only to oppose the bill, but also that
I carried the force of your opinion, took the course of
dissolving parliament. 503

With this extraordinary comment, Douglas had credited himself with
an importance that was in no way supported by the facts. The truth
was that although Arthur Macalister, 504 the colony’s first minister for
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lands and works, had succeeded in gaining passage of the Railway
Bill through parliament, he and the premier were unhappy with their
victory resting on the narrow majority of one vote. Herbert wanted a
fuller mandate on such a contentious matter, as the proposed railway
was being ridiculed at public meetings and through the press, it being
claimed that the preferred narrow gauge would be no more than an
expensive toy. 505
While it was true that in the central and northern districts there were
deep-rooted concerns that the railway would impose too heavy a
drain on government funds for the benefit of only those in the
southern districts, Douglas was massively overstating his influence
on a parliament in which he had yet to take his seat. In any event, at
the subsequent election, Herbert, Macalister and every other
member supporting the railway was returned. 506 Nevertheless,
Douglas’s remarks provide a revealing insight into the importance he
attached to his parliamentary duties and his central, ever vigilant,
statesmanlike role in this regard.
At a public luncheon in Rockhampton held in his honour, Douglas
articulated his views on the value of a parliamentary democracy.
The very centre and soul of parliamentary government
was the existence in the house of representatives of two
conflicting parties opposed to each other on minor
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questions, yet both having the welfare of the country at
heart … the very difference of opinion that existed,
tended only to the advantage and prosperity of the
country. 507

As to the role and conduct of parliamentarians:
personal feeling should never be suffered to
preponderate in the minds of the representatives of the
public, whilst engaged in the discussion of important
measures 508

An instance of the expression of his moral approach to conduct in the
parliamentary arena came during the Selections in Agricultural
Reserves debate in late 1867. Douglas, in replying to a
parliamentarian who had said that had he not been a member of
parliament, would “in a minute” have engaged in the illegal practice
of dummying, 509 lamented this member,
might as well indulge in smuggling. And when the world
saw that a man in his high position thought nothing of
setting aside the law, many others would not scruple to
follow his example. 510

Douglas would hold steadfastly to his principles throughout his
lengthy parliamentary career. They gave expression to his deeply
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held moral and religious beliefs and his finely tuned sense of justice
and fair play. He put into practice what had been instilled in him at
Rugby School and further refined at Durham University. He believed
in actively contributing to parliamentary debate, had a considered
opinion on most issues of the day, and took every opportunity to
express them. He was also building a reputation as a powerful public
speaker, acknowledged as “a very clever, brilliant orator.” 511
Douglas had worked hard for his electorate, fulfilled his duty to it, and
consequently had become one of the senior members of the
opposition. The forthcoming parliamentary session would see him
continue his active involvement with the major issues of railways,
land, and education. However, there was a heavy price to pay for
choosing to be in opposition. Able to participate freely and fully in
political debate, he was powerless when it came to having a
legislative program enacted. As well, his stubbornness and
independence worked against him in a parliament where political
patronage and machinations were more highly prized than integrity,
logic, and impartiality. As a contemporary ironically observed of
Douglas:
In the first place, he is too precise and conscientious both
in his language and conduct for a member of parliament.
A man who has scruples of conscience over an
electioneering statement, and such a nice sense of honor
as to regard his smallest word as an inviolable bond, has
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no right to aspire to the position of a public man, much
less a Queensland statesman. Then, again, he regulates
his political conduct by set principles, and sticks to them
with irritating pertinacity, whether his party go with him or
not. He has a bad habit of thinking for himself and
coming to his own conclusions on all sorts of questions.
Being an educated man and a gentleman he has not the
tact to disguise these misfortunes, but must let them be
seen on all occasions, and so annoy other people who
are not afflicted in like manner. 512

Given these ‘failings,’ it is perhaps a mark of Douglas’s character that
he achieved in politics as much as he did. The following chapter
examines his political progression.
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Chapter 7: The ‘Star of the North:’ Douglas and the
Queensland Parliament, 1864-66
1864 parliamentary session
Seven months after its proroguing, parliament reconvened on 26
April 1864. The infant colony was growing rapidly, with new
settlements being founded in the north that year: Cardwell in
January, Townsville in July, and Somerset, on the tip of Cape York,
in August. 513 In the south, work had commenced on the first railway
between Ipswich and Toowoomba in February 1864. 514 The colony
was prosperous, despite floods, the worst in living memory, ravaging
Brisbane in early 1864. As Premier Herbert remarked on the
forthcoming parliamentary session: “We do not anticipate a very long
or exciting session, which is of course an indication of the general
prosperity of the country.” 515
By now, Herbert considered Douglas to be “the recognised leader of
the organised opposition.” 516 This chapter explores the development
and maturity of Douglas as a politician between 1864 and 1866.
Principled and motivated by lofty ideals, this period demonstrated
that he was also a politician and a pragmatist. As an independent on
the opposition benches, he was free to pursue issues and express
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opinions in a manner that he was unable to in later years when in or
at the head of the ministry. I will use these years to explore
Douglas’s intense involvement in the parliamentary process,
highlighting his stubborn independence, forthright sincerity and sense
of fair play. I will also illustrate his propensity, as a relatively
inexperienced member, to make errors of political judgement, and
explore the consequences of his obstinacy.

Railways
Douglas’s agitation the previous year for a railway in the northern
district had paid immediate dividends. Governor Bowen, in his
opening address to parliament, after drawing attention to the
construction of the first railway in the colony, then announced that the
government would also construct a railway to link Rockhampton with
the “rich pastoral and mining territory that lies to the westward.” 517
Douglas was stunned at this unexpected announcement – a
confirmation of his success – and admitted that, “a feeling of
satisfaction suffused me momentarily.” 518 However, he soon voiced
grave doubts over the viability of the project, for
however desirable a railway might be to the north, the
measure proposed is not backed by any likelihood of a
commensurate increase of traffic to the northern
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districts. 519

Rather than “squandering money” on a 20-30 mile railway line, 520
Douglas wanted the money spent on urgent facilities and services
needed for his electorate.
In so doing, he demonstrated how far removed his conduct was from
most of his peers, for he resolutely refused to accept this ‘gift’ if the
government had to borrow money to pay for it. 521 ‘Pork-barrelling,’
the supply of funds or projects for local improvements designed to
ingratiate parliamentarians with their constituents, was foreign to his
character. 522 While Douglas advocated his constituents’ interests as
doggedly as any other parliamentarian, it was in pursuit of practical
and financially realistic outcomes rather than his own political
aggrandisement or to benefit his electorate.
Although in favour of railways, he was against their premature
construction and therefore refused to support the government’s
railway policy. 523 Douglas wanted a railway, but he understood that
there were other, more pressing needs in his district: “The means of
crossing rivers, the formation of bridges, and numberless other
wants.” 524
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The construction of a railway in the north, while desirable, would
simply have to wait. This principled stand taken by Douglas was in
stark contrast to his promises to his electorate, which he had
energetically advocated in parliament the previous year. In an
election campaign address in Rockhampton in April 1863 he had
stated that “It is desirable in this, as in the southern portion of the
colony, to carry out a system of railway communication.” 525 The
Rockhampton correspondent for the Brisbane Courier concurred and
suggested that the Port Curtis electorate “should take Mr. Douglas’s
advice, and ‘go in for a railway too.’” 526
This ‘about face’ was seized upon by Herbert, who clearly
remembered how strongly Douglas had supported a petition, from his
electorate, in the first session of parliament, which demanded that “a
line from Rockhampton to Peak Downs may be proceeded with, mile
for mile, with the proposed line from Ipswich to Dalby.” 527 As Herbert
gleefully and accurately noted of Douglas:
Then he had urged this as a necessary work; now, it was
not the time to deal with it. He was not now in favour of
the construction of a railway; while last year he was
advocating it from day to day with great animation. 528

This erratic parliamentary behaviour, while perhaps understandable
from an honest and principled man, bemused and infuriated
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Douglas’s opposition colleagues as well as many of his constituents.
While it was accepted at that time that parliamentarians would hold
“ideas that were very much their own,” and that “their attitudes to life
became of major importance,” the inconsistent behaviour exhibited
by Douglas exasperated and confounded many. 529 Although, as
Bernays observed, “he had nothing to be ashamed of in his political
career,” his refusal to act like a typical politician meant he often
suffered accordingly, while Herbert vowed that parliament “would not
forget the position that the honourable member had taken up.” 530
Why did Douglas push so hard for a railway and then reject it
following its approval? An analysis of his actions provides a
fascinating insight into the complexities at the heart of the man.
Douglas demanded the railway while in opposition, believing it would
not be approved because it was financially unviable. He pandered to
the needs of his electorate assuming he would not have to face the
consequences of his actions, truly the mark of a successful, if
unprincipled, politician!
Nevertheless, because the demand for its construction was linked to
the northern separation movement, the government believed it
necessary to mollify the north by granting a railway to it in addition to
the railway already approved in the south of the colony. Douglas, to
his credit, in a move that set him apart from his parliamentary
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colleagues, recognised this was a bad decision, despite having being
its main instigator, and was principled enough to tell the government
as much. While he now acted according to his principles, his
electorate, having received this unexpected gift, had no such qualms.
The local newspaper articulated their glee:
A railway we must have - parliament has committed the
colony to the work - its speedy execution is one of the
first essentials to the progress of the district. 531

Douglas, well aware of the support within his electorate for a railway,
accepted its inevitability, and devised a scheme to finance it without
bankrupting the colony, to be defrayed by the sale of lands in the
districts through which it passed. 532 Moreover, he advocated the
adoption of this principle throughout the colony, pointing to its
successful use in America and Canada. 533
He therefore introduced into parliament a Railways Commissioner
Bill, to give legislative effect to his intent, but it failed at the second
reading. 534 Douglas’s concerns proved to be well founded, for 1866
saw the abrupt suspension of railway construction in the colony
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following the failure of the British Agra and Masterman’s Bank, which
had been financing railway construction in the colony. 535
Having failed to persuade his colleagues to finance the railway on
these terms, Douglas then actively supported its construction; even
suggesting that, “It was probable that within a short period, the
railway would pay its own expenses, owing to the traffic which it
would receive.” 536
Once again, Douglas had done a spectacular volte-face. He had
campaigned for a railway in the northern district, and then opposed
its construction before eventually accepting its inevitability: all this
within twelve months. This event provides a valuable insight into the
man and his modus operandi. It is almost as if we can watch his
mind at work, while he formulates his stance on this issue, attempting
to balance principle against reality and idealism against pragmatism.
Initially Douglas recognised the need for a railway and fought long
and hard to have it approved. Once this was successfully achieved,
he objected to its construction, considering its mode of funding to be
financially irresponsible and preferring it to be funded by land sales
along its route.
Parliament rejected this proposal and less than a month later
Douglas had apparently convinced himself that the volume of traffic
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on the railway would be sufficient to defray expenses without having
to resort to land sales. He now supported this 30-mile line, and
hoped “that in a comparatively short period they might see railways
constructed to the north and west, to the extent of two or three
hundred miles.” 537
The Brisbane Courier observed with some insight:
As it received the sanction of the parliament and
therefore the country, he [Mr. Douglas] appears to
consider that all he could do would not alter the existing
state of things, and so he might as well chime in with
them. 538

Douglas’s behaviour on this matter was at variance with how
parliamentarians routinely behaved. Few if any advocated strongly
for projects, only to reject them when approved. His unorthodox
approach confounded his fellow parliamentarians and confused
many of his constituents. That Douglas’s parliamentary career
progressed as far as it did was because he learned from these
experiences and over time became more orthodox in his approach.
Although he steadfastly continued to hold to his beliefs and
principles, he also became more pragmatic and realistic. It was this
political maturation, a mix of idealism and experience, which enabled
him to succeed.
Douglas learnt that while idealism and good intentions were laudable
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objectives, in the reality problems were rarely black or white. They
were all too often coloured in various shades of grey, and finding
solutions invariably involved compromises to achieve what was
possible rather than what was desirable. Douglas’s effectiveness as
a politician was achieved through recognising this and, wherever
possible, acting accordingly. Nevertheless, he would occasionally
continue to refuse to compromise on a matter of principle.
Despite, or perhaps because of the contradictions inherent in his
actions, Douglas was popular with his constituency. A principled
populist, his beliefs and interests were broadly aligned with those of
his electorate, who took comfort in the knowledge that he would not
only fight for what he believed in, but would also recognise and
represent the interests of his electorate even when not fully agreeing
with them.
The Brisbane Courier also paid tribute to this relationship, noting
after his resignation that:
The electors of Port Curtis have lost a valuable
representative … he has honestly and unflinchingly
advocated the claims of the northern districts. 539

The paper saw Douglas as a man who “was dignified and courteous,
well educated, intellectual, fair-minded and honest.” 540 It was these
characteristics that appealed to his constituents, and which enabled
him to play a prominent role in the political and administrative life of
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the colony.
Not content with objecting to the proposed northern railway, mooted
by the governor in the vice-regal speech at the commencement of
the 1864 session, Douglas also took the highly unusual step of trying
to have a portion of it amended. 541 In a lengthy editorial, the
Brisbane Courier displayed its displeasure at the introduction of this
“injudicious amendment” by Douglas, preferring that there be no
opposition to the vice-regal address. 542 Nevertheless, it was only the
intention to amend the vice-regal address rather than the content of
Douglas’s speech that was unsatisfactory to the paper, for it also
noted with pleasure that Douglas had:
made some trenchant remarks upon the railway policy of
the government, … and charged them with a grievous
omission in not referring to the financial condition of the
colony in the opening speech. 543

The paper soon changed its position on Douglas’s attempt to amend
Bowen’s speech, for it observed a couple of weeks later that Douglas
had merely “offered some opposition without any intention of
persevering in it; and, as a matter of form, moved what amounted to
a mere verbal amendment on the address.” 544 It is possible from
541
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these conflicting accounts to gain some insight into the role and
nature of colonial politics in an infant colony. While based on the
parliamentary principles and institutions of England, in Queensland
these standards and conventions were being tested and
consolidated. What was unacceptable in the first instance could be
airily dismissed “as a matter of form” a couple of weeks later. The
attempted amendment by Douglas demonstrated his willingness to
not only challenge the conduct of government business but also its
associated conventions if he considered it necessary.

Land
As he had the previous year, Douglas again introduced land bills into
parliament. These were the Reservation of Agricultural Lands in
order to provide “for the future settlement of an agricultural
population” 545 and the Alienation of Crown Lands Amendment Bill, 546
“a Bill to facilitate the sale of land in the unsettled districts.” 547
Douglas wanted regions set aside for use as agricultural reserves
and to ensure that pastoralists did not abuse their existing preemptive right, as had already occurred on the Darling Downs. There,
many pastoralists, including Douglas when he owned Talgai, had
taken up water frontage under this right, thereby rendering large
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tracts of land unavailable by others. 548
Douglas again displayed a tendency to appreciate both sides of the
argument, observing that while the principle of pre-emptive right was
“valuable,” it had been badly exercised. 549 This action by him also
demonstrated that although he was prepared to use the existing laws
for his own benefit, if they were subject to abuse then he would try to
fix it.
The government attacked Douglas by portraying him as a former
Darling Downs squatter who, having “sold his run, and perhaps
regretted having done so now desired to injure the Darling Downs
squatter.” 550 Douglas denied the anti-squatter accusation, noting that
he had no interests in the Darling Downs. 551 Nevertheless, in the
face of sustained opposition, he was forced reluctantly to withdraw
the Reservation of Agricultural Lands Bill, while the Alienation of
Crown Lands Amendment Bill was defeated at the second reading. 552
Despite his failure in successive years (1863 and 1864) to convince
parliament to open up land for agricultural purposes and promote the
needs of the smaller settler, Douglas continued to agitate for the
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interests of farmers over those of squatters. 553

Education
Douglas believed that the best way to improve people and society
was through education. He was committed to improving the
education of working-class men, 554 for few of them in colonial
Queensland possessed more than the most rudimentary learning.
Douglas had benefited from a first-class education and, in the best
traditions of liberalism, wanted others to receive learning
opportunities as well. In strongly supporting free, compulsory and
secular education for all, he played an active role in the development
of education in the colony. 555
Before separation, education was not a high priority and
Queensland’s literacy rate was correspondingly low. In 1859,
following separation, there were six Church of England schools, four
Catholic, some thirty private and two state-maintained schools in the
colony. 556 The new government, in establishing an education policy,
opted for an extension of the state or national system, operating
through a Board of National Education, with a place reserved for
denominational schools, subject to the control of the board. In
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practice, however, religious schools did not receive favourable
consideration, for many parliamentarians believed that “dogmatic
religious instruction is the business not of the state, but of the several
churches.” 557 These beliefs led to a campaign by the Anglican and
Catholic Churches to seek additional government support for their
schools. 558
Douglas had been appointed a member of the Board in 1863 but
resigned the following year over the failure of the government to
support denominational schools financially. 559 He attempted to
rectify this by introducing into parliament a resolution censoring the
Board for failing to frame regulations to give effect to the Education
Act of 1860 “sufficient to provide for the promotion of primary schools
in Queensland.” 560
Unfortunately, although Douglas wanted direct recognition by the
state of denominational schools, he was perceived to be assailing the
existing national system 561 and was portrayed as a sectarian who
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distorted the facts, resulting in the failure of his resolution. 562 The
prevailing view was that the government should adopt “a policy of
complete neutrality” regarding religious education, 563 whereas
Douglas believed in supporting all denominations equally instead of
supporting none.
Douglas had more success in gaining a £500 grant in aid for the
Rockhampton School of Arts. 564 School of Arts institutions were
close to his heart for he saw them as valuable educational institutions
to “help those who help themselves.” 565 His involvement in these
institutions during this period included one as inaugural president of
the Brisbane-based Milton Mutual Improvement Association, a body
established by local residents to promote public instruction, 566
president of the North Brisbane School of Arts for 13 years from
1872 567 and inaugural president of the Rockhampton School of
Arts. 568
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Although a strong supporter of these institutions, he refused to
endorse a matching grant of £500 by parliament for the Spring Hill
Mechanics’ Institute in 1865, despite noting, “he should naturally feel
inclined” to vote for it. 569 This refusal was because if funding were
granted to this institute, then a precedent would be set for others to
request matching funding. Unfortunately, for the Spring Hill
Mechanics’ Institute, Douglas was prone to putting principle before
inclination.
Douglas found the 1864 session of parliament frustrating. He was a
hard-working, conscientious parliamentarian who had now put
forward several bills and spoken at length on the pros and cons of
others, and whose speeches were invariably well-researched and full
of reasoned, logical arguments. However, being a member of the
opposition meant he rarely saw any of these initiatives come to
fruition. The solution was obvious: join the government or else wait
patiently for his side of politics to come to power. However, Douglas
was not prepared to cross the floor, and despite these frustrations,
participated fully in the 1864 session as well as being deeply involved
in the social life of Brisbane.
Proud of his Scottish heritage, he was a vice-president of the
Caledonian Society 570 as well as a member and later president of the
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Johnsonian Club. 571 He also found time to serve as a committee
member of the Brisbane Lying-in Hospital. 572 In 1864, he joined the
Brisbane Provincial Grand Masonic Lodge, later transferring to the
Scotch Constitution, Lodge St. Andrew number 435. 573 A cricket
player at university, he was on the committee of the Brisbane Cricket
Club and on the organising committee of the grand intercolonial
cricket match, New South Wales against Queensland, in June
1864. 574
Douglas’s civic responsibilities demonstrated his strong commitment
to the society he lived in. Rugby School inculcated in him a sense of
civic duty and responsibilities, resulting, like so many of his class in
him being imbued with a sense of public spirit and a “willingness to
take on work for the good of the community.” 575 He strived to make
Queensland a better place through both his parliamentary service
and his civic duties in Brisbane.
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Deeply religious, it was during this period that John Douglas began
his lifetime involvement with the All Saints’ Church in Wickham
Terrace, Brisbane. 576 As befitted his previous involvement in church
matters on the Darling Downs, he did far more than simply attend
Sunday worship. He was a committee member, a warden, and a
trustee of the church and after parishioners raised concerns over the
future use of the church building, chaired an ‘indignation’ meeting
which took the Queensland Anglican Bishop, Edward Wyndham
Tufnell, to task over this and other matters. 577

1865 parliamentary session
Disillusioned with his experience in the parliament in the previous two
sittings, Douglas was far less active during the third session, 578 for
he introduced only two petitions, three motions and no bills, although
he did sit on two parliamentary committees. 579 Although less
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appointed warden at All Saints Church in October 1864, and in December that year was also
made a trustee of the church, a position he held until his death forty years later. (Kissick, pp.
26-27 & 30; Brisbane Courier, 25 August 1863.) Douglas attempted to relinquish the
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his ability.” (“Church of England, Wickham Terrace.” Brisbane Courier, 17 April 1866.) In
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energetic as a legislator than in previous years, Douglas still
contributed actively to parliamentary debate. The Additional
Members Act of 1864, resulted in the appointment of Charles
Fitzsimmons to the newly created seat of Rockhampton, which
reduced the size of Douglas’s electorate and the population he
represented. 580 This made his job as member for Port Curtis easier,
for it allowed him more time to represent the interests of his
remaining constituents. Other reasons as to why he was less
trenchant in his opposition to the ministry during this session
included, in Douglas’s opinion, that the “organised opposition was
dead” 581 and the government’s innocuous legislative program:
there was nothing in it that he [Douglas] could take hold
of, nothing that he materially objected to, and much that
he cordially approved of. 582

This was very different from Douglas’s previous protestations two
years earlier that the very same government was “a tottering
administration … defective in construction, irresolute in council, and
dissolute in finance.” 583 This reflected not only a greater maturity on

including a Hospitals Act, a Cemetery Act, a Larceny Act, the District Courts Amendment Act
and the Criminal Practices Act, none of these appeared to have greatly interested Douglas.
(Bernays, p. 31)
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Douglas’s part, but also an increased confidence in Queensland’s
parliamentary institutions and activities since separation from New
South Wales six years earlier. This confidence was expressed in a
most concrete way with the laying of the foundation stone for the new
parliamentary building in George Street. 584 Since separation in 1859,
the population of Queensland had increased from 25,000 to 90,000
people, while trade and revenue had more than trebled. 585 The
development of land had been actively encouraged, so that by 1866
the settled area of the colony had more than doubled. 586
Nevertheless, Douglas was concerned at how this growth had been
achieved. While noting that the governor, in his opening speech, had
spoke glowingly about rapid and solid progress in Queensland,
Douglas believed that this progress had come at a heavy price namely through excessive government expenditure. 587
He was proved correct twelve months later, when funds dried up
after the 1866 English bank crash which exposed the reliance of the
colony on pastoralism as its main source of revenue. The
subsequent depression, following on the heels of drought, saw
expansion and development halted in most parts of the colony. 588
Douglas was personally affected, informing parliament in 1865 that:
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experience had told him that his own progress had been
neither rapid nor solid, and he had no doubt that many
honourable members could say the same. 589

The economy remained depressed and Douglas had no choice but to
sell Tooloombah in 1868. However, selling the pastoral property did
not clear his debts, and he became insolvent in 1872.
Douglas’s concerns notwithstanding, the 1865 parliamentary session
was one of consolidation, with legislation promulgated in response to
existing needs instead of bold new developments. The issues close
to his heart - education, railways, land – had been dealt with in
previous sessions. This, coupled with his reduced electoral
responsibilities, allowed for his greater involvement in Brisbane social
and community events. 590 On 27 September 1865 Douglas had the
satisfaction of being present when Governor Bowen turned the first
sod at Rockhampton for the northern railway from Rockhampton to
Peak Downs. 591 Despite his reservations as to its manner of
financing and doubts over whether the volume of traffic in the district
was sufficient to justify its existence, he, due to his incessant
lobbying and agitation in 1863, had been largely responsible for the
government approving its construction. 592
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Douglas’s contributions to this session were solid if not spectacular.
He presented four petitions to parliament urging it to reject the Bill to
regulate the affairs of the Anglican Church, for he was opposed to
the government regulating matters concerning church governance. 593
His parliamentary committee service consisted of membership of the
joint steam postal communications committee and one set up, on his
own urging, to investigate the alleged misconduct of the master of
the Commodore Perry, Thomas Davis, who was found to be regularly
intoxicated when in command of a passenger ship on a voyage
between London and Brisbane. 594 Douglas also introduced three
motions during the session. 595

his concerns were justified. Press comment at the time was that “the short section to be built
was practically useless and was only a placatory gesture to the ‘noisy north.’” (Daddow, pp.
21-23.) The opening was a low-key affair as “politicians had little desire to publicly associate
themselves with what was obviously going to be a financial embarrassment.” (Kerr (1998),
p. 25.) By then, Douglas was no longer representing the electorate. This line later became
celebrated as “two sticks of rust leading to a gum tree.” (Ross Johnston (1988), pp. 81-82)
593

Mason, p. 69. For more information on this debate, see “Church of England Bill.”

Queensland Parliamentary Debates, vol 2, 1865, pp. 24-32 & 64-84. Douglas’s contribution
is on pp. 68-73. This Bill subsequently lapsed following its second reading.
594

“The ‘Commodore Perry’.” Queensland Parliamentary Debates, vol 2, 1865, p. 536;

“Report of the Select Committee on Alleged Misconduct of the Chief Officer of the
Commodore Perry.” Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1865, p. 691
595

Douglas unsuccessfully requested £2,000 to conduct inspections of non-vested (private)
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his resignation from the board the previous year. (Mr Douglas. “Inspection of Primary
Schools.” Queensland Parliamentary Debates, vol 2, 1865, pp. 508 & 21; Queensland
Government Gazette, vol 4 no 8, 28 January 1863, p. 69; Rockhampton Bulletin and Central
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president of the legislative council, was a constituent of his. (“Claims of the Late
Government Resident at Port Curtis.” Queensland Parliamentary Debates, vol 2, 1865, pp.
592-93.) The third motion, also defeated, requested that the parliament pay Dr Lang £1,000
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The Douglas trait of doggedly adhering to what he considered was
the right course of action was again in evidence. On one occasion,
he completely misunderstood the procedure associated with the
withdrawal of a motion to have a petition printed. Douglas
strenuously objected to a member who after introducing it had then
withdrawn the petition on receiving a satisfactory response. Douglas
objected on the ground that any petitions presented to the parliament
should be printed, irrespective of whether they were withdrawn or
not. 596 Douglas learnt much from this and other incidents. The
experience he gained and the maturity he developed from them
stood him in good stead later on. By the end of the session, Douglas
was wiser and more experienced, having endured three frustrating
but character-building years (1863-65) occupying the opposition
benches for the Port Curtis electorate.
Despite residing in Brisbane he visited his isolated and far-flung
northern electorate as often as he could and was considered to be a
popular and capable member, one respected for his principled
approach to issues, even if at some political cost to himself.597

in recognition of his services to the colony (as this sum had been placed on the 1864
supplementary estimates for this purpose, but never paid out.) (“Services of Dr. John
Dunmore Lang in the Cause of Separation.” Queensland Parliamentary Debates, vol 2,
1865, pp. 629-31)
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Douglas eventually mastered the cut and thrust of political life,
despite such behaviour being foreign to his nature. He believed in
upholding the dignity and decorum of parliament, and while there
were times when his feelings got the better of him, he always
attempted to express his anger and displeasure in a measured and
dignified way.
A useful illustration of this was his response to ministerial support for
a railway line from Ipswich to the Condamine River on the Darling
Downs. Douglas accused the ministry of pandering to its supporters
by accepting a motion it had earlier denounced. To Douglas, this
smacked “of double-dealing, of time-serving,” tantamount to, “to use
a colloquial expression - a very short word, which he only used in a
metaphorical sense, a lie.” 598
The reaction to impugning the ministry’s honour was such that he
was forced to comprehensively apologise and defend his actions. 599
This incident encapsulates Douglas’s approach to politics and his
parliamentary conduct. Despite his anger, he conducted himself in
accordance with the established norms of gentlemanly behaviour and
decorum expected by those of his social standing. His command of
should not be elected again.” Douglas refused, insisting that the local community should pay
for works carried out within a municipality. (Mr Douglas. “Bridge Over Drayton Creek.”
Queensland Parliamentary Debates, vol 2, 1865, p. 561)
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the English language and his ability to use it as an effective weapon
were already well in evidence. He also demonstrated an ability to
apologise and eat ‘humble pie’ if he believed he had debased the
high standards he set himself.
Nevertheless, while prepared to apologise on this occasion over a
matter of language, Douglas was less willing to compromise, much
less apologise, over facts and principles. As will be shown later in
the thesis, this almost led to his arrest in parliament in 1879 as well
as a lifelong reputation for extreme obstinacy and stubbornness. 600
Douglas quickly learnt how to give a speech without saying anything
of substance or confusing the message through contradictory
statements. 601 These parliamentary examples illustrate how men of
steadfast principles and good intentions adapted to the adversarial
environment of Queensland politics. Douglas learned early that to
prosper in this environment, he needed to ‘play the game’ and abide
by its rules and conventions. Nevertheless, he refused to
compromise on his core principles and beliefs. Indeed, he appeared
at times to enjoy the cut and thrust of politics, using his superior
command of the English language, coupled with his ability as an
600

For an excellent account of Douglas’s stubbornness, and his inability to realise when he

was in the wrong, see William Coote. “Our Leading Public Men. No. 1. The Hon. John
Douglas.” The Week, 19 May 1877, p. 616
601

An illustration of his abilities in this regard is the debate on the Claims of the Northern

Districts in parliament on 28 June 1865. (Mr Douglas. “Claims of the Central and Northern
Districts.” Queensland Parliamentary Debates, vol 2, 1865, p. 285.) Douglas also mastered
the arts of sarcasm and irony and on one occasion facetiously observed of Ratcliffe Pring,
the member for Ipswich, that he had “cast away the works of darkness and was about to
become a child of light.” (Mr Douglas. “Proposed Increase to Auditor-General’s Salary.“
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orator, to his advantage.
By the end of the 1865 session Douglas was an experienced
parliamentarian who had presented and supported petitions, served
on and chaired committees, introduced legislation, and debated in
detail the merits or otherwise of bills and legislation. 602 Like any
opposition politician, he had his share of failure, because many of his
initiatives and members’ petitions were ignored or derided, while
none of his introduced bills made it past the second reading stage.
Douglas was now established as a politician who took his
parliamentary duties seriously; an honest and principled man who
fought staunchly for what he believed in. Although an outstanding
orator, all too often his speeches, despite being well researched,
were dense, tendentious, and pedantic. Douglas was aware of this,
once informing parliament that “he feared that he should be tedious,
although he would strive to be as concise as possible.” 603 Despite
this, he was considered worth listening to, a man of genuine
intelligence, possessing reasoned and constructive solutions to the
challenges facing the young colony. 604 Although lacking the ‘killer
instinct’ considered necessary to succeed in the parliamentary arena,
Queensland Parliamentary Debates, vol 2, 1865, p. 640)
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he was, observed Bernays, “a clever political wire-puller.” 605 He was
respected as a gentleman of noble background, well educated,
industrious, and one who actively represented his electorate. As a
parliamentary colleague observed, Douglas was “a member of well
known ability, and one who was so fully conversant with the
proceedings of the House.” 606
Thus by the mid 1860s Douglas had finally found his vocation in life.
He had considered a career in the clergy, but became a pastoralist
before successfully making the transition from squatter to politician.
As Mason perceptively noted, Douglas turned to politics to satisfy the
dominant traits of his character - his sense of duty and the need to
serve his country. 607 The lure of political life was one he would keep
returning to, eventually achieving the highest elected office in the
colony. 608 It was time for Douglas, the opposition member, to move
on and harness his talents in the service of the colony. The
government of the day concurred, believing it preferable to have
Douglas with it rather than against it.
This chapter has traced the development of Douglas as a politician in
opposition - his development and maturation and how he dealt with
the needs and desires of his constituents. He had found his vocation
605
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in life, yet life in opposition was proving frustrating to a man of his
talents and energies. Douglas was now ready to exercise the
political duty, responsibility and influence that could only be found
within the restraints of government. The following chapter will
explore his ascension to the ministry, the challenges posed, and how
Douglas responded to them.
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Chapter 8: The Ministry, 1866-69 (Part 1)
In 1866, although the pastoral sector was still the mainstay of the
economy, the drought, which had commenced the previous year and
that would only break that year, caused severe hardship throughout
the colony. 609 The latter half of the 1860s was a time of political
turmoil in Queensland. The years of relative stability under Herbert
(1860-65) gave way to an ongoing political and economic crisis, with
the government having incurred debt to support railway construction
and a vigorous immigration program. Although the fiscal crisis was
somewhat ameliorated by the discovery of payable gold in Gympie,
governments came and went in rapid succession, and the colony
displayed all the characteristics of a raw young democracy
experiencing growing pains.
Douglas played a leading role in the democratic process during this
period. Never far from the levers of power, he was both an instigator
and a victim of political intrigue. In the Queensland parliament, as in
all the other Australian colonies, allegiances were fluid, constantly
changing, and involving vicious internecine struggles. During this
period, Douglas struggled to remain true to his principles in an
environment where the ends seemed to justify the means and the
spoils of power usually flowed to those most covetous.

609

Marion Powell, pp. 5 & 10

186

Appointment to the ministry
The fourth session of the second parliament commenced on 10 April
1866. During the recess, Herbert had resigned as colonial
secretary 610 and Arthur Macalister, an Ipswich solicitor and minister
for public works, succeeded him as premier and minister for lands. 611
A surprise inclusion in his ministry was John Douglas as a
responsible minister of the crown, without portfolio, conducting
government business in the legislative council. 612
Douglas’s appointment was unexpected, because in opposition he
had been a trenchant opponent of the government. Now he was in a
ministry with Macalister, Robert Ramsay Mackenzie, Charles Lilley
and Joshua Bell, some of his erstwhile adversaries. 613 Why was
Douglas, who had been a senior member of the opposition and an
outspoken critic of Macalister, offered the position, and what made
610
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into effect on 1 March. Douglas resigned his Port Curtis seat and was succeeded by Arthur
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him accept it? Politics can make for strange bedfellows, one reporter
cryptically remarking before the announcement that while Douglas:
would hardly work under such a leader as Mr. Macalister
in the assembly, but we see no improbability in the report
that he is about to join a coalition ministry. 614

Changing one’s allegiance in parliament was not unusual in an era of
factional alliances and no organised political parties. While
parliament was split overall along liberal/town/small business and
squatter/country/conservative lines, passage of legislation was
dependent on deals between small cliques, ostensibly to obtain
benefits for members and their constituencies. These cliques,
whether liberals or squatters, were willing and able to work with each
other, resulting in frequent changes to ministries. 615
The Brisbane Courier supported Douglas’s appointment.
The Walhalla in which Mr. Douglas will now appear as
legislator, is a place we should imagine, after his own
heart. The members of that august body have received
in time a congenial acquisition. 616

It appears that Macalister had reluctantly been ‘persuaded’ by Robert
Mackenzie to include Douglas. 617 Mackenzie, leader of the
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opposition in the previous parliamentary session and now the colonial
secretary, had insisted on Douglas being included as the price for his
support. 618
Douglas and Macalister disagreed on many issues, including railways
and education policy. Nevertheless, Douglas was prepared to modify
his views and put aside his disagreements for the sake of a
ministerial position. He declared that he would work with Macalister
for the benefit of both himself and the colony. Douglas the principled
had become Douglas the pragmatist, reluctantly prepared to
compromise for the sake of the country. However, this did not come
naturally to him and it could not and did not last. Try as he might to
accommodate and compromise, at heart he was still a maverick,
possessing core beliefs on fairness, honesty, prudence, probity, and
honour that he could not abandon, no matter what the cost.
Thus, we now find Douglas noting that, on the question of building
the northern railway in central Queensland, because it had “been
decided by the voice of the country,” he would not now oppose it. 619
As to his disagreement with Macalister over education, Douglas now
let it be known that “the difference was not so wide as some persons
imagined.” 620 Moreover, as for his previously adversarial relationship
618
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with Macalister, he now conceded that Macalister was “a gentleman
of great sagacity.” 621 Nonetheless, these words of endearment could
not hide the reality that Douglas held differing views to his ministerial
colleagues on a range of issues. 622
Acceptance of this ministerial post demonstrated Douglas’s
continued political maturation and his effectiveness in challenging
and embarrassing the government from the opposition benches. He
saw it as a reward for past parliamentary performance and an
opportunity to make a greater contribution to the colony within, rather
than outside, the citadel of power. Nevertheless, unlike most
politicians, he accepted the position out of duty and service, rather
than simply for personal aggrandisement or due to overweening
personal ambition. Nonetheless, while Douglas was prepared to
compromise, he still reserved the right to say what he believed,
irrespective of the consequences for both himself and his
parliamentary colleagues.
In March 1866, Douglas was appointed postmaster-general of
Queensland at a salary of £600 per annum. 623 This decision by
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Macalister was controversial, for the previous incumbent, Thomas
Lodge Murray Prior, had been appointed as the permanent head of
the department, 624 and many were opposed to a political
appointment. 625 To those who believed that Douglas was not
qualified to administer the post, the Brisbane Courier directed this
barbed observation:
We believe that, when it is required of him, he will prove
perfectly competent to administer the most insignificant
details connected with his department; and his
undoubtedly vast store of theoretical knowledge will not
be useless. 626

As a member of the legislative council, 627 Douglas actively
participated in its affairs, 628 although it was not possible for him to

(John Douglas. “Appointment of Postmaster-General.” Queensland Parliamentary Debates,
vol 3, 1866, p. 40)
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have the same profile and exposure that he enjoyed in the legislative
assembly. 629 He was also responsible for initiating and chairing an
inquiry into the defences of the colony which recommended an
increase in the volunteer artillery, the need to train seamen in the use
of weapons, and a recommendation that the imperial government
provide additional defence funding and assistance. 630 However,
there were storm clouds gathering on the horizon, with the Macalister
ministry shortly to be swept from office by a financial crisis not
entirely of its own making and occasioned by forces in large part
beyond its control.

Financial crisis
From separation in 1859, successive Queensland governments had
been spending beyond their means. The revenues received by them
were insufficient to pay for their policies of development, especially
the huge sums needed to build railways. In 1862, the Herbert
“Register of Attendance of Members of the Legislative Council during the Session of 1866.”
Queensland Legislative Council Journals, vol 9, 1866, p. 169; “Select Committees Appointed
during the Session of 1866.” Queensland Legislative Council Journals, vol, 1866, pp. 16769)
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responsibilities as postmaster-general onerous, for he was responsible for all aspects of the
department.
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afforded chiefly at the cost of the imperial treasury, in the two other colonies, namely - New
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government had negotiated a local loan of £123,800 at six per cent,
followed by a further loan of £707,500 in 1863. 631 In 1864,
parliament had been forced to approve an additional loan of over £1
million in order to finance its expenditure, and had requested that the
Union Bank of Australia place the debentures. However, the bank
was only able to place £300,000 worth by the end of 1865. 632
The Macalister government therefore inherited a situation where a £1
million loan, negotiated by the previous government with the Union
Bank and handled in London, had failed. Even worse, the bank had
made substantial advances to the government against the dubious
security of these unsold bonds. 633 A further £250,000 worth of bonds
were sold in early 1866 at a discount of five per cent on the original
price, adding to the government’s financial problems. 634 The
treasurer, Joshua Peter Bell, attempted to rein in new expenditure
and considered increased taxation measures. 635 However, the
government felt that it had no option but to continue its program of
public works because it provided employment for many recent
migrants. 636 Therefore, and in spite of its failure to place all the 1864
debentures, in May 1866 a new loan of £1,170,950 was authorised
Zealand and the Cape - where the Aborigines are numerous and frequently hostile.”
631
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by the government. 637 Although Douglas had reservations about this
additional debt, he supported it as a “matter of actual necessity.” 638
With the government already indebted to the Union Bank for nearly
£500,000, advanced against the unsold debentures of 1864, the
bank now refused any further advances against similar security. The
government, in need of ready cash, eagerly accepted an offer from
the Sydney agents of the Agra and Masterman’s Bank to place a
loan on its behalf in London. Accordingly, debentures worth
£500,000 were sent to Sydney for transmission to London,
whereupon the Union Bank relented and agreed to advance another
£100,000. 639
Events soon took a turn for the worse when the Agra and
Masterman’s Bank became involved in the failure of the British firm
Overend, Gurney and Co, before the Queensland debentures had
been placed. 640 The news reached Brisbane on 10 July 1866 and
the government was informed that arrangements concerning the new
loan and temporary assistance could not be carried out. 641 The
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Union Bank then treated its arrangement to advance £100,000 as
cancelled 642 and disallowed government cheques presented for
payment. 643
Macalister and his treasurer reacted to this sudden and dramatic
crisis by announcing that, as credit could not be procured from other
banks, the government would issue unsecured government notes. 644
This caused consternation in Brisbane business circles and amongst
squatters who feared it would give “countenance to the economic
fallacy that any government can make money to an indefinable
amount with the aid of the printing press” 645 and generate rampant
inflation. 646 Governor Bowen announced that he would disallow any
legislation sanctioning unsecured notes. 647 Adding to the crisis, the
Bank of Queensland, established only three years earlier, also
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collapsed. 648
Macalister took an uncompromising stand on this issue, and as
Bowen also refused to give way, the government, including John
Douglas, resigned on 17 July 1866. 649 Bowen, however, refused to
accept the resignations, declaring he had not intended to dictate to
the ministry and reserved any expression of his opinion on the
proposed unsecured government notes until the proposed bill came
before him. 650 The ministry therefore withdrew their resignations, but
shortly afterwards Macalister received another communication from
Bowen accusing him of financial mismanagement and attempting to
dictate to him.”
This prompted a second resignation by Macalister on the evening of
18 July, 651 which was accepted by Bowen who then called on
Herbert, who had not yet departed for England, to form a government
again. 652 The financial crisis had thus resulted in the resignation of
Douglas as a member of the executive council of Queensland and
postmaster-general of the colony, the latter a position he had held for
less than five months. Nevertheless, he retained his seat in the
legislative council.
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Although Macalister’s government had resigned, the crisis remained.
While Herbert immediately appointed a commission to resolve the
government’s fiscal crisis, 653 because members of the ministry were
gazetted members of the executive council, their resignations meant
they would be unable to pass through both houses of parliament the
necessary bills to resolve the crisis. To overcome the problem the
resignation of the Macalister ministry was not gazetted (despite it
having already been accepted) until the required bills were passed.
Only then were the resignations of the old ministry and the
composition of the new one gazetted. 654
A Bill providing for the issue of treasury bills to the value of £300,000
at 10 per cent interest was passed “in double quick time” through
both houses on 20 July, but not before 12 Macalister supporters left
in protest over members of the proposed Herbert ministry sitting in
the chamber before seeking re-election. 655 Herbert’s announcement
that he and George Raff were assisting the governor in managing
public affairs until the formation of a new government:
excited the deepest indignation of many members of the
house, who deprecated the carrying out of business by
irresponsible advisers. 656

1894, pp. 185-87
653

“Ministerial Crisis.” Brisbane Courier, 20 July 1866, p. 2

654

Ibid. Or, as Douglas diplomatically put it on 19 July, “I have but to mention that we are

holding office only until our successors are appointed.” (John Douglas. “Resignation of the
Ministry.” Queensland Parliamentary Debates, vol 3, 1866, p. 531)
655

Bernays, p. 36

656

Ibid.

197
Douglas was one of those expressing their indignation. Unable to
sanction what he believed were “unconstitutional acts,” he opposed
the suspension of standing orders necessary to allow the passage of
the Treasury Bills Bill in one day. 657 This was a deeply divisive
stance, as parliamentary standing orders could only be suspended
by unanimous consent. Douglas therefore reluctantly withdrew his
opposition, aware that the urgent release of the funds contained in
the Bill was necessary to restore financial confidence in the
colony. 658
In accepting the suspension of standing orders, Douglas put his duty
to the colony ahead of his concerns over how it would be achieved.
Although a stubborn and principled man, he recognised that the
welfare of the colony was paramount. On withdrawing his opposition,
the standing orders were suspended, the Bill passed, and the
financial crisis addressed. The new ministry lasted less than three
weeks, due to Herbert having to return to England. Despite being
“palpably only a makeshift,” it had defused the financial crisis facing
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the infant colony. 659 But what was the effect of the crisis on
Queensland and how were its deleterious effects overcome?
It had soon become evident that the financial crisis was not as
serious as first thought, because on 22 July 1866 a telegram was
received from the Agra and Masterman’s Bank stating that it would
now be able to carry out its original agreement with the
government. 660 As well, local banks had come to the rescue and the
issuing of treasury bills had further alleviated matters. 661 Despite
this, existing public works were halted, including the laying of the
Ipswich to Toowoomba railway line and the construction of the new
parliament house. The consequent unemployment caused great
distress, exacerbated by 156 bankruptcies that year, 662 resulting in
widespread dissatisfaction and unrest. Immigration ceased, and
there was a drift of unemployed workers to southern states.
The resultant recession only ended following the discovery of gold in
what is now Gympie late the following year, where 15,000 diggers,
many of them unemployed, converged. 663 Moreover, for the pastoral
industry, which had been reeling from the effects of drought, the
1866 crash was equally serious, with prices and profits not
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recovering until the early 1870s. 664 John Douglas was himself a
casualty, and was forced to sell Tooloombah in the second half of
1867. 665 With the worst of the crisis over, Herbert then followed up
on his earlier pledge that as soon as financial provision had been
made, he and his ministry would resign and seek re-election. 666

1866 elections
Douglas was quick to contest a parliamentary seat once the elections
were called. 667 This meant he had to relinquish his seat in the
legislative council. Macalister and his backers had successfully
prevailed upon him to contest a targeted lower house seat, thereby
assisting their return to government. Douglas willingly obliged,
because his five months in the legislative council had been a
frustrating experience, one that failed to involve him in the decisionmaking and political-influencing he had experienced when in the
legislative assembly.
The Brisbane Courier supported Douglas’s candidature, reporting,
even before parliament had been adjourned, a rumour that Douglas
intended to contest Eastern Downs, held by John McLean, the new
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colonial treasurer. The paper believed Douglas would perform
strongly there, for he was well known in the district and when in
opposition had assisted its constituents with various land matters. 668
However, when Douglas did stand for election, it was in the
electorate of Western Downs rather than Eastern Downs. 669 The
incumbent, John Watts, had six days earlier been appointed
secretary for lands and public works in the Herbert ministry. Judging
by subsequent events, it appears that Macalister had convinced
Douglas to stand for this particular seat. 670
In his election manifesto Douglas claimed that Watts, a “large
pastoral landowner on the Darling Downs,” 671 was the wrong man for
the position, while himself affirming that the Darling Downs should be
available to “farmers or other resident and improving tenants” rather
than squatters. 672 In persuading Douglas to contest this seat,
Macalister sought to unseat a squatter, who, in the previous session
of parliament, had helped prevent his government from implementing
its land reform measures. 673 Unfortunately for Douglas the electorate
was one dominated by squatters. 674
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His address, which concluded that he wanted to oppose Watts on
political rather than personal grounds, 675 read as if his heart was not
in it. Why then was he contesting the seat? The Macalister ministry,
by resigning over the financial crisis the previous week, had forced
the members of the incoming Herbert ministry to recontest their
seats. 676 Herbert was departing for England in August and, if his
ministers could be defeated at the polls then Bowen would have to
request Macalister to form government. Douglas was the trump card
for the Macalister team. Being in the legislative council, he was the
only member of the previous ministry able to contest one of these
seats and was well known and respected in the colony. 677 Watts,
however, was derided as being “imbued with deep-seated party
views and feelings, and adverse to the growth of any new interest,” a
man afraid to meet his constituents. 678
Douglas knew that he was contesting the wrong seat, because he
would have been almost certain of victory in Eastern Downs due to
the large number of settlers at Allora and Warwick, as well as the
manifest unpopularity of the incumbent, John McLean. 679 But with
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the seat of Western Downs unwinnable, Douglas did not even visit
the electorate. He was never comfortable with this type of ‘wheeling
and dealing,’ a situation in which the spoils of office were carved up
in back rooms behind closed door. Subsequent events
demonstrated the truth of this observation, with Douglas - an active, if
somewhat unwilling, participant - shortly afterwards receiving a
ministerial office.
The elections were staggered, with the first contest taking place at
Ipswich. There a member of the new ministry, Ratcliffe Pring, was
defeated, resulting in the resignation of Herbert and his ministry, and
Macalister was then requested by Bowen to form a government. 680
In so doing, Macalister amply displayed why he was known by the
sobriquet ‘slippery Mac,’ 681 for it contained several surprises,
including the inclusion of two members of the former Herbert ministry
- John Watts, and John McLean. 682 Douglas was not included.
Macalister had included Watts and McLean in order to bolster his
political fortunes, in the same manner that he had brought Mackenzie
and Douglas into his previous ministry. While the Queenslander
believed that their inclusion was the price Herbert had demanded of
Macalister for his resignation, it was concerned that their inclusion
would lead to “doubt and distrust.” 683
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This development left Douglas in an intolerable position, because he
was a member of the previous Macalister ministry, now contesting a
seat against a sitting member of Macalister’s new ministry! A deeply
disappointed Douglas withdrew his candidature the following day. 684
Even worse, he was now no longer a member of parliament, having
resigned from the legislative council to contest the seat. 685 This
episode raises many questions. Why was he omitted from the
ministry? Was he ‘double-crossed’ by Macalister? Why did he
contest the unwinnable seat of Western Downs when he could have
easily defeated McLean in Eastern Downs?
Macalister persuaded Douglas to challenge Watts because no one
else possessed the necessary credentials and popularity on the
Darling Downs to defeat him. However, Herbert had insisted that
Macalister include both McLean and Watts in the ministry and
Douglas therefore lost both his seat in the legislative council and his
position in the ministry. 686 Douglas then withdrew from contesting
the seat of Western Downs on the understanding that he would be
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included in the ministry at the earliest possible opportunity. 687 He
had plenty to keep him busy while he waited for the expected
vacancy for his community duties continued to be extensive, and he
was actively involved with a number of Brisbane organisations. 688

Appointed a minister
A ministerial vacancy occurred at the end of the year when McLean
died from injuries sustained after being thrown from a horse. 689
Douglas was quickly appointed treasurer and a member of the
Queensland executive council. 690 The Queenslander welcomed the
appointment as “one of the best that could have been made.” 691 The
ministerial position was also warmly welcomed by a cash-strapped
Douglas, because it carried with it an annual salary of £1,000. 692 As
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Douglas was not a member of parliament, he had to be elected as
soon as possible, despite parliament being in recess. 693
Douglas contested McLean’s old electorate of Eastern Downs, 694 and
exhorted his constituents to ratify his appointment. However, the
Queenslander was now hesitant to recommend as treasurer a man
who freely admitted “no pretensions to any special financial skill,” 695
and who, the paper believed, had been appointed “more by political
considerations than by personal fitness for the duties to be
performed.” 696
At a meeting between Douglas and his Eastern Downs electors at
the Warwick courthouse, Richard St. George Gore, postmastergeneral and a member of the legislative council, directly addressed
the issue of Douglas being appointed treasurer without being a
member of parliament. Gore denied that this action was
unconstitutional, because:
The Queen, through her representatives, had power to
appoint anyone she pleased. This had been done, and it
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became their duty to ratify it. 697

Faced with no opposition, Douglas was duly elected, 698 the first time
he had been elected unopposed to parliament. When parliament
reconvened, the opposition were determined to get rid of the
government which they believed had “ruined the prospects of the
colony.” 699 They succeeded beyond all expectations, because the
session lasted only 10 sitting days, with Douglas at the centre of the
storm leading to its dissolution. 700
Douglas’s principles and sense of probity soon caused tensions
between himself and the ministry regarding continued financial
implications over the use of land-orders to induce a large influx of
immigrants to Queensland. 701 Because the colony was in debt due
to the financial crisis the previous year and the effects of a prolonged
drought, Douglas believed that the government could no longer
afford to encourage the ongoing use of land-orders to facilitate
immigration. He therefore tendered his resignation. 702
Macalister, who did not want Douglas opposing his ministry from the
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opposition benches, refused to accept it, instead offering him the
position of minister for works and the freedom to express his views
on land-orders and immigration whenever they were raised in
parliament. 703 Douglas, who had never appeared comfortable as
treasurer, accepted Macalister’s offer and rescinded his
resignation. 704 This action on the part of Douglas demonstrated an
increasing political maturity on his part. A younger Douglas would
not have accepted an alternate ministerial position, instead
demanding the abandonment of the land-order policy as the price for
his support. However, Douglas had now developed a keener sense
of what could and could not be achieved. He understood the maxim
that politics is the art of the possible and that there were limits to
what could be achieved. Douglas therefore remained in the ministry,
which soon rued the constitutional crisis arising from Macalister’s
magnanimity.
Appointed secretary for public works, 705 Douglas came under
trenchant attack from the opposition, who insisted that he could not
switch portfolios without again standing for re-election. William
Henry Walsh further demanded to know how Douglas could agree “to
a bill as Secretary for Works when he could not agree to it as
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Colonial Treasurer?” 706
Nonetheless, Douglas believed that he had acted correctly and noted
that there were no precedents to force him to the polls. 707 Despite
this, the government lost an opposition motion that declared his seat
vacant and forced the government to resign. A general election was
called. 708
Through his refusal to countenance the further issuing of land-orders,
Douglas had inadvertently brought down the government of the day
and forced the colony to the polls. Nevertheless, with the exception
of the Warwick Argus, 709 he received widespread sympathy and
support for his position from within both his electorate and the press.

Campaigning for Eastern Downs
Douglas now contested Eastern Downs for the second time in less
than sixth months. 710 Although not yet 40 years of age, he was a
veteran parliamentarian and campaigner, as this was his sixth
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election campaign and he had yet to taste defeat. 711 At a public
meeting at a crowded Warwick Court House, 712 Douglas explained
that he had acted honourably in tendering his resignation as
treasurer in order to accept the post of secretary for the department
of works and that he could not join the opposition because of their
land policies. 713
As he had in his previous campaign for this seat a few months
earlier, Douglas again concentrated on land matters, calling for
changes to the Leasing Act so that squatters would no longer be the
principal beneficiaries. 714 In advocating a liberal land policy that
unlocked land reserves and encouraged small agriculturalists, he
pitted himself against squatter interests and their squatter candidate,
a Mr Green of Goomburra. 715 Douglas, while a squatter himself,
never identified with the squattocracy. As he himself once explained,
“he had never during his political career acted with the extreme
squatting party … he was not one of them - he had never been one
of them, and he was not likely to be one of them.” 716 Douglas also
observed how, as a young aristocrat, he was influenced by liberal
ideals:
When in Scotland, a mere youth, he was even then much
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impressed with a great gathering of tenantry to meet their
landlord, Fox Maule, the present Lord Penmure, and in
addressing them, that nobleman said that it was not of
the extent of his landed property that he felt proud, but of
the farmers and tenants whom he had been the means of
raising up around him, and to support him. 717

Douglas wanted to use the Leasing Act to ensure that yeoman and
small farmers would be able to purchase land for the benefit of
themselves and the colony. 718
The election took place amidst high excitement, as this account of
polling at Leyburn on the Darling Downs demonstrates:
This has been one of the most exciting days ever
witnessed in this town; gaily decorated traps with their
respective mottoes, and the partisans of the rival
candidates were to be seen continually driving to and
from the polling place, as usual on those occasions.
Angry and not very complimentary epithets were freely
exchanged. 719

Douglas won the election by a landslide. 720
The day after the new parliament (with Macalister as colonial
secretary and Douglas secretary for public works) commenced,
Robert Ramsay Mackenzie moved a motion of want of confidence
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against the ministry. 721 Although it was defeated, the vote was so
close that the government declined to carry on. 722 Mackenzie formed
a ministry, and once again, Douglas found himself in opposition. 723
Douglas’s appointment as secretary of public works in May 1867 had
resulted in the downfall of the previous Macalister Ministry and the
calling of a general election. On the resumption of parliament, the
opposition had continued where they had left off before the last
election and attacked at length his appointment as minister for
works. 724
A parliamentary opponent, Ratcliffe Pring, had attacked Douglas
personally, criticising him “for busying himself in various philanthropic
ways about orphans.” 725 In reply, Douglas had shown great dignity,
defending the government’s program and declining to stoop to
Pring’s level of personal vilification. 726 This attack on Douglas by the
opposition allowed them to attack the government through a
perceived weakness in the Macalister ministry. They detested the
government because of its land policies and, by targeting Douglas,
an aristocrat and squatter regarded by them as a ‘class traitor’ due to
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his liberal views, they besmirched his reputation and brought down a
government intent on reducing the power of the squattocracy and
opening up land for selection. 727
Because Douglas had held three ministerial positions in only 18
months - that of postmaster-general, colonial treasurer, and public
works, 728 he was unable to make a lasting contribution in terms of
policy development and legislation. Douglas found this deeply
frustrating, because he had entered politics to serve society. He had
also made little impact regarding his twin passions of land reform and
improved transport infrastructure.
The loss of the postmaster-general position, through no fault of his
own, resulted in Douglas’s departure from parliament. Returning
after being offered the treasury portfolio, he moved to public works
over a point of principle - an action that resulted in the colony being
forced to the polls. Despite the successful return of the government,
Douglas again found himself on the outer, as the ministry, of which
he was a senior member, lacked a sufficient majority to govern
effectively. Political factors ended each of his ministerial positions
while the loss of his ministerial salary exacerbated his financial
problems, and helped force the sale of Tooloombah.
Nonetheless, Douglas had won two elections in only four months:
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one unopposed, the other by a landslide. He was popular with his
constituents and had served two years in parliament, including
leading the government in the legislative council. Now 39 years of
age, Douglas was a very experienced politician.

214

Chapter 9: The Ministry, 1866-69 (Part 2)
In opposition
After the long Herbert administration, the Macalister governments
were marked by brevity and instability. The new Mackenzie
administration was somewhat more stable, lasting until November
1868. Douglas was a trenchant opponent of this openly pro-squatter
‘Pure Merino’ government comprised of the squattocracy and their
supporters. 729 Land was the dominant issue in the colony, and he
opposed the government’s pro-squatter land policies at every turn.
Douglas was anti-squatter but pro-selector. Like many liberals, he
believed that agriculture represented an advance on pastoralism. 730
Moreover, liberals believed, in the words of Charles Lilley, that:
the state is not a merchant selling land, but a trustee
holding it for equitable distribution among the people, so
that it may be occupied and cultivated. 731

Douglas’s electorate was situated on the Darling Downs, where the
conflict between squatter and selector was especially intense.
Ranged against the squatter government of Mackenzie, and on the
side of the selectors was a group of parliamentarians including
Douglas, and the ‘town liberals,’ an anti-squatter group who
endorsed agriculture by advocating closer settlement throughout the
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colony. 732 These town liberals used the expansion of agriculture to
political advantage in gaining urban anti-squatter support. 733
During the parliamentary recess, Douglas was offered the position of
chairman of parliamentary committees. However, he declined the
offer, not wanting to be compromised when representing his
constituents or opposing the government on the ‘land question.’ 734
He would not be ‘bought.’ Nevertheless, it must have been
particularly gratifying for him to be recognised, recognition earned
through diligent participation in the parliamentary process, his
principled conduct within the chamber, and his eloquence, erudition
and sense of fair play. Unfortunately he somewhat spoiled the
moment by nominating Macalister in his place, a candidate promptly
rejected by Mackenzie.
The response to Douglas’s nomination of Macalister offers insights
into the parliamentary process at that time and the attitude of his
opponents. Charles Fitzsimmons, for instance, was disappointed at
Douglas for declining the position, 735 while others, including Joshua
Bell and George Thorn, were less complimentary and accused him
of seeking to become leader of the opposition. 736
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A disappointed Gordon Sandeman recognised Douglas’s skills and
experience for the position, believing that his “talents could have
been rendered far more useful to the house, and more creditable to
himself, as Chairman of Committees, than as a leader of any political
party.” 737

“Dummying”
Having placed the interests of his constituents ahead of his own,
Douglas was free to focus his undivided attention on ‘the land
question.’ Land, especially how to distribute and use it, was the
dominant issue in Queensland as pastoral settlement spread rapidly
in the country. 738 During the colonial period, there was ongoing
tension between liberals and conservatives over what the ideal land
settlement for Queensland should be. Squatters wanted their
pastoral holdings protected and extended, while liberals and
townspeople wanted agricultural development through closer
settlement.
Mackenzie moved swiftly on behalf of the squatters. During the
parliamentary recess, only one day after coming to power, 739 he
instructed the surveyor-general, Augustus Charles Gregory, 740 to
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issue new regulations permitting unsurveyed portions of agricultural
reserves to be opened up. 741 While making this land available was
similar to what Douglas had advocated, the intent could not have
been more different for it resulted in a decrease rather than an
increase in the number of selectors 742 and further encouraged
‘dummying’ 743 on a spectacular scale. The Queenslander called land
purchased in this way as fit only for “sheepwalks,” 744 and observed
that the regulations were designed to assist the squatters consolidate
their land holdings. 745
The pioneer squatters on the Darling Downs regarded selectors as
intruders and were determined to lock them out of any land
ostensibly released for agricultural purposes. Squatters were able to
overcome restrictions preventing the purchase of such land by
dummying their runs. They lodged land claims using the name of a
family member or employee to purchase vital reserves and prime
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agricultural lands. In so doing, they thwarted both selectors and the
opposition’s plan for closer settlement in the colony.
Douglas opposed this unscrupulous practice because he considered
it illegal, immoral and inimical to the colony’s progress. He believed
that a “deteriorating effect on the public mind morally” would occur if
laws were circumvented or flouted. 746 Douglas’s attack on
dummying was calculated. Aided by his first-hand knowledge of
pastoralism and supported by the Warwick Argus, he initiated the first
serious attempt to check the squatting monopoly on the Darling
Downs. 747 He forced parliament to table all instructions given to the
land agents, 748 presented a petition from his electorate, 749 and
successfully demanded a select committee to investigate
dummying. 750 Douglas insisted that the limited surveying of
agricultural land was the major cause of dummying and supplied
specific examples, including a transaction involving 24,000 acres of
land on the Eastern Downs. 751
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He chaired the Select Committee on Selections in Agricultural
Reserves under the Notification of 17th August Last, derided by its
opponents as the “Mare’s Nest Committee”. 752 However, only one of
the 17 witnesses was prepared to admit that he had prima facie been
involved in dummying and claimed to have only done so following
legal advice. 753 The concerns of Douglas’s petitioners were
discounted, because they had apparently erred by applying for land
already selected. 754 It was hardly surprising therefore that the
committee was unable to find much evidence of dummying.
Nevertheless, it observed that land was being purchased for
speculative reasons rather than with “the intention of bona fide
settlement,” and recommended that it be sold only through auction or
leased for pastoral purposes. 755
The findings of the committee were sufficiently disappointing for
Douglas that he, despite beings its chair, dissented from its
findings. 756 It had been his sustained attack on the practice of
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dummying that led to the establishment of the committee in the first
place. Unable to substantiate the allegations, Douglas then took the
extraordinary step, as its chairman, of dissociating himself from its
findings and recommendations. 757 He considered the findings
especially galling, as he, along with everyone else, knew the practice
of dummying to be rife. Nevertheless, he had the satisfaction of
knowing that he had attempted to curb it on behalf of his
constituents, and the government subsequently acted on the
committee’s recommendations and introduced some measures to
address the problem.
Douglas was frustrated by the government’s indifference to the
needs of selectors, selectors that he represented. At an electorate
meeting in Warwick, Douglas castigated the ‘Pure Merino’
government for their failings. “Free selection before survey” was the
instrument he used to bludgeon them, describing those engaged in
dummying as “robbers of the public estate.” 758
Douglas was consistent in his opposition to free selection before
survey, because throughout his political career he advocated closer
settlement to encourage the development of agriculture. For this he
received widespread support from those affected by the pro squatter
provisions of the legislation then in place. Douglas, the aristocrat
and former Darling Downs squatter, was seen as a champion of the
common man. He concluded his electorate address by informing the
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audience that he was considering resigning his seat at the end of the
next session. 759
Douglas found being in opposition frustrating, and by July 1868 had
made up his mind to leave politics. It is characteristic of him that he
informed his electorate of his intentions in advance. Another
consideration would have been his financial position, because he had
recently sold Tooloombah for less than he owed his creditors.
Parliamentary backbenchers received no salary, and as he was
verging on bankruptcy, an unpaid parliamentary position was not
viable. 760

East Moreton election
In August 1868, the opposition forced Mackenzie to the polls
following a successful no-confidence notion. 761 The Brisbane Courier
found little to lament in this decision, noting that the government was
moribund and “walking about merely to save funeral expenses.” 762
Douglas decided not to stand for office due to a planned vacation to
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England. 763 The Brisbane Courier observed that his decision was
“almost calamitous at a time like the present.” 764 However,
Douglas’s trip to England did not eventuate, and he was successfully
persuaded by members of the East Moreton electorate to contest
that seat. 765 This despite the other candidates, Robert Cribb and
Arthur Morley Francis, being not only the former and sitting members
respectively, also aligned with the liberal side of politics. 766
Macalister, the titular head of the opposition, then personally
endorsed the sitting members ahead of Douglas. 767
Macalister encouraged Douglas to nominate for West Moreton
instead and informed him that if he did so, “he should be brought in
with flying colours.” 768 However, Douglas declined. 769 The
opposition was not the only one wooing Douglas, the Brisbane
Courier disclosing that the government was prepared to give him the
lands ministry in exchange for his support. 770 Douglas was
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astonished at this brazen offer, because he had vigorously opposed
almost all their land measures. 771
Douglas, although having a “personal regard for Mackenzie, 772
would never forsake his principles for the baubles of office, as his
morality was not of the ‘fair weather’ kind. Given the choice, he
chose to remain in opposition rather than be compromised by
accepting a ministerial position, especially one responsible for land
matters. 773 Being principled was what made Douglas so popular in
the electorate and such a thorn in the side of his political opponents.
His commitment to principle was unusual for politicians of his time.
Although it was acceptable that men “held ideas that were very much
their own,” party politics was in its infancy and members frequently
changed sides. 774 Douglas’s refusal to accept a ministerial post in
exchange for his support was especially unusual given that he
desperately needed the accompanying ministerial salary.
Having decided to stand for East Moreton, Douglas did his prospects
no favours by being the only candidate absent at the nomination
meeting. 775 At a subsequent meeting in the Brisbane Town Hall, with
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the mayor chairing proceedings,

776

Douglas set out his opposition to

the government over land and the issue of representation. He
pointed out that East Moreton, with a population of 14,000, returned
two members to parliament, the same as Western Downs, whose
population was only 2,284 people, while West Moreton, with half the
population of East Moreton, returned three. 777 As he explained, “it
was ridiculous to say that property, income, and revenue could be
made the test.” 778
In rejecting representation based on privilege, Douglas demonstrated
his liberal convictions. Not for him the conservative argument that
representation based on population would result “in all sorts of
anarchy.” 779 He concluded with a prophetic warning that although he
supported Macalister, he reserved the right to oppose any measures
as he saw fit. 780 In its editorial on polling day, the Brisbane Courier
soundly endorsed him, reminding its readership that if Douglas was
not returned then he would once again be lost to parliament
altogether, which would be a “national loss.” 781
East Moreton returned two candidates, with Douglas winning the
second seat. 782 Yet again, he had been returned to parliament, this
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time vowing to put the public welfare before the “ties of party or the
ties of personal obligation.” 783 Moreover, it would not be long before
Douglas, acting in what he perceived to be the public interest,
attacked his fellow liberals.

Mackenzie ministry
The fourth Queensland parliament was characterised by extreme
turbulence and antagonism, and the Mackenzie government was
forced to resign only a week after it commenced. 784 A contemporary
newspaper account vividly captured the mood:
Responsible government indeed! Why, the very words
now stink in the nostrils of every respectable, honest
man. We here confess candidly that we could almost
make up our minds to form one of a mob to drive the
present miserable horde of so-called representatives of
the people from the precincts of the people’s chamber
which they so wantonly pollute. 785

Into this cesspit of intrigue and duplicity, Douglas fearlessly waded,
and was soon hopelessly mired. His independent streak manifested
itself through him verbally savaging the opposition, criticism then
used by the government to discredit and embarrass them. Douglas
was especially scornful of Thomas Fitzgerald, a leading member of
the opposition, who Douglas accused of being unfit to hold high
The election was held on 28 September 1868, with two candidates to be elected. Francis
received 460 votes, Douglas 393 and Cribb 287.
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office, responsible for “many of the evils connected with the Land
Act,” and not to be trusted with the finances of the colony. 786
It is difficult to know what Douglas was trying to achieve, for
Fitzgerald was poised to become premier and, like Douglas, aligned
with the liberal side of politics. Moreover, despite desperately
needing the income a ministerial position would have provided,
Douglas, through these remarks, had seemingly ruled himself out of
any potential ministerial positions. 787 One can only assume that this
was Douglas speaking from the heart without fear or favour. He
genuinely believed that Fitzgerald was unsuited for the position of
premier and was prepared to put the interests of the colony ahead of
those of the liberal group. Douglas was a politician who consistently
attempted to put Queensland first. As the journalist Spencer Browne
would later observe, he brought to the parliament an “absolute purity
of motive.” 788
This episode stamped Douglas as a politician unique among his
peers, one whose morality and concern for the public good overrode
all else. However, in the real world of politics, inhabited by men
possessed of fragile, overblown egos and venal ambition, people
who frequently lusted after power, this principled stand was a recipe
calculated to make enemies and damage the opposition. As Douglas
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later recalled, “he made many political enemies, although no
personal ones, by invariably fighting in the liberal ranks.” 789
However, being a maverick went down well with the electorate, who
recognised his honesty and determination to do what was best for
the colony rather than for himself. Nevertheless, the government
made political capital out of Douglas’s comments by gleefully
supporting his observation that the opposition were unfit for office. 790
However, Douglas believed he had done his duty by his electorate
and the parliament in publicly raising his concerns. 791

The Lilley ministry
Following the resignation of the Mackenzie ministry, 792 Charles Lilley
became premier. 793 Douglas was not included, which was hardly
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surprising given the remarks made by him in parliament the previous
week. What was surprising was that it fell to Douglas to announce
the new ministry in parliament. The Brisbane Courier saw this as
recognition of Douglas’s influence, although, given that he had
missed a ministerial post, the paper was astonished that he had
consented to be their spokesman. 794
Entrusting Douglas with the honour of announcing the new ministerial
arrangements in parliament clearly indicated that the government
needed Douglas more than he needed them, for he was by now a
very popular politician, with a well-deserved reputation for honesty
and integrity. It was therefore in the new government’s interest to
have him onside. However, although Douglas’s penchant for
independence, coupled with a tendency to speak his own mind,
greatly concerned Lilley, nevertheless, the latter correctly deduced
that having Douglas onside was preferable to having him in
opposition. After all, it was Lilley, who in March 1866 had given
Douglas his first ministerial position.
The best way to keep Douglas onside was to include him in the
ministry. However, this was fraught with danger, because Fitzgerald,

drunkard,” Macalister “a clever but totally unscrupulous man, also given to drinking too
much,” Taylor, “a perfect beast in every way,” Stephens, “a double faced politician who
nobody appears to like,” and Hodgson, “a confirmed humbug.” Douglas got off relatively
lightly, Hume labelling him “an honest but unwavering and misguided man.” (Nancy Bonin,
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who Douglas had so recently savaged, was colonial treasurer, and
Macalister, who had had disagreements with Douglas over the East
Moreton election, was minister for lands and works. Nevertheless,
the position of postmaster-general was vacant, and it was to Douglas
that Lilley turned. Douglas, not considered a candidate, was, to the
surprise of many, given this position. 795 He was also appointed to
the legislative council to represent and lead the government there. 796
Political necessity can make for strange bedfellows and given
Douglas’s recent savage criticism of his colleagues, few were
stranger than this. 797
In summing up this episode, the Brisbane Courier concluded with
some observations on Douglas’s political career, the impact of his
recent parliamentary behaviour, and his future prospects in the Lilley
ministry:
The day of Mr. John Douglas’s influence as a leading
politician has passed away, and we fear is not likely to
return …owing to some surprising exhibitions of
indiscretion … He can no longer make or mar a
government; he will not help an iota to keep the present
ministry in office, unless his wisdom in council greatly
surpasses his judgement in debate. 798

As this thesis will show, subsequent events proved the newspaper
wrong on all counts.
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Legislative council
On moving to the legislative council, Douglas resigned his seat of
East Moreton. 799 He had held it for less than three months and for
most of that time parliament had not sat. Lilley brought Douglas into
the ministry to counter the ambitions of Fitzgerald and Macalister.
That Douglas had recently upset both of them ensured that he would
be relatively impartial when the two feuded - a likely scenario given
that during the past month they had both attempted to become
premier at the other’s expense.
In appointing Douglas to the upper house, Lilley consigned Douglas
to a chamber in which any comments he made would be less
damaging. The position of postmaster-general involved managing a
complex department and the expenditure of considerable time and
energy, and by assigning him this responsibility Lilley hoped Douglas
would have less time and energy to devote, either deliberately or
inadvertently, to destabilising the ministry.
When Douglas’s appointment was announced, the Brisbane Courier
marvelled that “the suasion and blandishments to induce” Douglas
and Fitzgerald to work together were “inconceivable.” 800 What were
these “suasion and blandishments”? While not made public at the
time, the journalist William Coote later revealed that Douglas:
would undertake the leadership of the upper house for a
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session; but he must be compensated. At the close of
that session he must have the immigration agency in
London. 801

This arrangement suited both men. 802 Douglas needed an ongoing
salaried position to service debt incurred when selling his
Tooloombah property, and welcomed the status and prestige the
position would bring. 803 Despatching Douglas to Britain benefited
Lilley as well, for it removed him from the Queensland political arena.
Rather than having Douglas inside the cabinet in preference to
having him cause damage from the backbenches or as a member of
the opposition, Lilley cleverly engineered a plan to remove him
altogether. This arrangement was never made public.
Douglas duly took his seat in the legislative council and Lilley’s faith
in him was amply repaid, for he conducted government business
there in exemplary fashion, exhibiting none of the characteristic
independence that had caused his colleagues so much anxiety when
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he was in the assembly. 804 As Douglas himself observed, regarding
his conduct in the council, “there was nothing to be gained by ...
ripping up old sores.” 805 In large measure, this was because the
opportunities for debate and confrontation in the upper house were
limited in comparison with the lower house. As postmaster-general,
Douglas concentrated on improved postal services to the colony by
developing an effective mail service to Europe via Torres Strait, and
the establishment of a telegraph link with Europe through the Gulf of
Carpentaria. 806

Agent-general
On 31 August 1869, Lilley appointed Douglas Queensland agentgeneral for immigration and agent for the colony. He would be based
in London. 807 The Brisbane Courier supported the appointment,
predicting that he would be a “great advantage to the colony.” 808 A
tumultuous period in Douglas’s career was now closing. In a time of
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great political instability, marked by frequent change of ministries,
Douglas’s involvement had been central.
Along the way, he had become one of the more experienced
politicians in the colony, respected by the public for his independence
and incorruptibility, while considered by his colleagues as somewhat
unpredictable. Douglas’s resilience and stubbornness had also been
prominent, as Coote so eloquently observed:
In some things he is consistent to the verge of obstinacy,
but he begins without counting the cost, and when he
finds himself disappointed he calmly does not accept
defeat, but ascribes the failure to unhappiness of
circumstance, to unexpected fatalities, or to a superior
authority; and, having gilded his pill, swallows it as an
appetiser, and goes serenely on his way. 809

Sending Douglas to represent Queensland in England was a
masterstroke by Lilley and his government. Not only would Douglas
represent them and his country to the best of his undoubted ability;
he would also be far removed from the everyday cut and thrust of
politics in Queensland and therefore unable to destabilise the
government through speaking his mind, regardless of the
consequences.
Douglas’s undoubted intellect and public speaking skills, combined
with an aristocratic background, would be put to great effect in
attracting immigrants to the colony and advancing Queensland’s
809
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interests. 810 In 1851, he had left the ‘mother country’ as a young
man seeking his fortune. Now, eighteen years later, and only 41, he
was returning in triumph. However, as the next chapter will
demonstrate, the hubris generated by his indomitable spirit, iron will,
and fierce independence would follow him to his new post, with
consequences that would inevitably reverberate half way around the
world to Queensland, where they would again embroil him in
controversy.

19 May 1877, p. 616
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Chapter 10: Queensland’s Representative in London,
1869-71
Immigration was critical to Queensland’s success because the young
colony had a vast area and a sparse population. In December 1860,
Governor Bowen remarked that the “most pressing need of
Queensland is an accession of population to develop the rich and
varied resources and capabilities of our vast territory.” 811
Queensland’s population at separation from New South Wales in
December 1859 was 23,520. 812 By the end of 1861, there were
30,059, compared with 360,860 in New South Wales, 538,628 in
Victoria, 126,830 in South Australia and 89,977 in Tasmania. Only
Western Australia had fewer people (15,593), and there was a
pressing need to attract more people to the nascent colony to exploit
its resources to generate wealth and prosperity. 813

Henry Jordan, Queensland agent-general
Accordingly, in late 1860, Henry Jordan was appointed Queensland
agent-general to Great Britain, tasked with encouraging immigration
to Queensland to aid its growth and development. 814 This he did by
successfully depicting the colony as a ‘workers’ paradise’, and ‘new
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chums’ flocked to the colony at the rate of a thousand a month, over
50,000 by the end of 1865. 815
Jordan’s achievements were spectacular, because net immigration to
Queensland for the period 1861-65 was 52,855, 816 against only
11,562 in New South Wales, 5,656 in Victoria, 16,263 in South
Australia, and 4,165 in Western Australia. 817 But, although
successful in encouraging immigrants to come to Queensland,
Jordan experienced considerable difficulties in performing his duties.
This was due to a “censorious, pettifogging, and unreasonable
attitude” by Queensland authorities, who failed to appreciate the
problems besetting Jordan. These included having to frequently
lecture on the benefits of immigration to Queensland; being forced to
raise funds in England so that passengers could be adequately
equipped according to the regulations; inadequate staff to handle
requests for information and associated correspondence; and, being
subjected to complaints and accusations of deception from
immigrants. 818
In 1864, the Queensland government abandoned the land-order
system of immigration, whereby 15 acres of land could be selected
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immediately and a further 12 acres after two years, due to its high
cost and its inability to create a small land-owning class. Jordan, as
the agent-general, was blamed for this failure 819 and accused of
having a private financial arrangement with the shipping line handling
the transportation of immigrants to Queensland. 820 An angry Jordan
resigned in 1864 and returned to Queensland to defend himself. 821 A
select committee subsequently cleared him of wrongdoing, but
rebuked him for his premature return to the colony! 822
Returning to London, Jordan continued in office until 1866 when the
Queensland government, due to the ensuing financial crisis, ceased
assisted immigration, cancelled his appointment, and downgraded
the London office. 823 Jordan was bitter over his treatment, and
predicted that “my successor ... will find his task herculean, and to a
great extent, necessarily unsuccessful.” 824 The position of agent-
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general was not re-introduced until Douglas’s appointment in late
1869, by which time Jordan’s contribution had been recognised and
valued, the Brisbane Courier remarking that:
it will take Mr. Douglas a good while to get into working
order as effective a system as that of his predecessor. 825

It had been hoped that Jordan would encourage prospective English
yeomen to aid the development of agriculture in the colony, but this
was not possible because of the geographical isolation of
Queensland and its distance from England compared to Canada and
the United States, countries that were also actively encouraging
immigration. Prospective immigrants to Queensland received
inducements in the form of land-orders worth £15, whereby 15 acres
of land were immediately available for selection with a further 12
acres after two years. 826 However, those with agricultural experience
not only found the unfamiliar conditions daunting, but also had a very
real fear of Aboriginal resistance and were not willing to undertake
backbreaking and intensive labour when they could simply oversee
sheep. 827
Instead, such men wished to set up business as “their own
masters.” 828 They were materialistic and ambitious, imbued with a
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strong petit-bourgeois ideology and a striving to succeed. 829 By
1869, assisted immigration had been suspended for over two
years, 830 and it was generally agreed that it should now
recommence. 831 This resulted in the enactment of a new
Immigration Bill and Douglas’s appointment as agent-general. 832

Douglas’s relocation to England
Douglas’s appointment received ringing endorsement from
parliament and the press. In discussing his appointment and recent
parliamentary career, the Brisbane Courier neatly encapsulated his
strengths, achievements, and the reason for his popularity: “Mr.
Douglas has sometimes seemed a very inconsistent politician, but
we know of no public man in Queensland who has, on the whole,
better preserved and deserved the respect of the public.” 833
A farewell banquet in the Brisbane Town Hall was held for Douglas
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on 21 September 1869. 834 The governor - noting that the Times
newspaper in London had written that, “Queensland wanted
population and England wanted to get rid of their paupers.
Queensland had plenty of land and England had plenty of people to
live upon it,” - hoped that Douglas would send “the proper kind of
people.” 835 In his reply, Douglas endorsed these sentiments,
expressed his pleasure at being appointed to the position, and
explained why he believed immigration was so important to the
development and progress of Queensland:
the pursuit of the happiness which might be found in a
free and almost independent community - that happiness
which, in this era of the world, might be found by the
adaptation of those vast waste countries which God had
prepared for the use and benefit of mankind to that
purpose. 836

Douglas’s appointment as agent-general in London saw him return to
the land where he was born, bred, and educated. Nevertheless, his
allegiance was now to Queensland, the country he had come to love
and call home. 837 Douglas had come to the colonies to:
combine a pastoral and patriarchal life with the making of
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a little money, and the chance of visiting the old country
when their flocks and herds had increased and
multiplied. 838

However, although unsuccessful as a pastoralist, he did marry and
found his calling in life as a politician in the service of his country.
Along the way, he had become an Australian. Now he was returning
to his birthplace, to the land that his compatriots fondly called home,
to extol Queensland’s virtues and assist others settle halfway around
the world, as he had.
The Douglases continued to be feted prior their departure. 839 John
Douglas, his wife Mary, her daughter, and their servant, left Brisbane
on 30 September 1869, 840 and arrived in London on 9 December
1869. 841 Here Douglas immediately set about making his mark. He
saw himself primarily as the agent-general for Queensland rather
than merely for immigration, and accordingly changed the name of
the Queensland Government Emigration Office to the Queensland
Government Offices.
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Douglas also relocated the office from 2 Old Broad Street to 32
Charing Cross. 842 The new location, opposite the Admiralty and just
above Whitehall, was in the same district as most of the other
colonial offices, raising the status of the Queensland office and its
agent-general in the eyes of the British authorities. 843 A portent of
things to come, Douglas displayed his independence by not seeking
authority or approval from the Queensland government for this
action, merely informing it after the event. 844 What the government in
Brisbane thought of this is unknown, but it was the opening salvo in a
drama of increasing bitterness unfolding between the government
and its agent-general in London. 845

Agent-general in London
The Queensland government was well aware of the problems Jordan
had faced and did not want to see them repeated. Aware, too, of
Douglas’s penchant for following his own wishes, it wanted him to fill
the role in a manner best calculated to prevent undue
embarrassment or expense to it or the colony. Accordingly, it issued
him with a comprehensive list of instructions. These instructions
were drawn up after Douglas’s appointment and sent to the London
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office in late December 1869. 846
The Instructions to the Agent-General for Immigration to Queensland
set out in clear and unambiguous terms the responsibilities of the
office and contained instructions on the type of emigrants required,
inducements to be offered; associated charges; an injunction for
Douglas to lecture; and to use only those forms contained in the
schedule of the Act. 847 Before his departure, Douglas had received
verbal instructions to terminate the existing shipping contract with
Messrs. Mackay, Baines, and Co 848 and this Douglas did shortly after
his arrival in London, with six months’ notice given. 849
Douglas arranged for the printing and distribution of handbills that
extolled the virtues of emigration to Queensland, and the cost for a
passage for single adult men at £4 (not £8 as the Act stipulated.) 850
This met with a swift reaction from the Queensland government, who
demanded that he “comply strictly with the letter of the Act, until
further instructed.” 851 Further instructions followed informing him that
failure to comply with the legislation “will be considered as wholly
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unauthorised on your part.” 852
While the charge under the Act was £8, in practice one free passage
was granted for each assisted passage. Instead of continuing this
practice, Douglas simply charged everyone £4. Nevertheless, the
government interpreted what to Douglas was a sound administrative
arrangement that streamlined existing practices, as a violation of the
Act. 853
Although two months later Douglas reluctantly adjusted the rate back
to £8, that was not the end of the matter. Six weeks later, he was
notified that, as 73 assisted emigrants on the Indus had been
charged £4 instead of £8, the difference, some £292, would be
deducted from his salary. 854
Why had Douglas not charged the fee as stipulated in the Act? The
explanation lies in political developments taking place in Queensland
at that time. Douglas vehemently disagreed with the practice of
charging £8 per single man. A man of strong principle, one used to
exercising his discretion and getting his own way, he simply ignored
the government’s instructions, aware that the colonial secretary,
Charles Lilley, a political ally, would support him if necessary.
Douglas’s actions demonstrated the lengths he would go to
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implement his liberal beliefs and principles. A man of vision and
compassion, he had little time for bureaucrats and their regulations.
He considered legislation to be there to give expression to a
government’s programs and reforms, to facilitate the implementation
of government policy. Therefore, as the responsible government
official, any legislation at variance with his goals, he simply ignored.
As long as the liberal side of politics remained in power, Douglas - by
virtue of his position, influence, and experience - could get away with
this unorthodox approach.

Agent-general for the Palmer ministry
However, in April 1870 the Lilley ministry fell, replaced on 3 May by
one led by Arthur Hunter Palmer, the new premier cum colonial
secretary. 855 Palmer, who had first entered parliament as member
for Port Curtis following Douglas’s move to the legislative council,
was a conservative. He distrusted Douglas, convinced, despite the
latter’s explicit denials, that he was still in communication with the
ousted Lilley and his erstwhile treasurer, Thomas Blackett
Stephens. 856
This distrust saw relations between Douglas and the government
deteriorate rapidly, exacerbated by ongoing problems, many of them
petty. As Douglas later remarked, he now “received short, sharp,
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thoughtless and reckless telegrams which brought things to a
standstill.” 857 For instance, Douglas received instructions not to “give
free passages to any but female domestic servants” 858 while
requests to employ an immigration agent in Italy to secure migrants
were summarily refused. 859
Following his arrival in London, Douglas had obeyed instructions and
terminated, with six months’ notice, the shipping contract between
the Queensland government and Messrs. Mackay, Baines and Co. 860
Henceforth tenders were to be invited for each shipment of
emigrants. 861 Nevertheless, as Mackay, Baines and Co. was
interested in continuing its arrangement with the government,
Douglas retained their services. 862 He did this because he had
insufficient funds to enter into new contracts, a condition of which
was “payment of the first moiety in cash after the embarkation of the
emigrants.” 863
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This arrangement was rejected by the government, which argued
that “the first moiety of the passage-money could be paid by drafts on
the treasury at thirty days sight.” 864 Douglas was reluctantly forced to
cancel his arrangements with the existing shipping line, despite
negotiating, in good faith, an improved service at lower cost. 865 The
government further insisted that he use only “ships classed A1 at
Lloyd’s,” 866 but rescinded this instruction when Douglas informed
them that no mail steamers met these criteria! 867
Douglas had to field numerous government complaints about
medically-unfit passengers including following the return to England
of two patients, at government expense, because the medical
examination failed to detect that they were suffering from heart
disease and epilepsy. 868 In his defence, Douglas produced detailed
testimonials and reports from their employers, householders,
surgeon, magistrate and minister, all indicating that these were not
pre-existing conditions. 869
Problems arose over the discovery of three cases of gonorrhoea and
syphilis aboard the Flying Cloud, and Douglas was rebuked for
allowing these passengers to immigrate to the colony. 870 An
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incensed Douglas then cabled this withering reply.
No legal powers exist which would authorise me to
secure an effectual personal inspection of the full-paying
passengers and the crew. In the absence of such
general powers, I decline to undertake the application of
inquisitorial tests, of such a nature as would alone be
adequate, to either the free or the assisted emigrants,
who, if respectable males, or modest females, would, I
trust, decline to accept any favors from the government
of Queensland on the condition of being subject to such
gross indignities. 871

A furious Palmer considered these remarks “a gratuitous
impertinence, utterly uncalled for.” 872
Disagreements continued to poison the relationship between the
government and its agent-general. Douglas was chastised for the
way he exercised his discretion in arranging payment for the Flying
Cloud, sending too many emigrants on one ship, 873 not supplying
enough domestic servants, 874 and using the incorrect form when
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issuing land-order warrants. 875 To this last criticism, Douglas pointed
out that the Act in question prescribed no particular warrant form. 876
These criticisms were not confined to Douglas, for his predecessor,
Henry Jordan, had endured similar difficulties. 877 Nevertheless,
Douglas found these petty criticisms and incessant carping
frustrating. He was responsible to a government, on the other side of
the world, which plainly did not appreciate the difficulties he faced in
procuring a steady supply of suitable immigrants for Queensland.
Two of Douglas’s immediate successors, Daintree and Macalister,
also had these problems, the former being involved in a bribery
scandal implicating his staff and the latter having strained relations
with his office secretary, Thomas Hamilton, over tender
irregularities. 878 Indeed, the first four Queensland agent-generals all
resigned over government misunderstanding, interference, or political
considerations, with three departures resulting in government
enquiries. 879
Although the Lilley government had also appointed Douglas agent for
the colony of Queensland replacing the existing crown agents,
Palmer rarely called upon him to perform this role. 880 One of the few
exceptions involved Douglas in negotiations with the British and
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Australian Telegraph Company and the Dutch government over a
proposed telegraph line linking Singapore, Java and Queensland,
Douglas travelling to The Hague in September 1870 for discussions
with the Dutch minister for the colonies. 881 The government’s refusal
to support Douglas consistently in this role was one of the main
reasons for his eventual resignation. 882

German migration
Other factors beyond Douglas’s control also affected the
performance of his duties, with the difficulties besetting immigration
from Germany a case in point. Douglas was instructed to arrange
1,500 emigrants from Germany in his first year. 883 While numerous
delays were caused through the imposition of strict conditions by the
North German Confederation, 884 the first ship, the Humboldt, finally
left Hamburg on 14 July 1870, a few days before the Franco-
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Prussian War broke out. 885 The outbreak of hostilities led to a
blockade of the river and its port, Hamburg, by the French, resulting
in the indefinite stranding of some 900 engaged passengers. 886
This greatly distressed Douglas, because many of the emigrants
were from Switzerland, and could not return home having already
disposed of their homes and possessions. He prevailed on the
British Foreign Office to intercede on his behalf, requesting the
French government to “allow the departure of the emigrants without
vitiating the blockade,” but they rejected his pleas. 887 The war had a
deep personal impact on Douglas, who confided to Lewis Bernays,
chairman of the Queensland Commissioners for the International
Exhibition to be held in London in 1871.
God knows what will be the events of 1871. It seems
rather like fiddling when Rome is burning to talk of
exhibitions when the whole structure of European society
is shaken to the foundation. 888

Douglas experienced this conflict at close quarters. In Scotland
when the war broke out, he immediately sailed for Cologne where,
although seeing German troops crossing the Rhine, he could do
nothing to assist the stranded immigrants. 889 They remained
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stranded for two months, when the Reichstag was finally able to
leave Hamburg, following the ending of the blockade. 890

Douglas’s resignation
Despite Douglas’s many differences with the Queensland authorities,
it was a relatively minor dispute over lecturing that precipitated his
resignation. Jordan was noted for his fine lectures, with the success
of the colony’s immigration program in large part due to his oratorical
abilities. 891 Douglas was therefore instructed by Lilley to promote
emigration through lectures extolling the benefits of the colony. 892
However, Douglas ignored this instruction, claiming lecturing was no
longer required, for people in England knew about the colony. 893 He
preferred to promote immigration by visiting the principal agencies
and publishing handbills and pamphlets. 894 The government, aware
that no lecturing was taking place, instructed Douglas, to commence
lecturing forthwith. 895 This was the ‘final straw’ for Douglas, who
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promptly resigned. 896 He had occupied the post for little over a year.
There were three reasons why he resigned: his inability to perform
the duties of the office effectively; his non-utilisation in the role of
agent for the colony in England; and his refusal to lecture. 897
Douglas further informed Palmer that his continuation in the post
would lead to him “compromising my own self-respect.” 898 His
resignation was accepted, 899 but he stayed on in the post until 24
April 1871, when Archibald Archer finally replaced him. 900
Douglas believed he had conscientiously applied himself to the
position, under trying circumstances, despite being denied the
requisite flexibility and latitude. As he observed:
Instances innumerable have arisen, and will continue to
arise, tending to shew that unless a fair latitude of
discretion is allowed to an agent acting in England on
behalf of the government, his office must be a thankless
one - unsatisfactory both to himself and his principles. 901
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Had Douglas not resigned over the issue of lecturing he could have
enjoyed a much longer term in the position. It is ironic that, while he
criticised the government for its inflexible application of the Act and
associated instructions, he was equally inflexible on the issue of
lecturing. Despite this, Douglas had successfully delivered to
Queensland a steady stream of immigrants from the British Isles and
Germany during 1870. 902
By acting as the de facto ambassador for Queensland, Douglas had
extended the duties and influence of the position, 903 an approach
welcomed by the British authorities and sanctioned by the Lilley
government. It was in this capacity that Douglas corresponded with
the Colonial Office regarding communications with the colony, the
Foreign Office over the French blockade of Hamburg, meeting the
president of the Poor Law Board to discuss pauper immigration, and
writing to the Times on telegraphic communications. 904 As Barbara
Atkins remarked, Douglas had “recognised and appreciated the need
for a more imaginative, adventurous and mature approach.” 905
Unfortunately, for Douglas, he set a standard the Palmer government
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refused to countenance. That Palmer had not appointed him meant
the government watched his activities with increasing suspicion and
alarm. They did not want a former opposition cabinet member
strutting the world stage as a self-appointed ambassador for their
government, 906 and it was only a matter of time before Douglas fell
foul of them. His principles and stubbornness ensured this would be
sooner rather than later, but if Palmer thought the matter ended with
Douglas’s resignation, he was mistaken.
Douglas and his family left England on 20 May 1871, sailing from
Liverpool 907 and arriving in Brisbane on 14 August 1871. 908 Although
Douglas enjoyed his posting in the old country, he considered himself
a Queenslander. 909

905

Atkins, p. 122

906

Ibid., p. 121

907

Archibald Archer to Arthur Palmer, 19 May 1871. McIlwraith / Palmer Papers, John Oxley

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 64-19/43
908

The Douglas family first sailed to New York, where they undertook an extensive rail

journey across America to San Francisco. They then returned to Queensland, via Honolulu,
New Zealand and Sydney; a taxing voyage involving a “great knocking about.” (“Report from
the Royal Commission on Railway Construction in Queensland: Minutes of the Evidence …”
pp. 6-9. Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1872; Brisbane Courier, 15 August 1871, p. 2;
John Douglas to Thomas Phillips, 3 September 1871. Aborigines Protection Society Papers.
Australian Joint Copying Project (AJCP), M2426, C39/102; John Douglas to Frederick
Chesson, 3 September 1871. Aborigines Protection Society Papers. Australian Joint
Copying Project (AJCP), M2427, C133/15; John Douglas to Arthur Palmer, 7 August 1871.
McIlwraith / Palmer Papers, John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 64-19/68.)
909

As Douglas wrote to an English colleague, “after all the wanderings we are glad to find

ourselves at home [Brisbane] of our trusty old friends in the country where we have shared
many happy years.” (Douglas to Thomas Phillips, 3 September 1871. Aborigines Protection
Society Papers. Australian Joint Copying Project (AJCP), M2426, C39/102)

256
Defending his reputation
Shortly after his return, Douglas received a copy of the Minutes of
Proceedings of the Executive Council, on 2 March 1871, on the
Subject of the Resignation of the Agent-General for Emigration, Mr.
John Douglas. 910 Forwarded to Douglas in London in March 1871, it
arrived after he had departed. 911 This minute set out Palmer’s
response to Douglas’s letter of resignation, strongly criticising his
performance:
It would appear that he imagined, not that he was bound
to administer the Immigration Act, but that he has the
power to override it, and do exactly as he pleased. 912

As for Douglas not being utilised as agent for the colony in England,
Palmer claimed that Douglas had not been appointed at all, for this
role was not explicitly mentioned in the letter of appointment. 913
However, Palmer was subsequently informed by Douglas’s
successor in London, Archibald Archer, that he:
had not been many days here before I found out that the
agent-generals as administered by Douglas and in fact
by the agents of all the colonies, was more, or at least as
much, of a diplomatic character as that of agents for
immigration. 914
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Palmer was especially critical of Douglas’s refusal to lecture,
considering his behaviour to be an inexplicable dereliction of duty. 915
Palmer believed that Douglas had accepted the post, “with his mind
made up to disobey instructions.” 916
Determined to defend his good name, Douglas sent a lengthy memo
to Palmer strenuously and comprehensively rebutting these
accusations. He was particularly upset that Palmer denied that he
had been appointed to the position of agent-general for the colony,
for it had been a gazetted position, with official correspondence
addressed to him as the agent-general for Queensland. He also
vehemently rejected accusations that he had never agreed to lecture.
Palmer’s reply to Douglas’s memo was dismissive, suggesting that it
was Douglas’s “constant aim to make his appointment a diplomatic
one.” 917
Palmer refused to believe that Douglas’s motives were not political
and denigrated the latter’s efforts to raise the profile and standing of
Queensland in the eyes of the British authorities. 918 These
exchanges soured their personal relationship, Douglas confiding to
his son Edward, on Palmer’s death in 1898, that he regarded him as
little more than a “glorified bullock driver ... arrogant and haughty in
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manner.” 919
Douglas considered Palmer’s remarks provocative, staining his
honour, dignity and reputation. Nevertheless, Douglas may well
have let the matter lapse, had not Palmer, several months later, in
answering a parliamentary question on immigration, contended that
Douglas had:
thought fit to override an Act of parliament by taking £4
as the sum paid by assisted passengers instead of £8, as
required by the law. 920

Douglas, now attempting to resurrect his parliamentary career, had
little choice but to respond. In a letter to the Brisbane Courier in June
1872, he refuted Palmer’s accusations and revealed his anger,
frustration and despair:
I served him faithfully, as I was bound to serve him, when
… he became my master. But ‘thy servant is not a dog,’
and I surrendered my office when I found that I could no
longer consistently serve the country under such a
master … I grudge to him nothing of all he seems to
have, yet he will not ‘let me alone,’ and still pursues me
with a stupid personal malice. 921
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Select committee established
Douglas then petitioned parliament, detailing his complaints against
the premier and asking them to investigate Palmer’s allegations that
he had overridden the Act. 922 This was a serious matter, for Douglas
believed that Palmer’s comments dishonoured and discredited both
him and the public service. 923 In his petition, Douglas denied he had
acted dishonourably and requested the appointment of a select
committee to investigate the matter. 924
As Douglas had been in the previous Lilley ministry, most of whose
members were now in opposition, it was inevitable that events
surrounding his petition would become politicised and the subject of
heated debate, the more so as his grievance was with the premier
and colonial secretary. 925
Several members in the legislative council endorsed Douglas’s
attempts to have parliament investigate the matter, with the presenter
of the petition, Eyles Browne, reminding his colleagues that Douglas
was requesting that parliament
be his judges between him and the colonial secretary,
and the house should not refuse his request. 926
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Only Thomas Murray-Prior and Louis Hope voted against the
establishment of a joint select committee to enquire into this
matter. 927
Opposition member Samuel Walker Griffith championed Douglas’s
cause in the legislative assembly. On Douglas being surcharged
£1,400 over discrepancies relating to the fee set for assisted
immigrants, Griffith demanded to know why Douglas was not (if he
had acted illegally), charged over this matter. 928
After spirited debate, the legislative assembly agreed to investigate
this matter, with four of its members joining the joint select
committee. 929 This committee then interviewed Douglas, his
predecessor, Henry Jordan, and Thomas Blackett Stephens, the
acting colonial secretary when Douglas received his agent-general
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commission and associated instructions. 930 Stephens confirmed that
Douglas accepted the position on the understanding that he would be
crown agent, resulting in “a notice being sent to the crown agents at
home, to discontinue acting for the colony.” 931
In his evidence, Douglas vigorously and comprehensively rebutted all
Palmer’s charges. He provided evidence that he was the agentgeneral for the colony as well as agent-general for emigration,
quoting from correspondence in which Governor Blackall had
informed the secretary of state for the colonies that the colony had
only one representative in Great Britain, “the agent-general for
emigration.” 932
It was the non-recognition of this post by Palmer that most angered
Douglas and which drove him to clear his name and maintain his
honour. Asked why his instructions had mentioned “agent for the
colony” instead of agent-general, Douglas’s comments were
revealing:
I did not examine it specially, or take notice. I had
claimed simply to be called agent. Agent-general is a
very long-sounding name, which I really did not care a fig
about; but I did care about the reality. 933

930

“Report from the Joint Select Committee on the Petition of Mr. John Douglas, Together

with the Proceedings of the Committee and the Minutes of Evidence.” Queensland
Legislative Council Journals, 1872, pp. 806, 808-10 & 830
931

Ibid., p. 831

932

Ibid., p. 812

933

Ibid., p. 814

262
Douglas saw his position as a diplomatic appointment and his focus
was on the efficient discharge of his duties. Concerning monies
surcharged against him for undercharging passengers, Douglas
passionately defended himself, explaining that he was simply
carrying out an existing practice and had discontinued it when
instructed by the government to do so. 934
In defending his refusal to lecture, Douglas informed the committee
that he would probably not have accepted the position had he known
he would have to lecture. 935 He saw the post as a diplomatic one,
and therefore considered it personally demeaning to have to lecture,
preferring a more dignified approach to encouraging migration to
Queensland.
Douglas concluded his testimony with a plea for clemency. He
claimed to have put the public good ahead of his own, and if his
name was not cleared, then “I shall feel that I can never voluntarily,
at any rate, attempt to take my share in public matters again.”
Douglas’s testimony provides an insight into his character not found
elsewhere and at variance with his public persona. Despite many of
his letters, speeches, public pronouncements and writings surviving,
most were written in the passive tense and couched in the language
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and conventions of the time. 936 However, his spoken testimony to
the committee was recorded verbatim. From it emerges an articulate
man, quick on his feet, passionate and animated in reply, one who
displayed candour and demonstrated a deep understanding of
politics and the political process.
In handing down its report, the committee found Douglas had been
appointed sole agent of the colony. While finding that Douglas
indeed erred in reducing the amount asked from assisted
passengers, it conceded that he maintained the relative proportions
of free and assisted passengers, resulting in the Act being more
effective. The committee recommended that the government write
off the non-collected funds surcharged on Douglas. 937
However, they were not so forgiving about Douglas’s refusal to
lecture. He had been instructed to lecture and “no private opinion of
his own ... justified his setting aside that instruction.” Nevertheless,
they did not agree that Douglas had intentionally disobeyed
instructions in this regard. 938
The committee also noted that Douglas:
had great difficulties to contend with in carrying the Act
into efficient operation, as, in consequence of the great
commercial losses which had been suffered in
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Queensland, this colony was, at the time of his
appointment and arrival in England, in great disrepute. 939

Thus, Douglas was largely vindicated and exonerated by the
committee, which found he was appointed as the sole agent for the
colony, and that surcharging him was wrong. That he had acted
incorrectly in this matter would have been of minor concern to
Douglas, because he believed he had acted honourably. Douglas
believed that his role was to ensure that enough suitable immigrants
came to Queensland, and this he achieved in spite of the Act.
Douglas felt the same way about lecturing. He had expanded the
colony’s immigration program not through lecturing but by printing
and distributing pamphlets and handbills, coupled with extensive
travels and discussions with his British agents. The committee’s
recognition of the difficulties and obstacles encountered by him in
discharging his duties was therefore especially gratifying.
Although the report was tabled and adopted without dissension in the
upper house, 940 it received a very different reception in the lower
one. There, after Griffith moved its adoption, Palmer denigrated the
report and its findings and accused Douglas of a personal vendetta
against him. As far as Palmer was concerned, he simply expected
“every government officer to do his duty.” 941 Perhaps, but by this
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stage there was certainly no love lost between the two political
adversaries.
Palmer continued to deny that Douglas had been appointed sole
agent for the colony, despite it having been explicitly mentioned in
the relevant Government Gazette. Furthermore, Palmer doubted
Douglas’s ability even to act as agent-general for emigration, being of
the opinion that he was “fully determined to disobey his orders not to
lecture.” 942
The opposition rallied in support of Douglas, with William Miles
stating that this “milk-and-water report” handed down by the
committee had prejudiced Douglas’s performance as agentgeneral. 943 William Henry Groom, in defending Douglas, considered
him “a gentleman of whom any constituency in the colony would be
proud to have to represent it.” 944 He also prophetically observed that
Douglas “would yet live to be a thorn in the side of those honorable
members who had cast such slurs on his character.” 945
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Although a ‘milk-and-water’ report, it had substantially vindicated
Douglas, both in the parliament and in the colony, as this letter to the
Brisbane Courier demonstrated:
I cannot understand how the government can make a
charge against the late agent-general ... he was the right
man in the right place, having been a long resident in the
colonies, and able to give all information from his own
experience. 946

Thus yet another turbulent period in Douglas’s life ended. On his
appointment, he has been feted in Brisbane and had gone to London
determined to do justice to the position. This he did, until a change
of government in Queensland made it progressively more difficult
through the restrictions and strictures imposed on him.
Nevertheless, given Douglas’s penchant for independence and a
stubborn insistence on doing things his way, it is reasonable to
assume that, even if there had not been a change of government,
there would eventually have been a falling out between him and the
authorities.
Returning to Queensland, Douglas had refused to accept the
criticisms delivered by government members in relation to his
conduct in the position, successfully petitioning for a select
committee into the matter. It delivered a report that, although
somewhat hobbled by the bipartisan composition of its members,
largely vindicated Douglas, reserving its criticism of him to the
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relatively minor charge of refusing to lecture. Exonerated, and his
name, reputation and honour upheld, Douglas again pursued a
parliamentary career.
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Chapter 11: In the Political Wilderness, 1871-75
This chapter examines Douglas’s life following his return from
England and the United States. Although he had been away from
the colony for less than two years, there had been a change of
government in his absence, and he found it difficult to resume a
career in public life. Nevertheless, he doggedly persisted until
success came his way, success that would eventually land him the
coveted premiership of the colony. Douglas also faced the challenge
of overcoming bankruptcy and adjusting to a rapidly changing
political landscape where political factions were evolving into
organised groupings around liberals and conservatives. Douglas, a
maverick and a naturally independent-minded politician, struggled to
adapt to this changed world.
Douglas returned to Queensland in August 1871, having reluctantly
resigned the London-based position of agent-general for emigration.
He had been involved by this time in colonial politics for 12 years
and, since the sale of Tooloombah, had known no other life. It was
therefore inevitable that, when an opportunity presented itself, he
attempted to resurrect his political career and seek a seat in
parliament.
However, winning a parliamentary seat proved surprisingly difficult.
The liberal side of politics was in opposition; he had the resignation
of the agent-general post hanging over his head, and had been away
from the colony for two years, having played no part in its political life
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and development. In his own words, he had “lost the thread.” 947
Nevertheless, Douglas persevered, eventually winning a
parliamentary seat. This resumption of his political career would
allow him again to play an active role in the political life of the colony,
one leading all the way to the premiership.

East Morton by-election
Douglas’s first chance to stand for parliament presented itself shortly
after his return to Brisbane, when, on 20 October 1871, the seat of
East Moreton fell vacant following the resignation of Henry Jordan. 948
It was Douglas’s old seat and therefore presented an excellent
opportunity to resume his political career. As usual, he quickly
announced his candidature, his election advertisement appearing in
the Brisbane Courier the day after Jordan’s resignation.
In it, Douglas extolled his previous political achievements and set out
his views on the major issues of the day, namely the push for
separation by the northern part of the colony and demands by the
electorate for increased parliamentary representation. 949 Rather
than advocating separation, Douglas sought, given the rapid growth
of the colony, to have more power devolved to local authorities. 950
He supported increased parliamentary representation, to be achieved
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by creating additional seats to increase the representation of new
and existing districts whose populations were growing. In a personal
plea to the voters, he reminded them of his previous service as their
member in 1868. 951
In his first address to the electorate, Douglas informed them that the
reason he was standing for election as an independent was to be
“free from any defined connection with any party.” 952
However, instead of supporting separation for that portion of the
colony north of Rockhampton, Douglas made a passionate, and, for
the time, far-sighted plea, for unity rather than disunity, for federation
rather than separation, noting that the “different colonies should be
united under a federal government.” 953 It was, to his mind “absurd
that a country possessing such a geographical unity as Australia
should be so divided into separate states.” 954
It is evident that his time in London as agent-general had profoundly
influenced his thinking on this matter. Rather than supporting and
promoting the popular push for separation as he had done when the
member for the Port Curtis electorate in the mid 1860s, Douglas now
perceived Australian politics as “assuming a national character [and]
that separation would be most undesirable at the present time.” 955
Douglas believed in federation rather than separation, unity ahead of
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fragmentation, and a united Australia instead of a collection of
competing colonies. 956
Douglas called for an additional members’ bill or a redistribution of
seats bill to correct representation anomalies. He also opposed the
practice of bringing Pacific Islander labour into the colony, noting that
there had been “a great deal of kidnapping going on,” and that this
was having a deleterious effect on relations with “their fellow
countrymen in England.” He promised, if elected, to work towards
repealing the Polynesian Labourers Act, thereby halting any further
importation of Pacific Islanders into Queensland. Nevertheless,
Douglas would permit those already in the colony to remain. 957
Douglas, the first aspirant to declare his candidature for East
Moreton, had indicated to the electorate a willingness to act as an
independent, and had passionately and eloquently opposed
separation and the importation of Pacific Islander labour while also
calling for electoral reform. Nevertheless, the Brisbane Courier
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sounded a warning over Douglas’s determination to retain an
independent stance, noting that if he wanted to implement his
platform, “he will find party union not the least indispensable
preliminary to their attainment.” 958
However, Douglas’s main barrier to electoral success was another
liberal candidate; William Hemmant, a 33-year-old draper shopowner, who, like Douglas, opposed Palmer, but, unlike Douglas, had
also the explicit and unqualified support of the leader of the
opposition, Charles Lilley. 959 Unfortunately, for Douglas, standing
against a candidate expressly backed by his former political
colleagues considerably reduced his chances. That both men’s
campaigns were largely indistinguishable - for Hemmant also
supported emigration, additional representation based on population,
and the cessation of Pacific Islander importation – did not help either.
Where they differed was that Hemmant, unlike Douglas, loyally
supported the liberal opposition. 960
In an address to the electorate, Hemmant belittled Douglas’s
declaration of independence and warned of dire consequences if it
returned an independent candidate. The seat of East Moreton
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returned two members to parliament and both Henry Jordan and
Robert Travers Atkin, the previous incumbents, supported the
opposition. 961 Hemmant used this to illustrate his point that if
Douglas was returned, then one member would be supporting the
opposition and one would be on the cross-benches as an
independent. This would create an intolerable situation, with the
government able to say:
that East Moreton had re-considered its decision, and
that it had withdrawn its support from the policy of the
opposition ... and how the hands of the government
would be strengthened thereby there could be no
doubt. 962

In supporting Hemmant at the meeting, Lilley reminded the electorate
of Douglas’s previous speech to them where he had proclaimed that
after a two-year absence from the colony he:
scarcely felt warmed up into that fervid state of mind
which no doubt was a characteristic evidence that partyfeeling was running very high 963

To the delight of the crowd, Lilley lampooned Douglas, thereby
extracting political capital from these remarks:
And in drawing-room tones he [Douglas] said, ‘Well, now,
my good fellows, you are very warm; you have been
engaged, I am told, in a fervid struggle; pardon me, my
good fellows, I don’t feel quite so warm myself, you
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know.’ [Mr. Lilley here put an eye-glass to his eye, and
continued in an assumed voice, which created roars of
laughter.] ‘You can hardly expect that sort of thing from a
gentleman like me. It is not the thing for a gentleman like
me to get too excited, and we had better take political
matters coolly. If you will honor me with your confidence,
I will go into the House and I will exercise impartial
judgement between the contending factions.’ 964

While this may have been great theatre, the important question
behind it was why did Lilley and the liberal side of politics not support
Douglas? The answer lay with Douglas’s insistence on being an
independent. It must be remembered that Lilley, in order to counter
Douglas’s propensity for independence in the assembly, had, when
he was the premier, consigned him first to the upper house and then
to England.
Lilley refused to have a maverick such as Douglas again cause
mayhem on the liberal side of politics. A strong supporter of the
party system, Lilley had unsuccessfully attempted to establish a
Queensland Liberal Association as early as 1859. 965 He wanted
loyal party men supporting him in the parliament, and therefore
preferred the loyal Hemmant to the independent-minded Douglas.
Having two liberals with similar policies contesting the election
caused difficulties for Douglas. 966 The crowd assembled at the
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nomination meeting knew which liberal they would support, for when
Douglas nominated, it was to loud groans and frequent
interruptions. 967 Douglas was left in no doubt of the enormity of the
task facing him, observing that when he had last stood for the seat
he was opposed by the then leader of the opposition, Arthur
Macalister, and now he was opposed by the current leader of the
opposition, Charles Lilley. Douglas publicly mused on why this was
so: what had caused such noted liberals to oppose him so
trenchantly? 968
Douglas was too independent and an independent candidate could
not be a loyal party man while steadfastly and dogmatically
maintaining the right to be independent under all and any
circumstances. It was ironic that his opponent, Hemmant, had
unknowingly but accurately pinpointed this terminal defect in
Douglas’s political character, as well as its solution, when observing,
in relation to his own candidacy, that:
In every party government there were always a certain
number of open questions upon which every man may
fairly hold his own opinions, and his pledge would only
require that he would give a hearty and zealous support
to the policy of the opposition, and in every way forward
the interests of the party. 969

agreed, noting, “we are unable, however, to see any real difference in the principles
professed by the two candidates.” (Brisbane Courier, 31 October 1871, p. 2)
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Until Douglas learnt to acknowledge and accept the limitations of his
independence in relation to party interests, something that the
younger Hemmant had evidently done, he would continue to be
rejected by the current political leadership. Unfortunately, for
Douglas, he did not learn this lesson in time for this election.
Nevertheless, the Brisbane Courier came out strongly in support of
Douglas precisely because he was an independent liberal, noting that
while Hemmant’s liberalism had progressed from “the exponent of
principle to the adherent of a party,” it preferred a “man of
experience, tried consistency, and greater political weight, whose
influence rests on his career, and is independent of
recommendation.” 970 Others supported Douglas for the same
reason, with one commentator declaring, “Lilley objects to Douglas’s
independent attitude in politics just now, but I don’t.” 971 These
comments demonstrated the fluid nature of party politics in the
colony. The early 1870s were a transition period from fluid factions
based on expedience and self-interest to formalised groupings based
on political conviction. While Douglas, along with many others,
resented and resisted this trend, he was increasingly in the minority.
Douglas’s fears were realised on election day (4 November 1871),
when Hemmant comprehensively out polled him 906 votes to 155. 972
This crushing defeat marked the first time Douglas had lost an

970

Brisbane Courier, 31 October 1871, p. 2

971

A Bohemian. “Odd Notes.” Brisbane Courier, 3 November 1871, p. 2

972

“East Moreton Election.” Brisbane Courier, 6 November 1871, p. 2

277
election. Hemmant graciously but inaccurately attributed his victory
to Douglas’s absence from the colony and colonial politics. Douglas,
sanguine but shocked by the size of the defeat, ruefully declared
that, “he was quite prepared to take his licking like a man.” 973
He had remained steadfast to his principles despite being “told over
and over again that if he had come forward under the wing of the
Liberal Party without expressing any opinions he would have been
returned.” Nevertheless, Douglas refused to be a ‘party pawn’ and
had serious reservations about the party system. He:
thought that the belief in, and identification with, clearly
defined principles was far better than any party
combinations that could be formed, and therefore he had
not seen the necessity of adhering to any party. 974

Douglas resisted embracing the slow but gradual move towards party
groupings as an integral part of Queensland politics. Nevertheless,
in losing the election, he grudgingly conceded its inevitability and that
he would have to accommodate it if he was ever to again enter
parliament. While not compromising his beliefs, Douglas would have
to accept the reality of the changing political landscape, for the
electorate had clearly told him “that what they wanted was a
thorough-going party man.” 975
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Insolvency
1872 was a traumatic year for Douglas financially. Successful in
public life, he never evidenced anywhere near the same level of
success in business affairs. He had come out to Australia in 1851 as
a wealthy young man but, despite investing in property, had been
unable to capitalise on the inherent financial benefits routinely
available to those born into a privileged class. As Bernays
perceptively remarked, “The only million John Douglas ever saw was
in a bad dream after a late sitting of the House.” 976
In 1868, Douglas was forced to sell his pastoral run, Tooloombah,
due to high interest rates and depressed property values caused by
the 1866 recession. Despite this sale, he was unable to clear the
outstanding debt and with it attracting a high rate of interest, it was
financially ruinous. As agent-general in London, Douglas could
service the debt repayments because he drew the considerable
salary of £1,000 per annum. However, on returning to Queensland
effectively unemployed, he experienced severe financial difficulties
and, when forced to apply for insolvency, was adjudged an insolvent
by the Supreme Court. 977 Douglas, whose occupation was listed in
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the insolvency papers as a “gentleman,” had been left with no other
choice, because he was saddled with a debt of more than £6,500, an
impossible amount for him to pay off. 978
For a man of Douglas’s standing and position in society, insolvency
was a heavy blow and resulted in severe embarrassment and
shame. While colonial society witnessed frequent bankruptcies and
cases of economic hardship, individual cases were believed to be the
result of psychological or moral ‘flaws’ in the bankrupt. 979 For a
contemporaneous account of this stigma, this pitiful diary entry by a
Victorian farmer’s wife, Annie Dawbin, on her husband’s insolvency
while residing in Victoria in August 1861 is instructive:
I kept on thinking of my poor husband’s thin face and
haggard look, and am so very sorry for his losses! I only
trust we may be able to weather the storm, and pay all
their dues, and if we have but a few pounds to begin with,
we shall be free from debt; which is the greatest blessing.
I am sure I don’t know what we shall do, but I hope we
may leave this colony, and go somewhere where nobody
will know us. 980

Nonetheless, Douglas’s friends and family must have rallied around
him, for he continued to live in his Wickham Terrace home, and,
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despite having no known income, maintained his involvement in the
social and communal life of Brisbane. 981
The question needs to be asked why Douglas was not a financial
success. Why did he not take advantage of the financial
opportunities that must have come his way and which many of his
parliamentary colleagues availed themselves? 982 Why was he not
financially astute? It seems that there were two reasons. Firstly,
money, and the making of it, was not a major concern of his. He
invested in pastoral properties because he wanted to live on the
frontier, not because he wished to make money out of them.
Douglas was a dreamer and an idealist. He devoted his time and
energies to helping people and society rather than amassing riches.
As he later told his son Edward:
I was never taught the value of money. Not that it is
necessarily a good thing to be rich, but it is good to
cultivate habits of strict economy. 983

To Douglas, duty, service and church came ahead of Mammon.
Spencer Browne, who knew him well, wrote this epithet of Douglas
following his death:
“It always seems to me a great tribute to a political leader
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in a young country that his friends should be able to say;
‘he died a poor man!’” 984

Douglas’s attitude to money was atypical for the period. As
Fitzgerald remarked of the young colony’s inhabitants, they were
uniformly wedded to “above all, materialist values and an untiring
quest for prosperity.” 985 Moreover, when Douglas did have money,
he generously gave it away or spent it on those less fortunate. 986 As
his second wife, Sarah, lamented to Edward, “he is very careless in
money matters and could fritter away anything he can lay his hands
on.” 987
Douglas’s strong religious beliefs and involvement in the Church
helped sustain him during this dark period of his life. By 1872, he
had been elected to the newly formed All Saints’ Church Parochial
Council, and actively assisted in experimental services at Petrie
Terrace. 988 A devout Christian, the Church was his solace in both
good times and bad, giving him the strength and courage to fight and
survive adversity and dishonour.
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As previously discussed, 1872 was also the year that Douglas
petitioned the Queensland Parliament for a select committee into his
role as agent-general for emigration. Its report, handed down on 30
July 1872, largely exonerated him, and allowed him to put this
traumatic period in his life behind him. However, Douglas had to
wear the odium of his insolvency being aired in parliament when
Palmer tactlessly remarked of Douglas:
He never yet knew a man of whose talents for business
the Assembly had such a poor opinion. 989

Douglas’s allies in the assembly sprung to his defence, with William
Henry Groom, the member for Drayton and Toowoomba, noting that
Douglas:
… was not the first gentleman who had figured in the
Insolvency Court, for even in the House of Lords, many
members had taken refuge in that court under
circumstances far less honorable. 990

Another member of the opposition, Thomas Blackett Stephens of
South Brisbane, felt that “a grosser insult ... could not have been
offered than to drag into the question the matter of Mr. Douglas’s
insolvency.” 991

Saints’ Church in Wickham Terrace.
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This exchange demonstrated the personal nature of politics in
Queensland at this time. While supposedly gentlemen who abided
by the rules and went to great lengths to ensure a modicum of civility
to each other, the urge for parliamentarians to attack their opponents
was too great a temptation to resist whenever the opportunity
presented. Fortunately, for Douglas, his allies in parliament came to
his defence, and defended his reputation and honour in an age when
honour and reputation meant a lot more than it does today. 992 This
parliamentary exchange also demonstrated that, despite his financial
difficulties, Douglas could continue to count on the support of friends
and colleagues. This support helped sustain his determination to win
a parliamentary position.
Moreover, despite his failure in East Moreton, Douglas was still a
serious contender for a parliamentary seat. In July 1872 it was
rumoured that Edmond Lambert Thornton was planning to sell up
and retire to England with Douglas considered the logical successor
for his seat of Eastern Downs. However, Thornton remained in the
colony and Douglas had to wait until the dissolution of the sixth
parliament in 1873 for an opportunity to contest again a
parliamentary seat.

Brisbane election
Douglas contested the seat of Brisbane because there was a
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genuine vacancy, it being newly created. 993 Douglas had learnt from
his previous election experience that independent candidates were
out of favour and therefore announced that if elected he would be “a
decided and moderate member” of the opposition. 994
In his initial campaign address, Douglas touched on several themes.
These included opposing the importation of Pacific Islander labour,
supporting ongoing immigration to the colony, again pledging to look
after the interests of his electorate “on a footing apart altogether from
party politics,” and supporting government funding of secular, not
religious education in primary schools. He concluded his address
with the astonishing remark that:
although he would not be disappointed if he were
rejected in favor of a more suitable candidate, as he had
lost most of his former love of political life, still he would
do his best to serve them faithfully and disinterestedly if
they put their trust in him. 995

It was astonishing, because Douglas was desperately keen to get
back into politics. Nevertheless, it appears from these remarks that
he was now more worldly wise and politically aware. Douglas was
now less idealistic and all too aware from bitter personal experience
of the level some politicians could stoop in pursuit of self-interest,
power, patronage, and privilege. Douglas the idealist was fast
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becoming Douglas the realist - but never Douglas the pragmatist.
For even now, after all he had endured and suffered at the hands of
his fellow parliamentarians, he remained true to his core principles.
Douglas may have been bowed and bloodied, but he unwaveringly
believed in liberalism, a sense of fair play, and service to his fellow
man until his death.
Douglas also reconsidered his earlier position in relation to political
parties, because “without this you cannot have good parliamentary
government.” 996 Douglas the independent liberal was slowly
developing, much against his will, into Douglas the party liberal.
Nevertheless, sections of the electorate refused to support him as
the liberal candidate. 997 The Brisbane electorate was home to many
of the city’s businessmen and, as a recent insolvent, Douglas was
considered by many to be a most unsatisfactory candidate,
manifestly unable to manage his financial affairs. A delegation of 25
prominent Brisbane businessmen persuaded one of their own,
Robert Muter Stewart, to contest the seat against Douglas. 998
Stewart, the owner of a merchant establishment, described himself
as a “liberal, and always had been.” 999 Douglas, having no expertise
in “mercantile matters” and campaigning against a fellow liberal, was
forced to appeal for support from the business community on the
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somewhat lame grounds of “being pretty well acquainted with
mercantile matters from the political point of view.” 1000
In an editorial on polling day, the Brisbane Courier refused to
recommend one candidate above the other, contenting itself with the
observation “that both gentlemen cannot be returned will be the only
real cause of regret.” 1001 Stewart’s mercantile backers proved
decisive and Douglas lost an extremely close election by six
votes. 1002
Douglas had lost another election, although this defeat was not
nearly as heavy as previously. Nevertheless, he was devastated by
the result, for his dream of representing his countrymen in parliament
remained unrealised. Douglas continued to play an active role in the
communal life of the city while he waited for another opportunity. In
early 1874, the liberal side of politics finally regained control of the
parliament and Macalister replaced Palmer, following the latter’s
resignation. 1003

Education royal commission
On 11 August 1874, Douglas, a keen believer in and supporter of
government-funded education, was appointed one of six members of
the Commission Enquiring into the Working of the Educational
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Institutions of the Colony. 1004 Their task was to inquire into
educational matters in the colony following the introduction by
Samuel Griffiths of a parliamentary bill terminating aid to non-vested
schools. 1005 (Non-vested was the term used to describe nongovernment or private schools, usually established and run by
religious organisations, and vested the term for public, or
government, schools.) The Bill was strongly opposed in the
legislative council, leading Macalister to establish a royal commission
chaired by Lilley. 1006
Douglas believed that the future prosperity of Queensland depended
upon its people being educated. As a firm believer in the value of a
literate and educated populace, he had long been involved with
educational matters in Queensland. Not only was he was president
of the North Brisbane School of Arts, but as early as 1863 had been
appointed one of six members to the first permanent Board of
General Education in Queensland. 1007 Then he was considered a
supporter of the national system of education, with its intention to
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maintain non-vested schools only until sufficient vested schools were
established. 1008 However, in April 1864, Douglas resigned from the
board in protest against its refusal to provide funding to any new nonvested schools, for the board only agreed to continue funding those
already in existence. 1009 In August 1864 and again in August 1865
he unsuccessfully requested parliament to provide additional funding
and support for non-vested schools. 1010
Douglas supported state aid for these schools due to his strong and
sincere religious beliefs and his close ecclesiastical relationship with
Bishop Edward Wyndham Tufnell, the Anglican bishop of Brisbane
and a prime instigator of state aid and support for non-vested
schools. 1011
It was therefore somewhat surprising that when the royal commission
handed down its report, Douglas, along with other members of the
commission, had unequivocally endorsed free, secular, nondenominational, vested education. 1012 What happened in the
intervening 10 years to so change his mind? In the first place,
students attending school from 1870 could do so without charge, 1013
and therefore the need for religious schools, which never charged to
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enable children to attend, was not as great as before. 1014 Douglas
did not object to denominational schools; 1015 indeed, he was a
lifelong supporter of them. Nevertheless, he believed that the state
should be primarily responsible for primary school education.
Douglas opposed government funding of any activities that could
promote sectarian differences by propagating “religious opinions in
conflict with one another, and possibly even in conflict with some of
the primary obligations of the citizen to the civil government.” 1016
To Douglas, religious equality was a cornerstone of “political
existence” in Queensland, this being best achieved through the
adoption of a secular education system that ensured “complete
impartiality” through not funding any denominational schools or
religious groups. 1017
However, as usual, he had a balanced approach; a firm supporter of
removing state support for non-vested schools, yet he believed that
the government “should refrain from attempting to impart religious
instruction.” Furthermore, Douglas, a deeply religious man, also
recognised the value, in a religious age, of religious instruction in
1014
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schools, advocating that a portion of the scriptures be “read, with
becoming solemnity, every day, in every public school, by the
headmaster.” 1018
Douglas’s actions demonstrated that he was now comfortable with
the education system he so strongly opposed a decade earlier. 1019
His actions mirrored the broader struggle for state funding between
the denominational and national systems of education in
Queensland, resulting in the triumph of the latter. 1020

Darling Downs election
The next opportunity for a parliamentary seat came in the form of the
Darling Downs electorate in March 1875, following the resignation of
Edward Wienholt over, amongst other things, dummying
irregularities. 1021 The liberal side of politics was expected to retain
government following the upcoming general election. Douglas’s
years in the political wilderness had made him an older and wiser
man. No longer did he trumpet his independence as loudly as
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before. In his absence, politics had evolved to the stage where
political representatives now aligned themselves with nascent parties
(parties in all but name) representing liberals or conservatives. It
was more important than ever that representatives supported their
groups on matters of national importance and it was a measure of
Douglas’s political maturity that he understood this and was prepared
to abide by it.
The Downs electorates were known for returning conservative men
to parliament and for their hostility to any candidate who was not “a
local man, and presumably unacquainted with the inhabitants and
their needs.” 1022 Although Douglas once lived in the area and
represented it in parliament, that was over 15 years ago and he was
now perceived as a Brisbane resident contesting the seat against a
local candidate, William Graham, who had settled in the district in
1855. Graham exploited this advantage, informing the electorate that
they should select “a local man, and not a stranger,” one who was
not “a resident of Brisbane.” 1023 His accurate labelling of Douglas as
the nominee of the anti-squatting government further assisted his
cause. 1024
Douglas, in his electoral manifesto, strongly supported free selectors
against the ‘squattocracy’ and raised a recent case involving
Wienholt and others in dummying irregularities before announcing
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that he was “no friend of dummies, past, present, or future, and I ask
none of them or of their friends to vote for me.” 1025 This remark
demonstrates that Douglas was not a populist politician, one
prepared to garner votes at the expense of his beliefs. He held
strong views on a number of issues, including dummying, and
refused to modify his views to gain additional votes. While many
candidates expressed firm opinions on the campaign trail, Douglas
was unusual in that he maintained them once the election was over;
the electorate could vote for him confident that his convictions would
not change once elected.
The Brisbane Courier believed that Douglas’s return was “pretty
certain.” 1026 However, he had to contend with some opposition from
Catholics because he firmly refused to endorse the use of state
funding for Catholic schools. 1027 This opposition firmed following a
dispute at an election meeting held by him in the Warwick Town Hall.
Asked by the Rev. S. H. McDonough if he was in favour “of
continuing the present system of non-vested schools,” Douglas
refused to pander to the crowd and replied that he wished to see the
end of the non-vested system. McDonough then cogently presented
his reasons for differing with Douglas on the “education question,”
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and this altered the tone of the meeting to the extent that when the
vote of confidence in Douglas was called for, only 25 people of the
300 present assented. 1028
Election day saw Graham poll four more votes than Douglas. 1029
However, the declaration of the poll was delayed because there were
four more ballot papers cast than had been ticked off by the returning
officers. It was not possible to ascertain which ballot papers were the
excess ones or which candidate they were cast for. Nevertheless, if
all four had been in favour of Graham, then Douglas and Graham
would each have received an equal number of votes. 1030 The
returning officer, Sandy Creek grazier George Affleck, was in a
quandary, and appealed to the attorney general for advice. 1031
However, before a reply was received, other events came into play
and the poll was never formally declared. 1032
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Maryborough election
Douglas’s political salvation came in the form of the seat of
Maryborough, a timber and sugar-growing town on the banks of the
Mary River 220 kilometres north of Brisbane. With a week to go
before nominations closed – none having been received 1033 – the
local mayor, Edward Booker, a butcher and prominent propertyowner, nominated, following a request from several electors to do
so. 1034 37 electors opposed to Booker then telegraphed Douglas in
Brisbane agreeing to act as his committee if he would nominate as
the ministerial candidate. 1035 Douglas readily agreed, much to the
delight of the conservatives on the Darling Downs, who gleefully
predicted that:
with his elastic principles, and the absolute necessity,
under existing circumstances, of returned for
somewhere, we have no doubt that he will receive a
certain amount of support. 1036

However, the conservative Maryborough Chronicle, which
represented plantation owners, was not as impressed, believing that
Douglas was “not one of us. He can have no acquaintances
whatever with our wants.” The paper also urged its Catholic readers
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not to vote for Douglas, darkly claiming that he was the “nominee of
the Orange Institution” and therefore could not be trusted, bound, as
he must be, by secret loyalties to them. 1037 This accusation was a
deliberate attempt to fan sectarian division because it was widely
known that Douglas had recently, when a member of the education
commission, recommended against continuing state support for
Catholic schools. Nevertheless, the assertion that Douglas, a
staunch Anglican, would join an Orange Lodge defied credulity, and
Catholics rejected this “damaging fact.” 1038
Another of Booker’s supporters observed that Douglas was a man,
“stained with a series of humiliating defeats” who had experienced,
“signal failures as a public man in every relation of political life.” 1039
To the disappointment of many of his supporters, Douglas did not
travel to Maryborough during the campaign. 1040 Nevertheless,
despite his absence from the electorate and a concerted campaign
against him by the Maryborough Chronicle, he was victorious on
election day, gaining 348 votes to Booker’s 308. 1041
Douglas was elated. In the four years since his return to
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Queensland, he had contested four elections without success. At 47,
he was no longer a young man. Now he made the most of his
opportunity. Aligned with the government, he played the loyal party
man all the way to the premiership. Many newspaper editorials
expressed relief that Douglas had finally re-entered parliament, one
noting that “he is wanted in the house,” 1042 and another asserting that
“a gentleman of such proved fitness for parliamentary duties has
been too long out of parliament.” 1043
Nevertheless, the Maryborough Chronicle was unrepentant, claiming
that Booker had been beaten in a fight far from fair, crushed by the
combined weight of a “secret organisation” and government
influence; Douglas was living proof that a “man must go outside his
own country to be accounted a prophet,” the paper concluded. 1044
The paper’s conservative backers had reason to be worried.
Douglas’s trenchant opposition toward the importation and
employment of South Sea Islanders was well known, and the
region’s planters feared the damage he could do to their interests.
As a subsequent chapter will show, their concerns were well
founded.
Douglas, cognisant of these deeply held concerns by sections of the
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electorate, quickly travelled to Maryborough 1045 and held several
meetings, including one where he received a response “favourable in
the extreme” from the 600 people present. At the meeting, in a
promising sign of bipartisanship and a healing of the divide, Booker,
who was still mayor of the town, presided in the chair. 1046 Douglas
denied being influenced by the “Orange Movement” and expressed a
desire to represent his constituents to the best of his ability. 1047
The time Douglas spent in the town following the election, and the
many meetings he held to acquaint himself with his new constituents
successfully won over many of the conservatives who had opposed
his candidacy as well as those who had demanded the election of a
local candidate. As the Maryborough correspondent of the Brisbane
Courier remarked, “the great majority of people here are well pleased
that he was elected,” 1048 while his paper editorialised that Douglas
had “not lost much time in giving his constituents a taste of his
quality.” 1049
However, some were not prepared to give up without one last fight.
After Douglas had strongly criticised Palmer for placing seven of his
supporters in the legislative council shortly before leaving office, 1050
rumours began to spread querying his validity, it being alleged that
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the previous member for the seat (Berkeley Basil Moreton), was the
legitimate member; having placed his resignation with the colonial
secretary, to be used at the latter’s convenience. 1051 For a
resignation to be effective, it needed to be placed on record in the
speaker’s office, and this had not been done. 1052 This dispute was
finally settled on the opening day of the new parliament, when it was
decided that Douglas was indeed the legitimate member, as the
governor, being satisfied that Moreton had resigned, had then
authorised the issuing of the writ for the election. 1053
Douglas’s return to parliament was a rocky one, and many a time he
would have despaired at ever being returned to the political fray.
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Now, after several unsuccessful attempts, he had finally achieved
this goal. The following chapter will demonstrate how he gave
parliament a ‘taste of his quality’ as well!

300

Chapter 12: Politics and the Land Question, 1875-77
This chapter traces the events and influences that shaped Douglas
from 1875 to 1877: from backbencher, to minister of the crown, and
finally to premier. 1874 to 1876 saw a more mature Douglas
realising his parliamentary potential. He became the government’s
leading political performer, albeit greatly assisted in that role by the
dearth of talent in the ministry. Douglas had the satisfaction of
piloting legislation through parliament that resolved many of the
concerns held by Queenslanders over land distribution and
ownership. However, while he tasted parliamentary and ministerial
success, his private life was devastated by the tragic and untimely
death of his wife Mary.

1874-75 parliamentary session
Parliament resumed sitting on 27 April 1874, with Macalister at the
head of the government. 1054 Douglas took his seat as a supporter of
the government mainly because it was prepared to address the land
question “in a manner which circumstances demanded.” 1055
In his contribution to the address-in-reply to the opening speech of
the governor, Douglas flagged his priorities for the session. His
speech, like most throughout his parliamentary career, was notable
1054
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for being considered, thoughtful and polite, and comprised ample
dollops of erudition and well-researched scholarship. However, as
was often the case with many of his parliamentary speeches, it was
also long-winded and contained unnecessary detail. A tendency to
pedantry in his speeches often prevented Douglas from his arriving
at a satisfactory conclusion, which frequently left his listeners
confused as to its purpose. 1056
Douglas’s top priority was land reform, with an emphasis on ensuring
actual land settlement by removing dummying practices still taking
place on the Darling Downs. 1057 Other goals included extending the
colony’s rail network by “making the land pay for the cost,” 1058 and
introducing a comprehensive education bill incorporating the findings
of the royal commission on which he had sat. 1059
Douglas saw these priorities addressed primarily because he took an
active role in achieving their implementation. The Education Act,
passed in September of that year, largely contained the measures he
and his fellow commissioners had recommended, while Douglas
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himself was the minister responsible for the carriage of new land
legislation the following year. The Western Railway Act, providing for
the reservation of land for 50 miles on either side of a straight line
drawn from Dalby to Roma in Western Queensland, and for the sale
of such lands to pay for its construction, passed in 1875. This
brought Douglas great satisfaction because he had advocated the
financing of railways in this manner since first entering parliament in
1863. 1060
During all his years in the Queensland parliament, this was the first
time Douglas had been a backbencher when the liberal side of
politics was in government. 1061 This anomalous situation nearly
changed shortly after the session commenced when Thomas
Blackett Stephens resigned, due to ill health, as secretary for public
lands. 1062 Macalister offered the position to Douglas who declined
“from personal reasons, and personal reasons only.” 1063
What these ‘personal reasons’ were, is unknown, but they would
have been compelling. It almost defies credulity that Douglas could
or would have refused any ministerial position, especially one
encompassing lands. The Brisbane Courier had earlier in the month
speculated that the position could have gone to any one of four
1060
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government members, with the successful candidate invariably
incurring the wrath of the other three, but that appears hardly a likely
reason for Douglas turning it down. Neither is it plausible that
Douglas declined the honour because he did not want to sit in the
same ministry as Macalister. The decision is even more puzzling in
that it carried a salary with it of £1,000 per annum, money that a
financially impoverished Douglas would have warmly welcomed. Nor
was it due to his workload, for he continued to represent his
electorate energetically in the parliament and he accepted a position
as a trustee of the Brisbane Grammar School shortly afterwards. 1064
Whatever the reason, Douglas remained a loyal government
supporter. This session of parliament was not disturbed by any of
those outbreaks of obdurate impenitency or dogged independence
that were so damaging to both him and his party in earlier
parliaments. In this session, Douglas confined himself to contributing
solidly to debate and to representing his constituents to the best of
his ability. He was now steady, rather than spectacular, with
persistence replacing obstinacy. For Douglas, politics was no longer
a vocation but a career. After languishing in the political wilderness
and finding it so difficult to be re-elected, he was determined to make
the most of this opportunity and capitalise on what hard work, sound
policy formulation and good fortune could bring.

Forestry conservation
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One of the minor contributions Douglas made during this session is
worth examining, because he championed a cause that later
generations would see as one worthy of support - forest
conservation. Throughout the 1860s, the Acclimatisation Society of
Queensland became increasingly concerned at the loss of forest
cover in southeast Queensland, the possible effects of deforestation
on the climate, and the requirement for some sort of conservation
measures. In 1873, the society convened a conference to highlight
the need for forest conservancy. 1065
At this conference, John Jardine, a colleague of Douglas from his
Rockhampton days and now the gold fields commissioner for that
district, read a paper eloquently capturing the mood:
The indiscriminate destruction of the forest trees of
Queensland has long been a cause of regret … a
process of extermination has been adopted, alike
destructive of the beauty and comfort of the umbrageous
landscape, the fertility of the soil, and the natural source
of wealth wherewith Queensland has been so largely
favoured. 1066
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Queensland Botanic Gardens, Walter Lumley Hill. 1067 He proposed
and then chaired a select committee charged to “consider and report
upon the best means to be adopted in order to preserve and promote
the growth of timber trees, and to conserve forests for useful
purposes.” 1068
Douglas, in a passionate parliamentary speech, referred to “a
shameful waste of valuable timber [and] that this waste is still going
on.” 1069 The select committee made seven recommendations,
including that export of timber be prevented, except on “conditions
much more favourable to this colony;” increasing the portion of crown
lands as forest reserves, managed in perpetuity; imposing cutting
girth limits; prohibiting ringbarking; appointing forest rangers; and
establishing a forest conservancy board. 1070
These recommendations, particularly the one stating that forest
reserves should be for long-term management and not merely for
government supply purposes, demonstrated Douglas’s love of nature
and his recognition that if Queensland forests were to survive it
would only be through ongoing government intervention and
management. Unfortunately, while some recommendations were
heeded and incorporated into legislation the following year, by 1881 it
was clear that the “land had won over forests and the present over
1067
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the future.” 1071
The 1875 session revealed the maturation of Douglas as a seasoned
and experienced politician, one who not only understood how politics
was conducted, but who could progress his career by adopting its
rules and conventions. Although singled out as a “rising star” on
entering the Queensland parliament in 1863, 1072 his parliamentary
career had waxed and waned over the years. Now it was again on
the ascendancy, and was soon to become the brightest in the
parliamentary firmament.

Macalister’s resignation
However, while Douglas was ably fulfilling the role of a loyal party
supporter and effective parliamentary performer, events were not
going nearly as well for his leader. When parliament resumed,
Macalister announced his retirement on 2 June 1876, 1073 and was
replaced by George Thorn. 1074 Macalister was shortly afterwards
appointed agent-general to London, in what opposition leader Arthur
Hunter Palmer contended was a reward from Thorn in return for
Macalister’s resignation. 1075 What were the factors leading to
Macalister’s resignation, a decision that would lead indirectly to
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Douglas becoming premier the following year?
Two factors led to the demise of the Macalister government. The first
was that the ministry appeared tired and bereft of vision, enveloped
by a general feeling of torpor and malaise. 1076 Macalister and his
liberal ministry had been in power for over three years, and it was
widely felt that they had run out of energy. Legislative initiatives,
especially over land reform, had stalled, with the secretary for lands,
Fryar, facing probable impeachment charges over irregularities in the
lands administration. 1077
The second was that Macalister was known to be in poor health and
wanted to return to England, where it was believed the cooler climate
would be more beneficial. 1078 That the colonial treasurer, William
Hemmant, was rumoured to be going to England as well further
undermined confidence in the government. 1079 These factors meant
there was little point in Macalister remaining at the head of his
ministry, especially at a time when the colony needed strong
leadership to address the many problems facing it. These problems
included the issue of Chinese immigration and the widespread belief
that the importation of South Sea Islanders was the cause of a
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marked increase in rural unemployment. 1080
It was John Murtagh Macrossan, the member for Kennedy, who
brought the matter to a head when he moved a vote of no confidence
against the government in connection with its proposed extension of
the southern railway line from Warwick to Stanthorpe. 1081 Debate
raged for several days, with Douglas at one point expressing a lack
of confidence in the Macalister ministry! It was not uncommon during
this period for members to put the interests of their faction ahead of
the party. As the historian Fowler eloquently summed up this period
of political life in Queensland; “faction not principle, men not
measures, cliques not parties.” 1082
When the vote was taken, the ministry hung on by three votes, 20 to
17. 1083 On this occasion, Douglas excused himself from the house
and did not vote, later giving as his reason that, while he had
reservations about the ministry, he could not censure them because
of his loyalty to the party. 1084
This action by Douglas is further evidence of his political maturation.
It is the first instance of Douglas demonstrating loyalty to a party and

1080

Queensland Parliamentary Debates, vol 20, 1876, p. 88

1081

Governor Cairns to Colonial Office. Despatch no. 10,188, 14 June 1876, Australian

Joint Copying Project (AJCP) CO reel no. 1930.
1082

John Fowler, Queensland 1860 – 1888: Political, Social and Religious Comments. BA

Hons thesis. University of Queensland, 1962, p. 61
1083

Brisbane Courier, 1 June 1876, p. 2

1084

Mr. Douglas “Want of Confidence Motion.” Queensland Parliamentary Debates, vol 20,

1876, p. 217

309
abstaining from a motion with which he agreed. 1085 The approach he
took was recognised as the action of a principled politician, one able
to weigh up competing interests for the benefit of the colony. A letter
to the Brisbane Courier observed a few days later that, “Mr. Douglas
is a high class politician, and would be creditable to any
government.” 1086
Despite having won the no-confidence vote, Macalister could now
only hold on through the “sufferance of the opposition,” which he
considered an untenable situation. 1087 He therefore resigned and did
not recommend a successor. 1088 William Hemmant was requested
by Cairns to form a ministry, but declined. 1089 George Thorn, as the
only remaining member of the ministry, was the obvious candidate,
despite being considered manifestly unsuitable. 1090 Samuel Griffith
was a rising star, but was, at age 30, believed to be too young.
Douglas was also a contender, one “to whom public opinion almost
universally pointed,” but being from outside the ministry, he was
never seriously considered, especially as he declined to push his
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claims. 1091

Thorn ministry
Thorn was the new premier, yet there was little doubt that Douglas
was the kingmaker, with the former beholden to the latter for advice
and assistance. This is evident when observing the make-up of the
new ministry. Griffith, the attorney general, was clearly too young at
this time to play a pivotal role (his turn would come later.) The
colonial treasurer, James Robert Dickson, and Robert Muter Stewart,
the colonial secretary, had both been in parliament for less than three
years, while Charles Stuart Mein, the postmaster general, was
appointed to the legislative council, the previous year. Thorn himself
was first elected to parliament some four years after Douglas.
It was no wonder then that Governor Cairns observed that, “the
ministry is not a strong one, but it represents the strongest party.” 1092
Douglas received the position of secretary for public lands. This was
considered the most challenging portfolio “and in that sense it may
be considered a post of honor.” 1093 Furthermore, Douglas was
considered the “only element of stability or Liberalism” the ministry
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possessed. 1094
The Thorn ministry was constituted on 5 June 1876, and parliament
was immediately prorogued so that its members could, hopefully, be
re-elected. 1095 In a speech to his electorate at Maryborough,
Douglas focused on land policy, also hinting that the government’s
rail program would probably include the construction of a line from
Maryborough to Gympie, the cost being recouped by the sale of
adjoining land. 1096 Being the only nominee, he was duly returned.
The Thorn ministry faced difficulties throughout the session.
Although it survived a vote of no confidence against it by only three
votes on 19 July 1876, the following day William Henry Walsh
resigned as speaker, unable to “secure for the chair that proper
amount of respect which its occupant should always command.” 1097
Not for nothing did Bernays refer to Thorn’s ministry as “more or less
as a humorous production,” while McIlwraith contemptuously referred
to the portly premier as “a lump of blubber.” 1098 Short-lived
entertainment it may have been, but Douglas at least was to make
the most of the opportunity afforded him, comprehensively revamping
the colony’s land laws.
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Land legislation
Land - or ‘the land question’ as it was called - was the major issue in
the colony, and had been since its creation in 1859, for the
competing demands of squatters and selectors caused perennial
conflict. In order to promote selection, in 1860 the Crown Lands
Alienation Act had been enacted to set aside agricultural reserves in
the settled districts and to allow for selectors to purchase up to 320
acres at 20 shillings an acre. In 1863, the squatters managed to
have this act diluted with the passing of the Agricultural Reserves Act
under which restrictions, in the form of development conditions, were
imposed on any land that had been taken up under the 1860 Act.
This Act established in Queensland the principle of permanent land
settlement under conditional purchase.
In 1868, all lands legislation was consolidated and updated under the
Consolidating Land Act, which allowed for resumptions from pastoral
holdings, restricted selection areas, and set out the manner in which
selections could be occupied and improved. 1099 The following year
squatting interests again triumphed with the Pastoral Leases Act,
which enabled them to purchase and convert up to 2,560 acres of
their pastoral leases to freehold status. 1100
Much of the best land in the colony was subsequently converted to
freehold status by squatters under this Act. As well, extensive
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dummying and other irregularities on their part continued to
undermine those provisions designed to protect the small farmer,
with agricultural reserves set aside by government often falling into
the hands of squatters and speculators. 1101 The Lilley and Macalister
ministries attempted, without much success, to make the land laws
fairer and less open to abuse by squatters. 1102 These failures were
the prime reason for the disillusionment expressed by the electorate
over the performance of the Macalister ministry.
The Brisbane Courier accurately reflected this public mood:
The patience of the country has really been exhausted by
the delays and shuffles which have, session after
session, been interposed to excuse the non-effectment of
some intelligible law to suit the altered circumstances of
the colony with regard to its estate. 1103

Two main issues needed to be addressed; firstly, the manner in
which land for settlement should be provided; secondly, the method
to adopt in populating it. 1104 Douglas wanted to raise revenue from
the sale of public lands while ensuring actual settlement on “real and
bona fide homestead areas” that in the past had been stymied by
dummying and ‘peacocking.’ 1105
He moved quickly, introducing into parliament an amending and
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consolidating land bill, which was passed as the Crown Lands
Alienation Act of 1876. 1106 The Act, designed to curb the power of
the squatters, limited selection of land to 5,120 acres, provided for 10
year leases and ensured that homestead areas selection was limited
to 80 acres with residency made compulsory. Improvements of 10
shillings per acre were necessary before the property could become
freehold, and homesteads were protected against claims for debt. 1107
In framing this Act, Douglas incorporated many of the measures he
had long and consistently advocated to facilitate the development of
small-scale agriculture in the colony. 1108 Agrarian reserves for public
purposes were finally created, something he first advocated in his
unsuccessful 1863 Bill. 1109 The practice of dummying was firmly
addressed through a provision that occupancy had to be by the
selectors themselves, and not their nominees, 1110 while unlimited
speculation was also checked, despite the best efforts of the
squattocracy, through their representatives on the opposition
benches, to prevent its passage. The Act was assented to on 27
November 1876. 1111
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The Act made provision for two classes of settler - the larger,
conditional purchasers, who bought at auction; and the smaller and,
to Douglas, the more important, agricultural homesteaders, who
alone could select in the Darling Downs, the garden of the colony –
and who only had to pay one quarter as much. 1112 Encouraging
agriculturalists resulted in increased and closer settlement in the
colony. 1113
The other Bill introduced and enacted by Douglas was the Settled
Districts Pastoral Leases Act. 1114 Although comprising only nine
sections, its importance lay in the way it allowed for the continuation
of the leasing provisions of the Crown Lands Alienation Act of 1868.
As leases expired, the new Act allowed them to be offered at auction
for a further lease at a rental of not less than £2 per square mile. 1115
Douglas had consolidated and improved the land legislation of the
colony by placing all settlers, past and present, under one set of
regulations and by repealing the number of preceding Acts still in
operation, Acts that had made for chaos and inefficiency in
administration. 1116 His achievements in the areas of land
management and administration reform were widely recognised and
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applauded, and he was considered a ‘shining light’ in an otherwise
weak and lacklustre ministry. 1117 As Mason correctly observed, it
was “Douglas the individual rather than the Thorn government as a
whole,” who deserved full acknowledgment for reforming land
legislation in the colony. 1118 Douglas’s vision was to encourage and
support farming and closer settlement in the colony by favouring
selectors at the expense of the squatters. In achieving this, he
demonstrated his ability to put plans into actions and words into
deeds when required.
However, Douglas’s success was bittersweet, for it occurred in the
same week that he was devastated by a personal tragedy that utterly
changed the course of his life.

Death of Mary Douglas
By late 1876, Douglas had been happily married to his wife Mary for
over 15 years. Mary Ann Douglas was well known throughout
Brisbane for her charitable works, prominent in the management of
the Brisbane Servants Home, the Lady Bowen Lying-in Hospital, and
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a founder of the Diamantina Orphanage, all situated in Brisbane. 1119
She had been by her husband’s side throughout his political career in
Queensland, from the highs of his ministerial and agent-general
posts, to the lows of his traumatic bankruptcy. Deeply religious, she
was his bedrock and foundation, always present to listen, to offer
advice and to comfort him if need be. They shared many of the
same interests and passions and faced the world together, united by
a sense of duty and purpose.
On the morning of 23 November 1876, Mary, her daughter Mary
Howe, and a friend, Miss Perry, were travelling by horse and buggy
from their home at Bartley’s Hill along the Sandgate Road into
Brisbane. They had just crossed the Breakfast Creek Bridge, when
their pony shied at a dray wheel, and, running up the steep bank on
the north side of the creek, overturned the vehicle. Mary Douglas
was thrown underneath and the carriage landed on top and crushed
her. She was taken to her home, and Doctors Hobbs and Bancroft
summoned. However, she lost consciousness at 4.30 in the
afternoon and died that evening around ten o’clock, 1120 with John
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Douglas and her daughter at her bedside. 1121
The funeral, attended by nearly all the leading members of the
community, including the governor, the ministry, bishops and
clergymen, and most of the parliament, was held in the Toowong
Cemetery, Brisbane, on Saturday 25 November 1876. 1122 There was
a genuine sense of loss in the city, with the Brisbane Courier calling
it, “one of the saddest incidents in the social annals of our community
it has ever been our lot to record.” 1123 The Queensland Times
considered Mary to be, “in the highest sense of the word a lady, and
her untimely end will be deeply felt by all who had the privilege of her
acquaintance.” 1124 A writer to the Queensland Evangelical Standard
described her as “the kindly benefactress of the poor,” and the
orphanage’s loss to be irreparable.” 1125
John Douglas was devastated. He had an imposing mausoleum
erected at the cemetery, with a lengthy message written on three of
its sides. 1126 This extraordinary epitaph indicates the extent of his
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loss, as well as throwing some light on both the depth of his religious
belief and his Masonic leanings. He also financed the building of the
stone pulpit at their place of worship, Holy Trinity Church in Fortitude
Valley, Brisbane. 1127 Douglas found some comfort in his religion, and
it enabled him to continue performing his ministerial duties.
Douglas was left with Mary’s daughter, Mary West Howe, aged

He who afflicts me knows what I can bear, and when I fall and can endure no more, will
mercifully take me to himself. So through the cloud of death her spirit pass into that pure
and unknown world of love. Her injury cannot come and here is laid her mortal body. Thrice
happy, then the mother may be deemed, the wife from whose consolatory grave return, that
we in mind might witness where and how, her spirit yet survive on earth.
------------------------------------------------------------If suffering be indeed our law of life, if this world through our father’s sin and ours, may not
be perfect any more until the slow development of centuries do bring to birth a higher race
than we, it is so much the more a fitting school of patience for the time we must remain of
charity towards fellow wayfarers beside us, bearing each his human CROSS, in secret or in
sight, but each his own; and furthermore of hope, the unblamed hope of the new world
where all things are new.
----------------------------------------------------------------------The ultimate symbol of divinity how can we dream of? We have got no sense whereby to
seize it; but in the CROSS we find the ultimate symbol of HUMANITY. HUMANITY, that
touches the divine by some fine link intangible to us. Upon that side of mortal
consciousness that looks towards death; and we must pass the gates of death linked with
him, holding by the hand our BROTHER gone before.
1127
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19. 1128 As a minister of the Crown he would have been too busy, as
well as incapable, of doing household duties. Besides, this was an
age when no self-respecting gentleman would have considered
undertaking domestic work. 1129 Douglas needed a ‘live in’
housekeeper, and Mother Bridget Conlon - mother superior and
principal of Brisbane All Hallows Catholic School and Convent (186578) and a friend of the Douglas family - was approached to find a
suitable person. She arranged for a Sarah Hickey to be employed in
this capacity. 1130
Little is known about the early life of Sarah Hickey other than that she
was baptised on 25 March 1844, in County Cork, Ireland, the
daughter of Michael Hickey and Margaret Coffey. 1131 A devout
Roman Catholic, she may have been a national school teacher in
Ireland before coming to Queensland sometime in the late 1860s or
early 1870s and working as a teacher at All Hallows. Sarah and
Mother Bridget had their differences, leading the former to leave the
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convent school and work as a governess on a Queensland station
property. 1132 After being approached by Mother Bridget, she
returned to Brisbane to keep house for John Douglas and his
stepdaughter. 1133 The arrival of Sarah Hickey at the Douglas
household changed both of their lives forever, as subsequent
chapters of this thesis will demonstrate.

Change of ministry
Parliament was prorogued on 1 December 1876. The session had
lasted over six months, the longest thus far in the history of the
colony, and Douglas had been the government’s standout performer.
His land legislation, a major improvement on the 1868 Act, was
considered the most important business the parliament had
conducted since the advent of the Thorn ministry. 1134 He had
decisively broken the shackles that had plagued his predecessors
when it came to land reform. Douglas was now regarded as an
experienced and successful politician, one who had “some weight in
the eyes of the country.” 1135
The same could not be said of his leader, who was scathingly
depicted in the press as one whose only talent was that of “saying
the wrong thing in the wrong place [and] and being reticent when he
1132
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should have been candid and communicative.” 1136 It was inevitable
that eventually doubts would be raised about Thorn’s fitness to
remain as premier, as well as who should be the best person to
succeed him. 1137
When this occurred, Thorn was replaced by Douglas. This was due
to a combination of factors: his experience, the decisive manner in
which he successfully reformed land ownership and administration,
and the inescapable fact that Thorn, although a genial and pleasant
man, was deemed incapable of effectively governing the country. 1138
Thorn was a poor public speaker, and the ministry believed that
holding one’s own in debate on the floor of parliament was a
prerequisite for success as a premier. 1139
Following much intrigue amongst his ministry, Thorn was therefore
replaced as premier in March 1877. 1140 Although details of this
dissension first appeared in the press towards the end of February,
they were immediately denied by those close to him. 1141 While the
1136
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attorney general, Samuel Walker Griffith, clearly coveted the post, he
was considered too young 1142 and it was rumoured that the honour
would fall to Douglas. 1143 Thorn reluctantly resigned 1144 and the
governor then requested that Douglas form a ministry. 1145 Douglas
accepted the governor’s invitation with alacrity and secured, a day
after his 49th birthday, the ultimate political prize in the colony.
Rarely had anyone ascended to the premiership of Queensland with
such universal acclamation and goodwill from all sides. As one
paper noted:
He is beyond all comparison the most competent and
experienced member of his party. … He has the
confidence and respect of his own party. 1146

Another paper observed that there were no politicians whose “claim
to statesmanship can be compared to him.” 1147 That Douglas’s wife
had died tragically less than six months earlier also generated
considerable sympathy, as was evidenced by the size of her funeral
and the glowing tributes in the press.

premier.
1142

Griffith was 32 years old. His turn came later, for he was premier from November 1883

to June 1888 and again from August 1890 to March 1893.
1143

Brisbane Courier, 24 February 1877, p. 4.

1144

Brisbane Courier, 9 March 1877, p. 2

1145

Joyce (1984), p. 44; Roger Joyce. “Samuel Walker Griffith: A Liberal Lawyer.” In, D. J.

Murphy and R. B. Joyce, eds. Queensland Political Portraits. Brisbane, University of
Queensland Press, 1978, p. 151
1146

Brisbane Courier, 8 March 1877, p. 2

1147

Warwick Argus, 15 March 1877, p. 2. As this comment from the Queensland Patriot

attests: “As a debater the new premier is amongst the foremost orators who have ever
stood on the floor of the Queensland House of Assembly; as a departmental minister he has
long been acknowledged to have no superiors, and as a leader we believe he will be as

324
Yet, less than two years later Douglas’s reign as premier was
over. 1148 This was due to a number of factors, some beyond his
control, some of his own making. Nevertheless, while his term as
premier was brief, he made the most of his opportunity in terms of his
legislative program and the lasting impact he left on the colony in
several important areas. His achievements as premier from 1877 to
1879, largely overlooked by historians, will be analysed in the
following two chapters.
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Chapter 13: The Premiership, 1877-79 (Part 1)
This chapter examines the impact Douglas had on Queensland when
premier and how successfully he managed the major issues
concerning the colony, especially the effect of Pacific Islander and
Chinese migration. What was his impact and how successful was he
in performing his duties and responsibilities? Why did he lose the
premiership within two years? What was his legacy? The last point
is especially pertinent, for partly due to the relatively short period of
his premiership, there has never been a detailed analysis of his
achievements and legacy. Although his failures while Queensland
premier have been acknowledged by historians, his achievements
have not. 1149
Douglas’s grief and loss following the death of his wife was in the
short term somewhat ameliorated by his subsequent relationship and
eventual marriage to his Irish Catholic ‘live-in’ help. Unfortunately,
the scandal this generated when made public became a factor in his
loss of the premiership. By the time he became premier, Douglas’s
hair was snow white and curly with an abundance of ringlets, and he
had a long full grey beard. But, a tall man, he had yet to assume the
bulk he would attain in later years. 1150 A contemporary described
him as “a man of commanding presence, with a splendid classical
head.” 1151
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Douglas assumed the premiership at a time when Queensland was
doing relatively well economically. Returning during this period
following an absence from the colony, a Brisbane resident was
moved to observe of his town:
One sees many more pretentious towns than the capital
of Queensland, that have not a stretch of business places
such as we now see. 1152

Industry appeared to be flourishing: gold yields were up, sugar and
general agriculture were improving, and the pastoral industry was
prospering. 1153 Treasury returns for the period July 1876 to March
1877 showed a “considerable improvement” in the financial position
of the colony, while railway receipts increased. 1154 However, there
was concern that the colony was not progressing to the same extent
it had in previous years, for business activity was beginning to slow
down and associated failures picking up. 1155 In the late nineteenth
century it was widely believed that economic slowdowns could be
averted through aggressive government action such as increased
1152
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expenditure on public works, and therefore the advent of the Douglas
ministry was eagerly awaited in the hope that it would quickly
introduce the sort of legislation and policies needed to prevent an
economic downturn. 1156

Chinese in Queensland
Douglas wanted to maintain the colony’s current prosperity. He saw
his government as “that of earnest men desirous of doing the best
they can for the country which they are called upon to govern.” 1157
They were soon to have that opportunity in connection with the
Chinese, there being deep concern over their numerical
preponderance on the Palmer River Goldfield in far north
Queensland. It was widely felt that they were taking jobs from
Queenslanders, leading to increasing “complaints of want of
employment.” 1158 Chinese had come in large numbers to New South
Wales and Victoria since the first gold rushes in 1851, and this had
frequently led to resentment and outright hostility toward them,
culminating in the Lambing Flat riots near Young, New South Wales,
in 1860-61. 1159
Douglas was initially in favour of Chinese immigration to Queensland,
and in 1865, it was reported that:

1156

Ibid.

1157

The Premier. “Address in Reply to the Opening Speech.” Queensland Parliamentary

Debates, vol 23, 1877, p. 1
1158

Brisbane Courier, 11 April 1877, p. 2

1159

“Lambing Flat Riots.” The Australian Encyclopedia. Sydney, Australian Geographic

328
He did not think it probable that such immigration would
take root in this country - that a race of Asiastics would
settle down in any country governed by European laws.
Still he could see no reason that … the two races should
not harmoniously amalgamate. 1160

However, this was before the Chinese arrived on the Queensland
goldfields in large numbers. By 1870, there were more than 2,000
Chinese miners scattered throughout the colony, 1161 and rioting
occurred over the presence of Chinese miners in Gympie in 1868. 1162
Despite this, by 1874 the Queensland government was prepared to
countenance the importation of indentured Chinese labourers by
sugar growers. 1163 However, the discovery of gold on the Palmer
River caused a rapid expansion of Chinese immigration, and in a
three-week period in April 1875, 3,272 Chinese disembarked at
Cooktown, the port of entry to the Palmer. 1164 By 1877, there were
an estimated 17,000 Chinese on the field, comprising some 10 per
cent of the colony’s population. 1165
Douglas was concerned that the Chinese would dominate the
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northern part of the colony. 1166 Queenslanders were well aware of
what was occurring in America, where, following the Californian gold
rush, Chinese goldminers had settled in large numbers in that state,
and were afraid that what had happened there would also happen
here. 1167 This 1877 observation by explorer and bushman Christie
Palmerston articulated the fears of many:
When once the Chinese swarm a goldfield, they overrun
it as a horde of locusts do a wheat crop. They are of no
earthly use to Queensland, which they rob annually of
much wealth, without yielding any reciprocal revenue or
helping to develop the productive resources of the
colony. 1168

Queenslanders had a stake in the future of their vast, sparsely
populated colony, demanding to settle and develop it as they saw fit.
They wanted it peopled by men who subscribed to British values and
who embraced the British way of life. The Brisbane Courier insisted
that, “Australia cannot be both Chinese and British; it must be one or
the other.” 1169 The determination of many Queenslanders to halt
Chinese immigration was compared to the actions of an earlier
generation of Australian colonists who refused to receive
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convicts. 1170 Not only did they believe the comparison with convict
labour was apt; they also believed that this was the gravest issue to
have arisen in Australia since the abolition of convict transportation in
Western Australia in 1868. 1171
It is difficult to analyse this strong antipathy to the Chinese in
Queensland using contemporary constructions of race and racism.
What to us appears outright racism would not have been recognised
as such by Queenslanders in the 1870s. While there was most
certainly an element of racism, it would be simplistic to suggest this
was the sole or even dominant factor. 1172 Rather it was a complex
mix of racial superiority, patriotism, 1173 a clash of civilizations, the
right to determine what sort of country Queensland would become,
social Darwinism, 1174 and fear – the fear of disease, 1175 fear of
miscegenation, 1176 fear of opium, 1177 and, above all, fear of invasion.
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Queenslanders were resolute in their resolve to ensure that Northern
Australia would not become another Hong Kong or Singapore,
containing a servile class. They would do whatever it took to prevent
what had happened in California from happening here.
Perhaps they are best regarded as having been British race patriots,
precursors of the ‘White Australia’ policy of subsequent generations,
buttressed by a pervasive fear of the ‘Yellow Peril.’ As a traveller to
the Australian colonies from England observed, many colonists
despite respecting and admiring the Chinese, feared their
immigration would “prevent the rising Australian nationality” 1178 and
undermine wages. 1179
The Thorn government had moved swiftly, introducing in 1876 the
Goldfields Act Amendment Act, in order to restrict Chinese
immigration through the imposition of a heavier licence fee to mine or
to carry on a business on a Queensland goldfield. 1180 Governor
Cairns was concerned with the contents of this bill, for it appeared to
be opposed to international comity, to be inconsistent with Britain’s
obligations under current Chinese treaties, and to be harsh and
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unjust to those Chinese in the colony who were British subjects. 1181
He referred it to the secretary of state for the colonies, the Earl of
Carnarvon, who upheld Cairns’s concerns. Nevertheless, by the time
this correspondence had been received in the colony and made
public, Thorn was no longer premier and it fell to Douglas to resolve
the crisis.
Douglas had already taken practical steps to restrict Chinese
immigration into the colony. As he later recounted:
Dear old Charley Mein 1182 and I had to bear the brunt of
the first great Chinese invasion into Queensland. We
tried legislation, but the Colonial Office would not have it.
Then we had recourse to a ruse; we proclaimed the
Chinese empire in quarantine, it was a sublime piece of
cheek, and it was effective. At one time we had some
thousand Chinamen in Queensland at Fitzroy Island. 1183
O’Connell was acting governor at the time. He signed
the proclamation 1184 like a lamb, and that killed the
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invasion. It never got ahead again. 1185

Carnarvon, unaware of Douglas’s motives, duly replied to the
Queensland governor expressing his reservations. He suggested
that the Bill be modified to make it “less directly and exclusively
aimed at the subjects of a friendly power,” as well as “less calculated
to injure British subjects of Asiatic or African origin.” 1186
Not surprisingly, the disallowance of this Act was met in the colony
with a burst of indignation, for Queenslanders considered it an
infringement of their powers of self-government. The Brisbane
Courier urged that the government “should not quietly submit to the
defeat which they have sustained.” 1187 Douglas needed no
prompting, pointing out that Britain should recognise and uphold the
power of the Queensland parliament to pass whatever laws it
deemed necessary for the welfare of the colony, and that the only
limit to its authority should be those imposed by Royal instructions to
the governor. 1188 Douglas was also upset that “the existence of
international obligations between Great Britain and the Empire of
China should be allowed to be a pretext for forcing upon us a
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Chinese population against our wishes or interests.” 1189
Douglas wrote to the premiers of the other Australian colonies as well
as New Zealand, seeking their support and co-operation to preserve
the rights of self-government, as the Queensland government
understood them to be. 1190 His “novel and exceptional” action was
roundly supported. 1191 The following quote is a representative
comment on colonial feelings towards the Chinese and their support
for Douglas’s attempts to halt Chinese immigration:
The premier appears to have made up his mind to
grapple forcibly with the Yellow Agony question, and he
means to make assurance doubly sure by getting the cooperation of the other colonies in some decided action.
The fact is, Mr. Douglas wants to tell our dear maternal
relatives at home that we don’t want Chinkies, and that
we won’t have them. We want Britons, and Germans
and Scandinavians – good solid beef-eaters, and
axemen, etc. So the Chows must go out, my Lord
Carnarvon, and depend upon it Douglas knows the right
string to pull. 1192

Douglas’s two dispatches, one to the agent-general in London, 1193 the
other to the Australasian colonial chief secretaries, outlined, as he
saw it, the colonies’ right to make their own decisions in this and
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other matters. As he noted:
We have been accustomed to consider our rights of selfgovernment as second to no other rights which we
possess as British subjects. We are not unjustly proud of
the civilisation which has been established here by our
energy. But we fear that both our rights and our
civilisation may be compromised, and that our social and
political systems may be imperilled, if on any plea
whatever a Chinese immigration is forced upon us
against our wishes and our interests. 1194

While New Zealand declined to comment on the constitutional
question involved, Tasmania, South Australia, Victoria and New
South Wales all expressed their support for Douglas’s position. 1195
Nevertheless, if the Queensland Government wished to have its antiChinese legislation enacted, then it would have to amend it, despite
any objections held by it. Despite this, Douglas was loath to amend
the Bill, believing that Queensland must be able to control its own
destiny in this matter. Accordingly, he amended the Bill in the most
minimalist way; replacing the term, “Asiatic and African aliens” with
1193
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the less specific “any person.” The amended Bill was then passed by
the Queensland parliament in June 1877.
The new Queensland governor, Sir Arthur Kennedy, was most
surprised at how few changes had been made to the amended Bill,
and was inclined to reserve it as well. 1196 However, he was under
considerable pressure. As Harding remarked, “It was a classic
example of the governor’s duties as an imperial agent coming into
conflict with the system of responsible government in the
colonies.” 1197 Attorney general Griffith applied further pressure to the
hapless governor in July and August 1877, arguing that there was no
legal objection to his assenting of the Bill. 1198 Douglas, frustrated by
Kennedy’s reluctance to assent to the Bill, threatened to resign and
force the dissolution of parliament. Kennedy knew that an election
fought over this issue would overwhelmingly vindicate the stance of
Douglas and his ministry, and he therefore requested that the British
government telegraph him explicit instructions to either assent or
reserve the Bill. 1199 Approval was swiftly granted, and Kennedy
assented to the legislation on 27 August 1877. 1200

1196

Kennedy to Colonial Office, 6 June 1877, CO 234/37

1197

Harding (1997), p. 205

1198

Griffith, in his original objection to Governor Cairns reserving this bill the previous year,

had asserted that, “the competency of the Queensland legislature to deal with the question
appears to be one supported both by principle and precedent.” (Griffith to Cairns, Colonial
Office 234/36, Despatch no. 80, enclosure no 2, pp. 291-95)
1199

Kennedy to Colonial Office, 11 August 1877, CO 234/37

1200

Harding (1997), p. 205. Greenwood accurately summed up this episode as follows:

“Assent to the Queensland Gold Fields Amendment Act of 1876 was withheld chiefly on the
grounds that it injured, not only aliens, but British subjects of Chinese origin, and that it was
inconsistent with the agreements between Britain and China under the Treaty of Tientsin

337
Douglas’s actions over the anti-Chinese legislation were a watershed
in the relationship between the Queensland government on the one
hand and the governor and the British Colonial Office on the other.
For the first time in its short history, the government had successfully
prevented the governor’s exercise of his independent discretion. In
bowing to Douglas, the Colonial Office conceded that the governor’s
exercise of his personal discretion in accordance with British
government instruction or policy was unable to prevail over a ministry
determined to use its majority in parliament to force legislation
through it. 1201
Douglas was buoyed by this result, for Queensland had prevailed
and the Chinese threat effectively addressed. Always a man of
principle, he had forced the governor to place the interests of the
colony above those of Britain. Douglas’s transformation from a
British aristocrat to a Queensland nationalist was now complete. The
successful resolution of this thorny issue also demonstrated the
power that Douglas wielded as premier. However, this power was
now at its zenith, for in a couple of months he would be beset by a
personal scandal, one from which he struggled to recover.
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That was in the future. In the meantime, Douglas passed additional
legislation further limiting Chinese immigration to the colony: The
Chinese Immigration Restriction Act, which restricted the number of
Chinese immigrants to one for every 10 tons of a ship’s capacity, and
imposed a £10 entrance tax on each Chinese arrival. 1202 As a further
incentive to encourage Chinese not to settle permanently in the
colony, the tax was refunded if they left within three years of arrival
and had committed no crimes or not caused the colony any expense
through confinement in hospital or an asylum. 1203 The following year,
the Act was amended further, to exclude Chinese from mining areas
for the first three years after a discovery of gold there. 1204
These Acts restricting Chinese immigration were extremely popular
and effective. Only 500 new Chinese arrived in the colony between
mid 1877 and 1881. 1205 Thus the legislation enacted by the Douglas
ministry effectively curbed Chinese immigration into Queensland
from this point onwards. A brief perusal of the press for this period
attests to the popularity of this measure. Queenslanders most
certainly did not want the Chinese on their goldfields or in the colony
and would have gone to great lengths to stop them. Nevertheless,
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how did Douglas himself feel about the Chinese as people? Did he
have any regrets in restricting their presence?
Douglas was a committed liberalist and respected the Chinese,
considering them “industrious, frugal and law-abiding.” 1206 They
were, he informed his fellow parliamentarians in 1876, “as intelligent
as themselves.” 1207 He supported the appointment of a Chinese
consul to Queensland, 1208 and regarded the respected Chinese
Australian, Quong Tart, as a personal friend. 1209 Nevertheless,
Douglas believed that they were inappropriate as colonists:
They do not bring their women with them; or, if they do,
the women who immigrate belong for the most part to an
immoral class. They come and go, carrying back with
them the proceeds of their industry. 1210

Douglas was also concerned that an influx of Chinese could entirely
supplant European labour, leading to a society that could “seriously
affect and change the conditions upon which our political system is
founded.” 1211 Douglas was in the fortunate position where his views
as premier, the policy of his party, and the concerns of the
Queensland electorate were largely in alignment. Furthermore, he
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had achieved a historic victory over the imperial government, which
was obliged to assent to his amended legislation even though it did
not address its concerns. That New South Wales and Victoria
supported his position was immensely gratifying to Douglas.
Although he remained loyal to queen and empire, he now put
Queensland first. Moreover, Douglas truly believed in the threat the
Chinese posed to his beloved colony, as evidenced by this private
communication to the New South Wales premier, Sir Henry Parkes:
The invasion which causes us the greatest anxiety at the
present time is the Chinese inroad. It is a serious affair
you will find. Sir Arthur Kennedy remains to be satisfied
that the Queen’s Government will not give way about it,
and that they will insist upon Chinamen being placed on
an equality with our own people. I think that they will not
insist but in the meantime we are in a fix. 1212

In halting continued Chinese immigration to Queensland, Douglas
achieved what he believed was a good outcome for Queensland. He
passionately believed in the superiority of British civilization, the
primacy of British values, and the efficacy of British institutions, and
refused to have them subordinated to what he considered an alien
culture. 1213 A strong believer in the British Empire, Douglas did what
he could to ensure that Queensland remained in ‘the family.’ 1214 For
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once, his stubbornness and refusal to deviate from principle were
assets and, faced with this refusal to budge, Kennedy and the
Colonial Office had no alternative but to concede. Nevertheless,
Douglas never saw this victory as a personal triumph. Rather, it was
a victory for British values and for Queensland, a colony that would
now remain white and European. 1215

Pacific Islanders
There were other non-Europeans in Queensland whose presence
was also generating concern. The importation of South Sea
Islanders to the colony to work as indentured labourers, mainly in the
sugar industry, had long been controversial. 1216
In 1863, Captain Robert Towns first brought Pacific Islanders to
Queensland as indentured coloured labourers. 1217 Queensland, a
nascent colony extending into the tropics, was considered ripe for
development and exploitation, with plentiful land and a government
keen to develop agriculture. However, it was generally believed at
the time that outdoor work in the tropics could only be performed by
non-white labour. There were numerous examples elsewhere in the
closely affected the future of the country was resolutely maintained, while, at the same time,
the requirements of the imperial government were respected.” (John Douglas. “To the
Electors of Maryborough.” Brisbane Courier, 5 November 1878, p. 7)
1215
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British Empire - such as Mauritius, Jamaica and British Guiana where cotton and sugar were grown on plantations using non-white
labour. Once sugar and cotton were shown to grow well in
Queensland, the rush was on. 1218
The growing demand for Pacific Islander labour led to their
importation on a large scale, including the kidnapping or
“blackbirding” men from the Pacific islands. While 67 Islanders
arrived in 1863, in 1867 the number of arrivals was 1,237, and over
900 arrived in the first four months of 1868. 1219 In that year the
government attempted to regulate this trade though the Polynesian
Laborers Act. 1220 However, this failed to halt the worst excesses,
and following ongoing criticism from England and other Australian
colonies, Queensland belatedly appointed government agents to
supervise and regulate Island recruitment, 1221 while the British
government passed the Pacific Islanders’ Protection Act with the
avowed object of preventing kidnapping. 1222
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Willard, pp. 138-39
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Ibid., p. 135
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Ibid., p. 141

1220

This Act attempted to secure fair recruiting in the islands, adequate accommodation on

the voyage, humane treatment in Queensland, and certainty of return. It also required that
no Islanders could be introduced into the colony except under government licence. There
had to be a certificate from a consul, missionary or other known person, in the island from
which they came, to the effect that they had come voluntarily after thoroughly understanding
the agreement. Nevertheless, the Act was inadequately enforced, thereby encouraging
abuses. (Willard, pp. 145-47 & p.153)
1221

Willard, p. 137. Government agents were appointed in December 1870 to all vessels

recruiting and returning Islanders to their homes.
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Douglas strongly supported the Act. (Douglas to F. W. Chesson, 27 November 1872.
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Pastoralists also relied heavily on Pacific Islander labour and by the
beginning of 1868 employed 697 of the 2,017 Islanders in the
colony. 1223 In the 1860s and early 1870s, the pastoralists and
planters who controlled the Queensland Parliament encouraged the
importation of Pacific Islander labour, but opposition in parliament by
the liberal side of politics to this traffic steadily increased. An editorial
in the Brisbane Courier articulated the reasons why:
Queenslanders are, indeed, placed in a very unpleasant
position by the maintenance of the Polynesian labor
system at the present time. A considerable portion of the
western world looks upon them as slaves, and persists in
attaching to us the odium of being connected to a system
of slavery, whilst we feel to our cost that the presence of
the slaves is anything but beneficial to the majority of us,
and is even a danger, as well as a pecuniary loss, to
many of our people. 1224

Workers in the colony believed that Pacific Islander labourers, by
accepting lower wages and inferior conditions, unfairly competed
against them in the labour market. 1225 They demanded a halt to
continued islander recruitment, in order to prevent a “partial
displacement of the working classes of European descent by the
substitution of an inferior race.” 1226 As well, there was also
widespread concern, particularly in Douglas’s Maryborough

Aborigines Protection Society. Australian Joint Copying Project (AJCP), M2427, C133/15)
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electorate, over sporadic ‘rampages’ and outbreaks of violence,
leading to calls for all Pacific Islanders to be disarmed. 1227
In 1876 Thorn promised to restrict Pacific Islander immigration but
lost power before introducing any legislation and it was left to
Douglas to act. What were his feelings on this matter? As a man
who espoused a liberal philosophy, Douglas had grave misgivings
about the way Pacific Islanders were brought into the colony, their
treatment, especially on pastoral properties in the interior of the
colony and the obvious and odious comparisons to slavery, a
practice that had been outlawed and abolished throughout the British
Empire by 1840. 1228
His concerns were shared by many others in the colony, people who
were deeply ambivalent about its value, and acutely aware of the
iniquities of the system and the growing foreign disapproval of the
trade. 1229
On coming to power, Douglas therefore moved quickly to restrict
Pacific Islander immigration while protecting those Pacific Islanders
already residing in the colony. In a government gazette notice, it was
promulgated that henceforth,
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Brisbane Courier, 5 May 1877, p. 2
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“Summary for Europe.” Brisbane Courier, 21 June 1877, p. 6; Douglas (1902), p. 46;

John Douglas to Thomas Phillips, 26 December 1871, Aborigines Protection Society.
Australian Joint Copying Project (AJCP), M2426, C39/103; F. W. Chesson. “The South-sea
Island Slave Trade.” The Times, 2 December 1871, p. 5
1229
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Islander trade was easily as strong as his own. (Fitzgerald, p. 247)
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no licences for the introduction of Polynesians will be
granted to any persons except those engaged in tropical
or semi-tropical agriculture, nor will any transfer of
islanders to persons engaged in other occupations be
permitted. 1230

In taking this action, Douglas acted in an unorthodox manner, for
parliament had yet to reconvene. 1231 Instead of waiting for the
legislature to repeal or amend the Polynesian Laborers Act, he
modified the Act’s administration. 1232 There was strong support for
the way Douglas had acted, the Brisbane Courier noting that by his
actions he had cut “the Gordian knot.” 1233 Others were not as
convinced of its efficacy, one commentator wryly observing: “this will
smite the squatters hip and thigh, and will open the door for a little
fancy farming.” 1234
While Douglas was determined to halt all Pacific Islander
immigration, there was widespread concern that the prohibition would
lead to the imminent collapse of the colony’s burgeoning sugar
industry. The sugar plantation owners demanded the continued
importation of Pacific Islander labour, albeit for their industry only, 1235
and the conservative opposition in parliament eagerly championed
1230

Brisbane Courier, 17 April 1877, p. 2

1231

Parliament reconvened on the 15 May 1877

1232

Brisbane Courier, 5 May 1877, p. 2
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Brisbane Courier, 18 June 1877, p. 2 & 20 June 1877, p. 5. Douglas made his position

very clear, demanding in parliament that: “Polynesian labor should be done away with
altogether.”
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their cause. 1236

Douglas and the 1877 parliament
Parliament reconvened on 15 May 1877. 1237 Before then, on 17 April
1877, Douglas resigned his Maryborough seat, for on being
appointed as premier he had also taken on the position of vicepresident of the executive council and was still the minister of
lands. 1238 He immediately announced his intention to re-nominate for
the seat, and his subsequent nomination, being the only one
received, resulted in him being re-elected unopposed on 27 April
1877. 1239 Douglas’s decisive actions in addressing the Chinese and
Pacific Islander issues meant that by the time parliament opened it
was widely considered that the new ministry would implement the
previous Thorn ministry’s program in an energetic and determined
manner. 1240
This confidence was somewhat diminished when the ministry
released its Treasury estimates the following month. Concern was
1236

For a detailed account of the differing attitudes, including Douglas’s, on this matter, see
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expressed over the increase in departmental expenditure for loans to
pay for projects that were considered incapable of generating
sufficient revenue to repay the outlay expended on them. 1241
Moreover, the business community was concerned over Douglas’s
proposal to pay for ongoing railway construction by land sales along
their routes, 1242 preferring them to be paid for through loans. 1243
This led to the Douglas ministry being perceived in some quarters as
incapable of administering the finances of the colony. 1244 Douglas
ignored this disquiet and announced that all six proposed railway
lines would go ahead. 1245 There was widespread support for this
expenditure, although the Brisbane Courier fretted over whether
Douglas had the “firmness to practice the economy in
administration.” As the paper presciently noted, if he did not, then “it
will destroy his ministry and his reputation as a politician.” 1246
The parliamentary session of 1877 was the longest parliamentary
session in the colony so far, sitting for almost six months. 1247 While
1241

Brisbane Courier, 9 June 1877, p. 4

1242

Ibid.

1243

The Telegraph, 5 November 1877, p. 2 & Brisbane Courier, 22 October 1877, p. 2. As

the Brisbane Courier remarked, Douglas should “at once boldly ask for a loan for the full
amount which will be required to secure the money while the times permit.” The paper was
sceptical that land sales could generate sufficient funds, within a reasonable time, to pay for
the proposed railway constructions. (Brisbane Courier, 9 June 1877, p.4)
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Douglas had restricted Chinese immigration and innovatively funded
the construction of railways, it was generally felt that the
government’s accomplishments were “not commensurate with the
number or length of sittings.” 1248 Much of the blame for this was laid
at Douglas’s feet, 1249 the Telegraph newspaper devastatingly
observing that Douglas was simply too nice and too much of a
gentleman to control his party and belittle the opposition.
The premier’s gentlemanly courtesy, great patience and
forbearance, and incessant efforts to conciliate
individuals on the opposite side and retain supporters
who were suspected of being slippery was carried to an
excess which amounted to a serious blunder. 1250

Douglas possessed the requisite ambition, experience, knowledge
and social standing to be a successful premier. Unfortunately, he
lacked the ruthless ambition and desire to win at all costs by
advocating his own agenda at the expense of all others; the
admirable qualities that raised him to the premiership could not keep
him there. He had “premier material, but not party calibre.” 1251 A

1877. (Queensland Votes and Proceedings, vol 1, 1878, p. 346)
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Queensland 1900, p. 148; Brisbane Courier, 2 November 1877, p. 2 and 8 September

1877, p. 6
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The Telegraph, 5 November 1877, p. 2. As Charles Buzacott, a leader writer for the

Brisbane Courier observed; “Mr. Douglas, despite scholarship and long parliamentary
experience, was not a success as leader of the house. There was little point in his speeches
and it was often difficult to understand to which side of a question he leaned, until the vote
came. He was so scrupulously anxious to do the right thing and avoid the wrong.” (Quoted
by Roger Joyce. The Papers of R. B. Joyce (1928-1984), National Library of Australia, MS
7691, Box 105, chapter 5, p. 297)
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different set of skills was required to hold power, and Douglas lacked
them. Palmer and Macalister had them in abundance, but not
Douglas. He was unable to disregard his convictions as Macalister
did, or subscribe to views not sincerely or conscientiously held as
Palmer did. 1252 Douglas, in many ways, was the wrong man for the
job. 1253 He did his best, governing according to his ideals and his
principles, but it was not enough.
Despite this, the session was seen as a victory for Douglas and his
government. As the Brisbane Courier remarked, any session which
passed both ground-breaking legislation restricting Chinese entry to
the colony and an innovative Railway Reserves Bill - legislation,
“which will leave its mark on the Queensland of the future” - had to
be considered a successful one. 1254
One day after the parliamentary recess, Douglas restructured his
ministry, transferring Thorn from public works to the secretary for
lands. 1255 Douglas vacated this post in order to take up the post of
colonial secretary, which William Miles had left to succeed Thorn as
secretary of public works. 1256 Thorn was thus relieved of the
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Ibid.
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As Coote remarked on his expectations after Douglas ascended to the premiership; “I
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responsibility for railway expenditure, the government believing him
incapable of effectively and impartially managing the large
expenditures involved. 1257 As the Brisbane Courier delicately put it,
the problem with Thorn was “that he was not unlikely to be influenced
by political motives in dealing with demands for the expenditure of
public money.” 1258 These changes were favourably received and
were widely seen as strengthening the ministry. 1259 On 6 February
1878 Thorn, in order to travel to England, resigned from his post and
was succeeded by James Francis Garrick. 1260 Again, this
replacement was seen as strengthening the government. 1261

Douglas’s marriage
Douglas’s private life exploded into the spotlight towards the end of
1877, the details salaciously splayed across the broadsheets of the
colony. This ‘scandal’ rocked the country and destroyed any hopes
he may have entertained of a knighthood or governorship. Its
importance here lies not only in demonstrating the kind of man
Douglas was, but also in illustrating how the contemporary sources
illuminated and informed social standards, mores, and behaviour of
society in the Australian colonies to a degree that was rarely
observable in the public domain. Victorian sensibilities and
becoming colonial secretary. (Kennedy to Colonial Office, 7 November 1877, CO 234/37)
1257
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1258

Brisbane Courier, 9 November 1877, p. 2

1259

“Summary for Europe.” Brisbane Courier, 5 December 1877, p. 3; Brisbane Courier, 9

November 1877, p. 2
1260
1261

Queensland Blue Book for the Year 1899. Brisbane, Government Printer, 1900, p. 6
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defamation laws usually precluded the airing of high-class ‘dirty linen’
in public. 1262
The ‘scandal’ concerned Douglas’s relationship with Sarah Hickey
following the sudden death of his wife, Mary, on 23 November 1876.
Cecilia Douglas, Sarah Hickey’s daughter-in-law, wrote in her
memoirs that Douglas, by this time a widower, first met Sarah when
she was a governess on a station property somewhere in the
colony. 1263 However, contemporary accounts suggest otherwise, that
Sarah came to live in the Douglas household, probably as his
housekeeper, on the recommendation of Sister Bridget Conlon of the
All Hallows Convent in Brisbane.
Cecilia Douglas described Sarah as an Irish-Spaniard, black-eyed
and black-haired, very good looking, tall, and possessed of a flashing
smile. It was said that she held herself like a queen. But she could
also be ruthless, hard as granite, fiery-tempered and utterly
unpredictable. 1264 Moreover, when her temper was stoked by
alcohol, as it all too frequently was in later years, rage and violence
often resulted.

1262

An example of unacceptable conduct not being reported would be one of Douglas’s

political adversaries, Ratcliffe Pring, who was notorious for womanising. He was once forced
to resign as attorney general after an editor for The Telegraph, “saw Mr. Pring on the top of a
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Whenever and however they met, and in what capacity she came
into his life - he the 48-year-old premier of Queensland, aristocrat,
devout Anglican, widower in mourning for his beloved recently
departed - she a beautiful, highly intelligent, fiery and headstrong 33year-old Irish Catholic who had once intended to become a nun – it
soon turned into something deeper and stronger. For by February
1877, barely two months after the death of Mary Douglas, Sarah was
pregnant.
This of itself was perhaps not that unusual. Men in high places
sometimes did have affairs and relationships and sired illegitimate
children of those in their employ. Moreover, although the titillating
details may have endlessly circulated about the colony fuelled by
gossip and a pungent whiff of scandal, they were never officially
acknowledged and certainly never recorded. As a contemporary
wrote of the colonial press:
In all the papers, more or less, ‘social columns’ are
available for those who wish to make public display of
their frocks and entertainments, but the old-fashioned
lover of domestic privacy may count on being left
alone. 1265

However, the circumstances surrounding Sarah were most unusual.
To understand just how unusual this was, it is worth exploring the
influence of class, religion and social standing in the Australian
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colonies. Far from being an egalitarian society, class distinctions and
divisions were alive and well in Queensland. People knew their
‘place’ in society, with those from a higher class rarely fraternising
with those below them. 1266 Charles Dilke, who visited Australia
around 1867, recalled how
a government clerk in one of the colonies told me that the
last three ministers at the head of his department had
been so low in the social scale, that my wife could not
visit theirs. 1267

Thorvald Weitemeyer, a Danish emigrant and a carpenter, described
his experiences in Brisbane in the late 1870s, noting; “the greatest
possible social distinction between such people as, say a bank clerk,
or even a grocer’s clerk, and a tradesmen or a labourer; so it is
between a music-teacher, shopgirl, dressmaker or a servant.” 1268 He
also observed how the life of a servant in Brisbane was far from
pleasant, for they were overworked, used by their employers as “a
coat-of-arms wherewith to set themselves off,” and treated as “slaves
and fools.” 1269 There was little intermingling or marriage between
working and middle classes, and even less between the working
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classes and the nobility and gentry. 1270
As a station governess, Sarah would have inhabited an entirely
different social order and class than that of a servant. Governesses
most sought after were those who had been teachers in Britain, and
these included Sarah. In addition, many governesses married lesser
squatters. 1271 However, at the time of her employment in the
Douglas household, Sarah was not a teacher or a governess, but a
housekeeper.
Douglas, having commenced a relationship with his housekeeper
that resulted in her becoming pregnant, would have been keenly
aware of the choices facing him, and the implications flowing from
whatever course of action he took. He could banish Sarah, as was
the usual practice for men in these situations, or he could marry her
and face the consequences. Douglas was a man who held true to
his principles and followed his conscience, and his actions in this
matter were no different. Ever the gentleman, he acted honourably
and did what few in his position did. On 30 July 1877, James Quinn,
the Catholic Bishop of Brisbane, married John Douglas and Sarah
Hickey in a private wedding ceremony. 1272
Moreover, John Douglas did not marry Sarah Hickey primarily out of
duty or pity, or even because his principles and conscience told him it
1270
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was the right thing to do. Thy married because they loved each
other. They may have come from different religions, social strata and
backgrounds, but these could be overcome. Nor was their
adherence to different faiths an insurmountable barrier. Although he
was a devout Anglican and she a fervent Catholic, Douglas had been
for many years a High Anglican parishioner,

1273

and was no

sectarian. 1274 Class and social status concerns could also be
rationalised away. Born and raised an aristocrat, he had a lifelong
belief in liberalism and the goodness of his fellow man. She, for her
part, was an Irish nationalist who had no time for the English ruling
classes. 1275 Not only was she beautiful, but judging by her extant
letters and the observations of those who knew her, also his
intellectual equal. 1276
That both sides compromised is without question. What Sarah
thought of his freemasonry can only be guessed at, 1277 while he

Brisbane.
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knew that she would be considered unacceptable, for ‘behaviour
mattered’ in the social circles in which he frequented. 1278 Perhaps
they believed love would conquer all, but the reality was that over
time these compromises became harder to manage, tearing at the
ties that bound their marriage and resulting in sadness, bitterness,
anger and ultimately separation.
Their first son, Edward Archibald Douglas, was born on 2 November
1877 and baptised a Catholic. 1279 The marriage, being a private
ceremony, was not reported in the press. Neither was Edward’s
birth. However, Bishop Quinn failed to register the marriage and he
was subsequently prosecuted, this being an offence under the
Marriage Act of 1864. Quinn was fined £10 after pleading guilty. 1280
The conviction was significant in that the press could now publish the
details if it so wished. Even so, it would have taken a bold and brave
newspaper editor to print what would have been considered by many
unprintable. 1281 The main opposition paper, the Telegraph, quick to
seize any opportunity to discredit Douglas and his ministry, took up
the challenge. 1282 An article appeared that same evening, presenting

surprising that he clung to his freemasonry, for being a mason was considered de rigour for
many successful politicians in colonial Australia.
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the bald facts but eschewing additional detail or comment. 1283
Nevertheless, the story was out, presenting a unique opportunity for
the colonial press to report, comment and editorialise on something
that was rarely, if ever, written about.
The news was scandalous on several levels. Sarah was an Irish
Catholic. She was pregnant with his child at the time of the marriage,
and not only was she from a lower social class, but Douglas had
employed her in a domestic capacity. Any one of these factors was
enough for her to be judged utterly unsuitable to be his wife, and so
news of the union was received with a mixture of astonishment and
disbelief. Given that Douglas was the incumbent premier of
Queensland, it is hardly surprising, considering the social standards
and mores of late Victorian society, that when details of the marriage
were made public, it was so fervently discussed.
In analysing public reaction to the marriage, one also needs to take
into account the esteem and affection still held for Douglas’s recently
departed first wife Mary. As one paper eloquently stated following
her death:
The name of Mrs. Douglas has become quite a
household word in the mouths of the people of Brisbane.
The deceased lady has been more or less connected
with every charitable institution in the city. She initiated
the Diamantina Orphanage and was very prominent in

edition of the Telegraph, on 22 December 1877, p. 776.
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the organisation of the servant’s home and other kindred
institutions in this locality. 1284

If Sarah had married John a couple of years after Mary’s death, then
the union may have been more palatable to the public. However,
Mary was ‘not even cold in her grave’ when Sarah fell pregnant.
Other papers followed the Telegraph’s lead, albeit somewhat
tentatively. 1285 An illustrative example of how the press handled the
delicate sensitivities involved is provided by the Rockhampton
Bulletin. It first ran an article the day after the court case, merely
reporting, “Bishop O’Quinn was fined £10 and costs in the police
court to-day for neglecting to register a marriage in accordance with
law,” 1286 with no mention being made as to whose marriage it
was. 1287 However, five days later it reprinted the Telegraph article
verbatim, under the headline “The Premier’s Marriage,” with an
accompanying article outlining its reasons for publishing, as “In
regard to the public actions of public men, we have always held that
the truth should be told impugn it whoso list.” 1288 The following week
the paper finally editorialised on the matter:
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The fact of the premier’s private marriage on 30th July
last was made public last week through the prosecution
of the officiating minister – the Right Rev. Dr. Quinn – for
breach of the law in neglecting to register the marriage,
which, it has also transpired, has already proved fruitful.
The transaction has given rise to endless gossip
throughout the colony. 1289

Several newspapers, mainly those aligned with the liberal side of
politics, remained defiantly and determinedly mute. The Brisbane
Courier never once mentioned, reported on, or editorialised about the
marriage and the scandal enveloping it and the government. Despite
this, the paper reported on the other cases that took place in the
same court on the same day. Other papers, including the
Queenslander (the weekly edition of the Brisbane Courier), and the
Patriot declined to print the details. 1290 Other reportage was
supportive and sympathetic, with a correspondent in the Queensland
Times observing that:
The Premier has been having a rough time of it lately in
the papers one way and another. His private and public
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affairs are both made public property. 1291

The Cooktown Courier aptly summed up the prevailing mood:
Why Mr Douglas got married the way he did, is, I fancy,
his business – although of course the fact is made the
foundation for a pretty superstructure of yarns, and it has
set the tongues of all the old women of both sexes
wagging furiously. 1292

The Queensland Evangelical Standard, a Brisbane Protestant paper,
ignored Douglas, attacked the press for inaccurate reporting, and
comprehensively condemned the Catholic bishop who married
them. 1293 The paper asserted that the marriage certificate, rather
than being sent in a day late as claimed in court, had not been sent
at all.
An untruth was at somebody’s instigation deliberately
uttered in a police court to palliate an offence to which
the bishop of the Roman Catholic Church had pleaded
guilty. 1294

Why was Bishop Quinn prosecuted, and why was it subsequently
reported in the colonial press? Although the relevant official records
have not survived, a contemporary Catholic paper, The Australasian,
detailed what it considered were the reasons for pursuing the bishop.
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The registrar-general is an ultra-Protestant of the
aggressive type, a shining light at tea fights and so
forth. 1295 Consequently his soul lusted to get at the R. C.
bishop, and Mr. Douglas being far away (although
telegraphed after) at Thursday Island, he wrote demands
for explanation to the ecclesiastic, who took no further
notice than sending his chaplain, the Rev. Dr. Cani, to
explain. The Registrar-General, however, longed to see
the proud prelate humiliate himself and bow down before
him, and the end was that the Right Rev. Dr. Quinn,
Roman Catholic Bishop of Brisbane, was ignominiously
summoned to appear at the Brisbane Police Court for
neglect to register, and by that lofty tribunal was fined
£10. 1296

It is difficult, well over a century later, to determine the veracity of this
attack against the registrar-general, Henry Jordan. There is no
extant evidence to indicate any animosity or antipathy towards
Douglas. Both served their country in London, where they vigorously
promoted immigration to the colony, both strongly opposed the South
Sea Islander labour trade, and both men aligned themselves with the
liberal side of politics during their long parliamentary careers.
However, the religious accusations against Jordan are more
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convincing, for he was a devout Methodist. 1297 The son of a
Wesleyan minister, he was sent by the Wesleyan Missionary Society
to South Australia, where he performed missionary duties at the
Mission for Aboriginals at Mount Barker before moving to
Queensland. 1298 Moreover, he had clashed with Bishop Quinn
before. As the Queensland immigration officer in London from 1861,
Jordan was responsible for encouraging immigrants, a task he
energetically pursued.
Quinn believed the government’s immigration policies discriminated
against the Irish, and so he took the unusual step of setting up his
own Irish immigration scheme, founding the Queensland Immigration
Society in 1862. 1299 From 1862-65, when the scheme ended, some
4,000 Irish Catholics entered the colony under the auspices of
Quinn’s society. 1300 Quinn’s sponsored migration, while receiving the
co-operation of the Queensland government, eventually ceased
following strong opposition in the colony, especially from the press
and Protestant sects, 1301 with one Baptist minister attacking the
scheme as a “plan to bring £4,000 worth of Roman Catholic wives to
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Queensland.” 1302 Nowhere was the opposition stronger than from
Jordan, who not only opposed all private migration organisations, but
also objected to the government’s approval of Quinn’s society.
Jordan argued that as agent for the colony he should supervise all
immigration arrangements, and claimed that Quinn’s scheme would
open the door to all the worst characteristics of “bounty migration and
pauper traffic.” 1303
The Australasian also commented on why the Telegraph had printed
the news of Quinn’s conviction for failing to register Douglas’s
marriage in time. It contended that one of the directors of the
Telegraph, a grocer, had recently lost a contract for supplies to the
Woogaroo Lunatic Asylum in Brisbane to a Catholic competitor and
believed that this was due to “irregular pressure by ‘the clergy’” on
Douglas owing to the “existing peculiarly intimate relations.” The
director then allegedly pressured the Telegraph editor “to publish
facts damaging to the Premier, in order to avenge the grocer’s
grudge against that most unfortunate gentleman.” 1304
Again, while it is impossible to confirm this colourful scenario, the
truth was probably less dramatic, for the Telegraph, being a
supporter of the parliamentary opposition, in all likelihood printed the
story in order to embarrass Douglas and his government.
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While sectarianism is a theme intertwined throughout Australia’s
nineteenth century history, it was less prevalent in Queensland than
the other Australian colonies during this period, because Catholics in
Queensland had a stronger sense of involvement in colonial growth
and progress than elsewhere. They were also more integrated into
the colony’s social fabric, due mainly to Queensland lacking the
entrenched and dominant Protestant ascendancy of the other
colonies. 1305 However, the corollary to this state of affairs was that it
could have made Protestants even more concerned about the role
and influence of Catholics in the colony. The fact that Douglas was a
High Anglican may have exacerbated the concerns of Low Church
Anglicans and Protestants.
Whatever its motives for publishing the news of Bishop Quinn’s
conviction over failing to register Douglas’s marriage in time, the
Telegraph felt compelled to justify its actions in some detail,
maintaining that while it had “no taste for prying into the affairs of
public men,” it had no choice, for this case “is likely to have public
consequences.” 1306 These “public consequences” had the greatest
impact on Douglas, his standing within the government he led, and
the public he served. For once, friend and foe agreed that the
scandal would adversely affect not only Douglas’s own career but
also that of his government.
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The Telegraph noted that he “had seriously impaired his position in
the country,” having “alienated many of his friends, and given his
enemies the opportunity they needed” to make political capital out of
his “matrimonial eccentricities.” 1307 It concluded that it was up to
Douglas himself to consider “how far his position is affected.” 1308
Even the normally sympathetic Wide Bay News contended that
Douglas had committed a faux pas, 1309 while the Australasian ruefully
conceded that Douglas had made “a monumental mistake which has
alienated shallow friends and distressed true friends beyond
measure.” 1310
Nevertheless, despite these dire predictions, it was only a temporary
setback for Douglas and his government. It was true that in an era
when one’s personal morality and social standing in the community
were of paramount importance, Douglas’s had tarnished his
reputation, for until this episode was made public, he had been
considered a man of “unblemished private character and high social
standing.” 1311 Fortunately, for him, the parliamentary recess until 23
April 1878 provided sufficient time to ameliorate “the shock now
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given to the public mind.” 1312 Douglas, for his part, firmly believed he
had done no wrong, and resolutely continued as premier.
No minister dared depose him, because, with the exception of
Griffith, they were too inexperienced and lacked sufficient support
from their colleagues. Griffith, ambitious though he was, was forced
to bide his time, as the toppling of Douglas would have led to not only
the fall of the ministry but also a probable change of government, 1313
for the government was coming under pressure from many quarters
during the long recess.
It lost a valuable vote when the seat of Brisbane changed hands
during the parliamentary break. 1314 Some government supporters in
the parliament disapproved of the workings of Douglas’s 1876 Land
Act; others were dissatisfied with the way railway policy was being
implemented; while one was annoyed by the manner in which Pacific
Islander trade was regulated. However, they were not sufficiently
disaffected to join the opposition, and continued to support it on the
major issues before the parliament. 1315
The government was still considered too strong for the opposition,
which was unable to capitalise on the controversy surrounding
Douglas’s marriage and the disaffection among some of his
1312
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parliamentary supporters. This was due mainly to its own state of
chronic disorganisation, with its leader, Palmer, frequently hinting at
resigning, which he finally confirmed when parliament resumed. 1316
Palmer’s resignation was considered a blow to opposition
prospects, 1317 despite his being replaced by Thomas McIlwraith, who
was universally considered to be a born leader with a commanding
personality, a man of grand ideas and unbridled ambition and who
would prove himself to be determined, autocratic, energetic and
shrewd. 1318
Thus by the time parliament reconvened, the scandal had petered
out and the government suffered no lasting damage. Douglas had
weathered the close public examination of his private life, albeit at
some cost, because his new wife was considered unpresentable.
For example, at the governor’s levee in 1878, attended by 600
selected men and women to celebrate Queen Victoria’s 59th birthday,
Douglas and his wife were conspicuous by their absence.
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liberal who he respected and believed he could work with. Douglas
expressed his pleasure at McIlwraith becoming the leader of the
opposition, while McIlwraith intimated that he would offer the
government “every possible assistance” while discouraging “factious
obstruction.” 1321
Having survived the scandal of his marriage, Douglas now faced the
new parliamentary session with renewed optimism and vigour. He
had outlasted his old adversary, Arthur Palmer, and in Thomas
McIlwraith now had a more congenial opponent.
However, within a year Douglas would no longer be premier, his
party having been trounced at the polls. The following chapter charts
the events leading to the general election of 1878, the reasons for his
government’s defeat, and assesses the successes and failures of his
two-year premiership.
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Chapter 14: The Premiership, 1877-79 (Part 2)
Travel to Torres Strait
Douglas was hard at work during the parliamentary recess. On 8
November 1877, five days after the birth of his son Edward, he
travelled by steamer to Somerset and Torres Strait 1322 to ascertain,
now that a settlement on Thursday Island had been established,
whether the government should continue with Somerset as an
administrative centre. 1323 Douglas had always taken an interest in
Torres Strait. He later remarked that he regarded himself as “the
founder and originator of this settlement,” for it was while he was
postmaster-general that the Torres Strait mail service first
commenced, 1324 and it was also due to his efforts that the settlement
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at Thursday Island had been established earlier in the year. 1325
Douglas was much taken with Thursday Island. He found the view
from the resident magistrate’s house of the surrounding islands to be
“very charming,” while the house itself, built on a “commanding knoll
about fifty-feet above high water … has a very pleasing appearance,
with its trim flagstaff and terraced slopes.” 1326 Little would he know
that in a few years’ time this house would become his home for
almost 20 years.
Also travelling around the colony were the treasurer, James Dickson,
and the postmaster general, Charlie Mein. On 18 November 1877,
they arrived at Salisbury, informing the large crowd assembled there
that it had now been proclaimed a sub-port and henceforth would be
known as Port Douglas, in honour of the premier. The
announcement was “well received.” 1327

Visit to Maryborough
On 20 March 1878, Douglas accompanied the governor on a visit to
Maryborough, Bundaberg, and Rockhampton. They arrived at
1325
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Maryborough on 21 March, where a salute was fired from guns in
the botanic gardens. 1328 The previous year, Douglas and Chester,
while on Mabuiag Island in the Torres Strait, came across one of
these guns. It was an old one-pounder brass cannon found buried
on the beach. Douglas had the cannon cleaned and sent to
Brisbane, where it was extensively restored. Douglas had the
cannon mounted and presented as a Christmas gift to the people of
Maryborough, 1329 for use as a time gun, in response to criticism that
the town had no clock. The Cooktown Courier was unimpressed
with this largesse.
Is it true that Douglas found the time gun which he has
presented to Maryborough up at Thursday Island? If so
it is another case of robbing the north to satisfy the
cravings of the ‘cormorant’ south. Demand again the
Flagstaff Hill. 1330

On 23 March, Governor Kennedy turned the first sod of the
Maryborough-to-Gympie railway. 1331 Douglas received a warm
welcome in Maryborough because, with the notable exception of
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employers of South Sea Islander labour, he was considered to have
done “common justice” to Maryborough, which, before his election
as its local member, was widely believed to have been
“systematically held back and defrauded of its rights.” 1332 The
reason for this warmth and generosity lay in Douglas approving the
railway from Gympie to Maryborough. 1333

Pacific Islanders
Many South Sea Islanders were employed in the Maryborough
district. Douglas was well-known for his opposition to the way they
were recruited and employed and was forced to defend his actions
to the district’s sugar planters, who were the major employers of
indentured South Sea Islander labour, and also to the islanders
themselves. Both groups were upset over a government decision,
issued via proclamation, to prohibit the exportation of arms and
ammunition by Pacific Islanders. 1334
Douglas had acted following a letter from Bishop George Selwyn, of
the Anglican Melanesian Mission, who was concerned that one of
the main reasons for Pacific Islanders coming to work in Queensland
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was their desire to purchase firearms. 1335 Kay Saunders has
recounted how one islander “candidly confessed his object to be a
gun to shoot at his neighbour” and that new recruits departing the
Spunkie in 1872 stated they had come to Queensland “to get a gun
and a tomahawk.” It was also recognised that “Guns and
ammunition form [a] very large, if not the chief proportion of articles
of trade to the islands … more highly prized by the natives than any
other.” 1336
Many parties opposed this proclamation. The Brisbane Courier
preferred to have the problem addressed through legislation rather
than by ad hoc regulation. 1337 Others believed the proclamation
would not stop the trade in arms and ammunition because Pacific
Islanders would simply buy them elsewhere to the detriment of
Queensland traders and the Queensland economy. 1338 Despite
these objections, Douglas refused to rescind the proclamation. He
consistently put humanitarian concerns first, even if, as was the case
here, they clashed with powerful economic and conservative
interests. 1339 Indeed, the Brisbane Courier, while disagreeing with
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his actions in regards to Pacific Islanders, noted that he was
“animated by the highest and most honorable motives.” 1340
The planters were also upset by a recent government circular that
imposed on employers a payment of 15 shillings a quarter for each
Pacific Islander employed from the time of his original
agreement. 1341 It was no surprise, therefore, that when Douglas met
by a delegation of planters, they complained bitterly over the
imposition of the new tax and its financial impact on their
businesses. 1342 Douglas informed the deputation that, while he was
not opposed to the sugar industry, his government was concerned
for the welfare of Pacific Islanders, and he admonished them over
the high mortality rate suffered by Pacific Islanders in the
Maryborough district, “it was quite impossible to permit such a thing
as that 25 per cent of islanders who come here should not
return.” 1343
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The Brisbane Courier was less than impressed by Douglas’s
approach, observing that he was using “sensational arguments”
against the employment of Pacific Islanders. 1344 Nevertheless, the
figures were appalling, with the average mortality on plantations in
the Maryborough district for the five years ending March 1880 being
92 per thousand, compared to 13 per thousand for the rest of the
colony. 1345 To Douglas and other like-minded men opposed to the
trade on humanitarian grounds, this was unacceptable and ample
justification for restricting or eliminating this trade in human traffic.
While visiting the Magnolia plantation in Maryborough, Douglas was
confronted by 200 Pacific Islanders, wishing to speak to the “big
fellow master,” and wanting to know “what for no let him boy take
him gun along of island?” Again, Douglas was resolute, informing
them that while those who already possessed firearms would be
allowed to retain them, no new weapons could be purchased. This
announcement was met with general displeasure, a Pacific Islander
spokesman declaring that, “No more boys come along of
Queensland. Boys altogether go Fiji. Plenty of guns along of
Fiji.” 1346
Douglas’s position on these matters, while popular with white
workers, liberals and concerned citizens, was received with anger
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and dismay by conservatives, sugar planters and Pacific Islander
labourers and was vividly reflected in a contemporary shanty, sung
to the tune of “The fine old English gentleman,” about a visit to the
Mackay district in the north of the colony by the Maryborough
immigration agent investigating alleged ill-treatment of Pacific
Islander labourers there. 1347
Severe and grave of aspect, from Maryborough town
He came, with book and pencil, and with dark official
frown.
He shuddered as he dwelt upon the horrors of Mackay,
And when he met a coloured gent, in dulcet tones would
say“Have you got your ki-ki? Do you like him tea?
Suppose him overseer fight, just talk alonga me
Do you like him hard work, or plenty walk about;
Big massa Johnny Douglas, he plenty good, look
out.” 1348
He wandered through plantations, and he fossicked
through the cane,
With tales of dread atrocities still flitting through his
brain.
At last he met a sable youth from Tongoa’s sunny isle,
Who greeted his inspector with a mild fraternal smile“Yes, me got me ki-ki. What for you no can see?
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Overseer bery good; no fight alonga me
But wine, blancmange, and oyster sauce me nebber yet
enjoy:
Big Massa Johnny Douglas, plenty gammon, longa
boy.” 1349
The stern official closed his book and shed a silent tear,
And thought of rosy billets with six hundred pounds a
year.
Then, rolling up his humble swag, he quickly sped away,
And standing on the steamer’s deck he warbled forth
this lay“Yes they’ve got their ki-ki, as I can plainly see;
Election times are drawing nigh – the game is up with
me
From the Logan to the Pioneer the cry is still the sameBig Massa Johnny Douglas must try some other
game!” 1350

Parliamentary session
On returning to Brisbane, Douglas prepared for the next session of
parliament, which began on 24 April 1878. He and his ministry were
1349
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still in a strong position, 1351 and although the government and the
opposition strongly disagreed over the employment and treatment of
Pacific Islanders, they embraced many similar policies and ideas. 1352
As the Brisbane Courier said:
The opposing parties in the legislature both advocate the
same measures: the opposition has demanded them,
and the ministry have promised to introduce them. 1353

The major planks of Douglas’s legislative program in this session
were bills to improve electoral representation in the colony 1354 and
extend local government in the colony. 1355 Both were successfully
enacted, the former increasing the number of members from 43 to
55, including 13 two-member electorates, 1356 while the latter
consolidated and amended existing legislation and provided for the
extension of local government to the country districts. 1357 As well,
Douglas introduced the Polynesian Laborers Bill to repeal and
replace the existing Act, and to give legislative effect to the
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regulations framed earlier in the year. 1358 However, it foundered at
the second reading stage. 1359
On 6 July 1878, the new leader of the opposition, Thomas
McIlwraith, audaciously attempted to secure approval for a loan of
£3 million to complete and extend the colony’s public works. 1360
Douglas, who was seeking approval for £1,080,000 for the
government public works program, took this as a vote of no
confidence in his government and, following protracted debate,
defeated it by the barest of margins - one vote - with one opposition
member absent from the house. 1361 McIlwraith’s actions damaged
the government because it was no longer seen to be in control of
parliamentary business. Worse still, Douglas now faced an
opposition advocating increased spending on public works, a move
welcomed in many electorates who were anxious for progress and
development. Douglas countered McIlwraith by advocating a
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program encouraging measured development. 1362

General election
The parliamentary sitting ended on 10 September 1878 1363 and a
general election was called for the following month. 1364 Due to
parliament being so finely balanced, it was widely expected that the
elections would be close, and because the government and the
opposition largely had similar policies, the election itself was not
solely contested on well-defined party lines. 1365
Candidates, while nominally aligned with Douglas or McIlwraith,
campaigned strongly on matters of local concern; railways - with the
government advocating developing branch lines, and the opposition
main lines - and, as always, public works. 1366 As one commentator
cynically, but rather accurately observed.
There are now no political questions in agitation which
the differences between Mr. Douglas’s policy and Mr.
McIlwraith’s – if there are any difference – may be
displayed. To all appearances the policy of both parties
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is the same. Their candidates will pledge themselves to
the construction of every railway or other local work that
every constituency may demand, and the probability is
that both will, if they get into office, show an equal
capacity for eluding the fulfilment of these pledges; the
fulfilment of which would probably ruin the colony. 1367

Douglas had spent an eventful 18 months as premier. He had
successfully curbed Chinese immigration, overseen electoral and
local government reform, and ameliorated the worst excesses
associated with Pacific Islander employment. The opposition was in
disarray, because its leader, Arthur Palmer, had resigned only a few
months before. Nevertheless, it was generally believed that the
Douglas ministry would struggle to retain office. There were no
obvious reasons for this although,
The country is tired of the present ministry … They have
not committed any glaring wrong, but they have, in one
way or another, failed to satisfy the perhaps not perfectly
reasonable expectations of all their former supporters
.… an impression appears to prevail in many
constituencies that it would be advisable for a
change. 1368

The liberal side of politics had been in power since January 1874.
First Macalister, then Thorn, and now Douglas, had carried the torch
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on its behalf. This had been the first parliament in the history of the
colony to last its normal term, 1369 but Douglas and his supporters
would struggle to retain control of government in the next.
Macalister commenced his term of office with a vigorous program,
but found that retrenchments were necessary to ensure the ongoing
welfare of the colony. Thorn was a ‘stopgap’ premier, incapable of
satisfying public expectations for public works while balancing the
budget. It had been Douglas’s misfortune to become premier at the
end of a long political struggle, when politics “were comparatively flat
and uninteresting.” 1370 Inheriting a wafer-thin majority, a budget
deficit, and having to contend with the economic and social impact of
a lengthy drought compounded his problems. Furthermore, Douglas
refused to add to the public debt and spend his way out of trouble,
and so slowly but surely, imperceptibly at first and then with
gathering speed, the reins of power slipped from his grasp. 1371
Douglas had not done anything wrong; indeed he had done many
things right, but he had failed to inspire the electorate. Although a
powerful and convincing orator, he relied on intellect and ideas
rather than passion and emotions to get his message across to the
1369
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public. While the electorate respected him, too many wanted more.
Despite delivering them land reform, railway construction, and
electoral and local government reform, Douglas was now seen as
having little new to offer. Tides advance and then retreat. This tide
had turned for his government and, try as he might, Douglas’s
character was such that he was unable to reverse it, for he was
widely seen as being too accommodating and pragmatic on issues
not involving the compromise of his principles, yet too dogmatic and
obstinate on those that did. As a contemporary observed,
Mr. Douglas’s character for honour and integrity stands
as high as that of any Australian public man. He is
remarkable for courtesy and gentleness of manner.
Unhappily these qualities, if unsupported by firmness
and strength and purpose, are apt to injure rather than to
benefit a colonial premier … Although Mr. Douglas is a
good man, he makes a very indifferent premier. Like all
such men, he was weak in the wrong place and strong in
the wrong place. Firmness was represented by
obstinacy, and just concession by easy compliance. 1372

Nor was Douglas helped by the quality of his ministry, because, as
the Warwick Argus tellingly observed, with the obvious exception of
Griffith, its members have “earned their promotion neither by length
of service nor conspicuous ability.” 1373
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The public were ready to give the conservatives a chance, now that
Palmer, the archconservative representative of the ‘squattocracy,’
was no longer its leader. From now on, differences between the
liberal and conservative sides of politics would not overwhelmingly
be about land, but railway construction, financial settlements and
South Sea Islander legislation. 1374
Once parliament was dissolved, Douglas faced ministerial
disaffection over his decision to change his ministry. The secretary
for public works, William Miles, reluctantly resigned after refusing a
transfer to the department of lands, causing Douglas to add this
portfolio responsibility onto Griffith’s broad shoulders. 1375 This
dispute received wide publicity in the press and damaged Douglas
politically, especially as Miles wrote to several newspapers
complaining about this treatment, and insisting that he did not resign
of his own free will. 1376

Samuel Griffith’s politics
Samuel Griffith was a ‘shining light’ in the Douglas ministry and a
man destined to be a dominant figure in Queensland and Australian
politics. Born in Wales in 1845, his family came to Queensland in
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1854 where his father was the Congregational minister at Ipswich. A
brilliant student, Griffith went to Sydney University where he
graduated with an MA degree in 1870 and earned first-class honours
in mathematics and classics. He was admitted to the Queensland
Bar in 1867 where he soon earned a reputation as an outstanding
lawyer. Entering parliament on the liberal side of politics in 1872, he
combined a successful political career with his work as a barrister.
In 1874 and not yet 30 years of age, he entered the ministry as
attorney general. 1377
Griffith, although young, was eager for greater success. As the
journalist William Coote observed, he possessed a “certain form of
character strengthened by no small amount of self-opinion” 1378 and
desired to be premier as early as 1876, but was overlooked in favour
of George Thorn. In 1877, he again missed out to Douglas. 1379 On
20 September 1878, he tried once more. Following an early morning
cabinet meeting, where Griffith had “resolved on Douglas’
resignation,” 1380 Douglas was forced to ask the governor, whether, in
the event of him resigning, would he request Griffith to form a
government. 1381
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Governor Kennedy replied that he would not, and informed the
Colonial Office that,
Douglas did not inform me of his reasons for taking the
step he proposed but I feel assured that he was pleased
with the decision I arrived at, though he did not express
himself in words.” 1382

Griffith’s diary entry for this day is revealing, “Governor refused to
accede to our proposition.” Later he wrote; “went to Cabinet.
Offered my resignation, which was not accepted.” He had also
visited Miles at his Dalby property just before these events,
presumably to shore up support for his actions. Griffith was finally
challenging for the premiership. 1383 While Griffith respected
Douglas, the former was a man of “vaulting ambition” who
possessed a brilliant mind, was extremely capable, and firmly
believed that the government was doomed so long as Douglas
remained at the helm. Although Griffith had the numbers to force
Douglas to go to the governor, for several supporters were upset
with Douglas’s ministerial reshuffle, 1384 Griffith knew that Kennedy
would be most unlikely to replace a premier between a parliamentary
dissolution and an imminent general election. Thus, it was only
1382
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proper that Griffith should have offered his resignation after his
unsuccessful attempt to overthrow Douglas.
Why did Douglas not accept it? The simple reason was that
Douglas needed Griffith to have any chance of winning the
forthcoming election. For if Griffith was forced out, other members
of the ministry might also leave. Disunity in politics, then as now,
was seen as a sure way to political suicide and so for the sake of the
liberal side of politics, Griffith stayed, and even assumed Miles’
ministerial responsibilities. 1385
News of what occurred soon leaked out. The Telegraph reported,
“there can be no disproving the proposition that … [Griffith] will be
the leader of the Liberal party in the immediate future,” 1386 while the
Brisbane Courier pointedly asked, “how far is Mr. Griffith involved in
the designs of his disloyal admirers?” 1387 Douglas, as leader,
therefore went into the campaign hampered by “an insubordinate
spirit among the rank and file.” 1388 With his party divided, he was
forced to fight the elections as best he could aware that his ministry’s
loyalty, and with it the governments’ chances of re-election, was
collapsing. Douglas was well aware of the challenge facing him,
promising his electorate that:
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Whether in or out of office, whether as a ministerial
supporter or in opposition, I shall endeavour, if elected,
to maintain the honor of parliament, and to advise to the
best of my ability for your welfare and the welfare of the
people. 1389

The government ran a strange and confused election campaign. On
the one hand, there was Douglas, the nominal head of the
government, and on the other, Griffith, the brash young pretender,
barnstorming the colony as if he was its leader. 1390 The result was a
caretaker government effectively without leadership or agreed
policies. 1391 Douglas’ talents for administration, while recognised,
were not rewarded. The man who a year earlier “began a great
party fight with an enthusiasm and vigour,” 1392 had, in a few short
months, almost faded away, his party “apparently worn out and
demoralised.” 1393
Not that this spectacle, as the Brisbane Courier reminded its
readers, was unusual in the short history of the colony.
Whether the premier be a Lilley or a Macalister, a Thorn
or a Douglas, it is very soon discovered by intractable
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supporters that nothing can preserve or regenerate the
party but the decapitation of its head. Thus within the
last decade the country has seen each liberal leader
successively deposed, or his deposition only averted by
abdication. 1394

What was unusual was how openly and energetically Griffith, in his
campaigning, undermined Douglas. Indeed, Griffith’s “insubordinate
spirit” became a major election issue and damaged the
government’s chances of re-election. 1395
At a mayoral dinner in Rockhampton in October 1878, Griffith gave a
speech in which he outlined his railway policy. This policy was so
different to the stated ministerial policy, and so similar to that of the
opposition, that it was widely reported that he would willingly serve in
a McIlwraith ministry. 1396 The Brisbane Courier roundly condemned
it as “political treachery.” 1397 Although Griffith rejected these
accusations, 1398 the liberals were damaged by his actions, 1399 and
the opposition capitalised on it, especially their candidate in
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Rockhampton, John MacFarlane, who told his supporters that on the
question of railways:
It is now impossible to state what their present policy is,
as the ministerial statements showed that the members
of the cabinet were hopelessly at variance. 1400

Damaging revelations from Rockhampton continued to surface, one
eyewitness informing the press that “the impression left in the minds
of all of us was that Griffith was endeavouring to work round to
McIlwraith and certainly anxious to get rid of Douglas and the other
members of the government.” 1401
The Brisbane Courier continued its scathing criticism of Griffith’s
actions, reminding its readers that when Douglas,
took the lead of his party and its government, it had
begun to die; it has since been kept alive chiefly by his
efforts. His reputation still keeps it together, in its broken
and demoralised condition; and if the adherents of the
liberal party lose that support, they will not find
themselves compensated for it by the attorney-general’s
capacity for party manoeuvres. 1402

Despite Griffith’s actions, the paper believed that the government’s
cause was not yet hopeless and that it could still win the election. 1403
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Maryborough election
The elections were held over a six-week period and the nominations
for Douglas’s seat of Maryborough closed on 12 November 1878. 1404
There were three candidates contesting the two seats in the
electorate: Douglas, Barkley Basil Moreton, and the parliamentary
speaker, Henry Edward King. 1405 Elections in provincial Queensland
were frequently vigorous affairs:
… not decided by argument, or on the subjective merits
of the cases presented by the several candidates, but
are entirely an affair of free buggies, free drinks, flaring
placards, bands of music and casks standing on tap in
the street in the most unblushing manner, for the
refreshment of the free and independent. 1406

Douglas addressed his Maryborough electorate in its town hall. 1407
At one of the largest election meetings held in the town up to that
time, he spoke for over two hours, explained his party’s policy on
railways, and justified his position on Chinese and Pacific Islander
labor. As he informed the sugar-growing town:
he would far rather have never seen a single South Sea
Islander brought to the colony, even if it had been at the
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sacrifice of never growing sugar. 1408

The substantial Irish Catholic vote in the Maryborough district had to
be courted by any politician seeking election or re-election there. As
a local commentator cryptically observed, Douglas was fortunate
that he had married an Irish Catholic.
Sectarian antagonism – the old sore of Maryborough –
will re-assert itself as a commanding factor in the issue;
and in respect of at least one of the three candidates, on
rather whimsical grounds. 1409

As it turned out, Douglas (and King) did capture the Catholic vote,
despite his administration being seen as having “dealt most unfairly
with Catholics” in relation to funding of Catholic schools. 1410 Douglas
also secured the German vote 1411 and on polling day the liberals
were comfortably returned: Douglas first with 704 votes, King closely
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behind on 699, and Moreton trailing badly with 306 votes. 1412
Despite Douglas successfully retaining his seat, as the elections
continued it gradually became clear that his party would struggle to
form a ministry in the new parliament. By 4 December it was
considered that the opposition conservatives were slightly ahead,
and would have a majority of four or five seats. 1413 As the results
continued to trickle in, it became obvious that Douglas did not have
the ‘numbers,’ and that his ministry would fall when parliament next
sat. 1414
The eighth parliament met for the first time on 14 January 1879.
McIlwraith moved a vote of no confidence in the Douglas ministry
two days later, which he won 30 to 16. 1415 The following day,
Douglas resigned as premier, and McIlwraith became the new
premier on Tuesday 21 January 1879. 1416 The conservatives were
back in office, and it would fall to Griffith to oppose them.

Douglas’s premiership analysed
So how successful was Douglas as premier, and what caused his
demise? The few historians who have examined this era have been
1412

“Maryborough.” Brisbane Courier, 16 November 1878, p. 2

1413

“Summary for Europe.” Brisbane Courier, 4 December 1878, p. 3

1414

Brisbane Courier, 7 December 1878, p. 2

1415

Queensland Parliamentary Debates, vol 29, 1879, p. 66

1416

Ibid., p. 68. While Douglas resigned on 17 January, it was recorded in the Government

Gazette as being on 21 January. (Queensland Government Gazette, vol 24 no 14, 21
January 1879, p.173

394

less than impressed by his performance. Harding, for instance,
considered that Douglas, along with his predecessor Thorn, “were
two of the most undistinguished premiers in Queensland’s
history.” 1417 However, the facts suggest that Douglas, for all of his
shortcomings, does not deserve this epithet.
There were many reasons why Douglas failed to hold onto the reigns
of power, including the length of time the liberals were in power
(almost five years), the failure of Douglas to stamp his authority on
his party and inspire the electorate, and the destabilising influence of
Griffith. None of these factors was in itself sufficient to cause his
downfall, but together they were a lethal combination. Douglas
inherited liberal ballast in his saddlebags on becoming premier
following the failures of his two liberal predecessors, and all through
his ministry’s final session was constrained by a wafer-thin
parliamentary majority. 1418 Yet, a more ambitious, ruthless and
unscrupulous politician could perhaps have withstood these
setbacks and possibly even turned them to his advantage.
Douglas assumed the premiership towards the end of the liberals’
political dominance. He thoroughly deserved it, being easily the
most experienced politician on his side of the house. An
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experienced leader of the opposition, the former premier, Arthur
Palmer, initially opposed him. However, Palmer performed poorly
against Douglas, resigned, and was replaced by McIlwraith, a more
moderate man and one acceptable to the many conservatives
opposed to the squatters Palmer represented. Douglas, in turn,
would suffer a similar fate, replaced by Griffith - a casualty of an
inevitable desire for change from the voters and his inability to
constrain or accommodate Griffith’s ambitions.
The demise of Palmer and Douglas led to a changing of the guard
and an ushering in of new, fresh talent, remarkable talent. Griffith
and McIlwraith would bestride the Queensland political stage,
displaying “brilliance in political leadership rarely equalled then or
since.” 1419 It was to be a brilliance that utterly eclipsed Douglas and
his achievements, as the premiership passed between the two no
less than five times in the 1880s and 1890s. As the Brisbane
Courier presciently noted in relation to Douglas’s premiership: “It is
like the story of those later Roman emperors, who by their efforts
delayed the doom of the empire, and who are forgotten because
they came too late to avert its inevitable fate.” 1420
Griffith, a man possessed of a brilliant mind and even keener
ambition, had continually undermined Douglas’s premiership. He
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wanted to replace him, both as leader of the party and premier. Yet,
despite by September 1878 being strong enough to defeat Douglas
in the cabinet room, the governor refused to arrange an orderly
transfer of power to him. Griffith was rejected by the governor, and
when the actions of the former became publicly known, the whiff of
betrayal and the stench of disunity helped sentence the liberals to
five years of opposition. To the voters the issue was not so much
Griffith’s disloyalty (for he had also intrigued against Thorn), but
rather Douglas’s inability to control him. The factional system then
operating in the colony was predicated on shifting loyalties and
allegiances, and it took strong, ambitious and ruthless politicians to
keep recalcitrant members within the party, particularly when they
had competing interests.
Unfortunately for the liberals, Douglas, despite his strong
personality, had not the right temperament necessary for political
leadership, as this perceptive assessment demonstrates.
Conspicuously fair in debate, he appeared invariably to
feel the force of his opponents’ arguments more than
those on his own side of the house, and therefore his
leadership wanted decision. 1421

Douglas was also unable to keep control over his party and the
intriguers within it. As he possessed an independent mind, it was
perhaps not surprising that under his premiership members felt even
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freer to similarly hold and express independent views. Douglas was
dedicated to the office of premier and determined to do his best, but,
as Mason astutely observed, he:
failed because of his own character. He fell because in
the political life of the 1870’s Douglas maintained high
views on political duty and a desire to conciliate and
reconcile rather than exploit political differences. 1422

Previous studies of Douglas as premier and his involvement in the
Queensland parliamentary process have overlooked just how
unorthodox his leadership style was. He failed to attack his political
opponents at every opportunity and gave them many opportunities to
succeed. Two examples illustrate this unorthodoxy. In
Maryborough, in March 1878, Douglas was urged to conserve the
colony’s timber resources by imposing an export duty levy on log
cedar. Despite this being a measure he himself had advocated
some three years earlier when chairing a select committee on forest
conservancy, Douglas informed the deputation that the government
was too busy to respond to this issue and suggested that if he
initiated a private members Bill, then the government would support
it. 1423
This was not an isolated example. In June that same year, the
opposition demanded that the government introduce a volunteer
defence bill, spurred on by concerns amongst the electorate over the
1422

Mason, pp. 162-63
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threat of war with Russia. 1424 Douglas, having made no provision for
such a bill, invited Palmer to introduce it, promising the government’s
support! 1425 The bill was duly introduced by the opposition,
supported by the government, and assented to on 27 August
1878. 1426 These actions, coupled with McIlwraith’s audacious
attempt to wrest control of the government’s public works program,
was proof to many in the electorate that the Douglas ministry was
losing control of its political program. As the Telegraph newspaper
caustically remarked, “The Liberal ministry is merely a contrivance
for giving to the opposition all they want without any
responsibility.” 1427 The Brisbane Courier, as usual, emphasised the
benefits of this approach:
The opposition leaders have been allowed to shape the
legislation of the colony, but they have not been
permitted to grasp the reins of power. 1428

The scandal surrounding Douglas’s marriage, while not central to his
demise, undoubtedly offended sections of the electorate. As
Buzacott noted, “the premier committed an indiscretion which,

1423
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Congress of Berlin.
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although credible to his conscientiousness, gave the finishing touch
to the life of the ministry,” 1429 while another observer believed that
his actions “played into the hands of the illiterate, scurrilous and
unscrupulous canaille.” 1430
Despite losing power, Douglas had achieved much during his time
as premier. Although he was the dominant figure in the Thorn
ministry, his ministry was no mere continuation, because Douglas
provided a new emphasis and direction to liberal policies. He had
halted Chinese migration to Queensland and curbed the worst
excesses associated with Pacific Islander immigration, issues that
the Thorn ministry had been unable to resolve. 1431 The Douglas
ministry also brought a new vitality to parliament, with some 40 Bills
introduced in the first session alone. 1432 Legislative achievements
included enactment of the Railway Reserves Bill, the Local
Government Bill, the Government Loan Bill and an Electoral Districts
Bill. 1433
While Douglas’s legislative program was productive, his control of
his party, and ultimately of government, was not. He was unable to
convince the electorate that he was, in the immortal words of Sir
1429

Papers of R. B. Joyce (1924-1984.) National Library of Australia, MS 7691, Box 105,

Chapter 5, p. 300
1430
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Henry Parkes, “the man for the hour.” 1434 Douglas paid the ultimate
price for putting principle before politics, duty ahead of ambition, and
fair play instead of ruthlessness. He was a gentleman politician who
played by the rules, while others played to win. An average premier,
he would have made an outstanding governor. Relieved of the
premiership by Griffith and McIlwraith, the circumstances of his
marriage would forever deny him a governorship.

1434

Loveday (1966), p. v
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Chapter 15: Life after the Premiership, 1879-85
This chapter explores the six years of Douglas’s life after he lost the
premiership in January 1879. It concerns his time in parliament on
the backbench, the frustrations he experienced there, and his
subsequent retirement from parliamentary life in November 1880.
His career as a journalist and his unsuccessful attempt to re-enter
the parliamentary arena are also examined. In many ways this
period (1879-85), during which three of his four children were born,
was an interregnum between his life as a politician, which spanned
22 years (1858-80), and his future life as an administrator, which
would cover almost 20 (1885-1904.)
While gradually drifting out of political life as a participant, Douglas
continued to be involved as a commentator and interested bystander
in the political affairs of the colony. He saw first hand the rivalry for
the premiership between Griffith and McIlwraith, and the reshaping
of Queensland colonial politics through the formation of organised
political factions under Griffith and McIlwraith. By 1879, the
Queensland political scene had changed and Douglas was only able
to report on it while others shaped it.

President of the legislative council
Parliament was prorogued on 22 January 1879 - the day after
McIlwraith was installed as premier - to allow time for his ministry to
contest by-elections. During the recess, on 23 March 1879, the
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president of the legislative council, Sir Maurice Charles O’Connell,
who had held the post since August 1860, died. 1435 In replacing him,
it was important that the ‘right’ person be appointed, for in the
absence or death of the governor, they would assume those duties.
The Telegraph paper suggested that Douglas would be a suitable
choice: “The colony at large would have gladly seen Mr. Douglas in
the presidential chair; the post is one for which he is eminently
fitted.” 1436
Unfortunately, for Douglas, two factors were against him. The first
was that the Liberals were in opposition, and, as the paper glumly
observed, it would be “Too much to expect a political party to display
such a refinement of Christian spirit as to hand over its first plum to a
political opponent.” 1437
Despite this, any decision by McIlwraith and his ministry not to
recommend Douglas would have been a difficult one, because if
Douglas were selected then McIlwraith would have “gracefully
disposed of one of the ablest of the opposition and a formidable
adversary.” 1438
The second factor was equally insurmountable and concerned the
unsuitability of Douglas’s wife. As the Colonial Office assistant
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1436

The Telegraph, 29 March 1879

1437

Ibid.

1438

Toowoomba Chronicle, 1 April 1879; Darling Downs Gazette, 1 April 1879

403

under-secretary, John Bramston, remarked to Governor Kennedy:
I see that Mr. Douglas is mentioned in the slips, but his
appointment would for social reasons have been a
serious mistake. 1439

The position went to Joshua Peter Bell, a squatter and the member
for Northern Downs, in a decision that met with general approval. 1440
Less than a year later he spent eight months as the administrator of
Queensland. 1441
When parliament reconvened, Douglas announced his retirement as
leader of the opposition and Griffith succeeded him. 1442 However,
the reality was somewhat different, for at a meeting of the members
of the opposition, 1443 Douglas had voluntarily resigned rather than be
summarily deposed. 1444 The Brisbane Courier lamented Douglas’s
departure as leader of the opposition, 1445 but William Coote, writing
in the Week, believed that Griffith was the right choice - a younger
man, with a clear head, a cool cautious temperament, and more
energy. As for Douglas, Coote noted that he was:
Scarcely the man to be the successful leader of a
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turbulent political party in a parliament where personal
feeling as well as party spirit runs high. 1446

Douglas was too principled and even-handed to be a successful
factional leader and lacked the necessary ambition and ruthlessness
to counter McIlwraith, traits Griffith had in abundance. Douglas,
relieved of the leadership, thereafter exercised in parliament a
“liberty of action and freedom of expression and opinion” free of
factional constraints. 1447
Douglas now acted as an ‘independent Liberal’ and expressed his
own thoughts and opinions while acting in the best interests of
Queensland. He was never a strong supporter of political factions,
considering it undesirable for parliament to “absolutely divide into
two hostile camps.” 1448

‘Steel rails’ controversy
The colony soon found out just how independent an ‘independent
Liberal’ was. It concerned the ‘steel rails’ petition of William
Hemmant, a former colonial treasurer and prominent merchant now
resident in London. Samuel Griffith presented it in parliament on 6
July 1880. 1449
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This petition, relating to the purchase and delivery of railway lines to
Queensland, generated immense controversy and intrigue
throughout the colony. In January 1880 the Queensland
government had invited tenders for 15,000 tons of steel rails, with
the Haslam Engineering Company obtaining the contract at £9 18s
6d per ton. William Henry Ashwell, executive engineer to the
Queensland government, was a shareholder in this company, and
McIlwraith had travelled to London specifically to negotiate the
contract. Two of the largest manufacturing firms had not been asked
to tender, one of whom was manufacturing the same rails at £6 per
ton. It was further alleged that the Haslam Engineering Company
were not rail makers, and were obtaining the rails elsewhere at £8
per ton. 1450
Tenders were also invited for the conveyance of the rails to the
colony on the condition that tenders would only be accepted if they
were for “full ships direct.” 1451 This was an unusual stipulation, for it
was well-known that ships carrying other cargo, in addition to rails,
would have quoted a lower price. The successful tenderer was

Recently Entered in England for the Purchase of Steel Rails for the Queensland
Government, and Praying Inquiry.” (Queensland Votes and Proceedings, vol 1, 1880, p.
405.) The original correspondence, (Hemmant to Griffith 17 April 1880, pp. 184-98 & 30
April 1880, pp. 200-2,) is held in the Griffith Papers, Dixson Library, State Library of New
South Wales, MSQ 185.
1450
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Messrs. McIlwraith, McEachern and Co, a company owned by the
premier’s brother Andrew, one in which the premier was a
shareholder. It also had the contract for conveying immigrants to
Queensland. 1452 A further irregularity was that, despite the price
being negotiated on the condition that the ships only carried steel
rails and not any other cargo, this never happened. As well, there
was a serious conflict of interest because the premier, the colonial
secretary, Arthur Palmer, and Mr. Ashwell, were registered as joint
owners of shares in several of the vessels executing the contract,
including the Scottish Hero. 1453
Based on this information, William Miles, a member of the
opposition, had writs issued in the Supreme Court against McIlwraith
and Palmer, for “illegally holding their seats, they being registered
shareholders in vessels under contract to the Queensland
government for the conveyance of cargo.” If found guilty, the
penalty was £500 per day for anyone “proved to sit in the house after
he has entered into such a contract.” 1454
The allegations that McIlwraith and members of his ministry had
acted illegally and made enormous profits at the colony’s expense
led to bitter controversy that was exploited by the opposition for all it
1452
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was worth. 1455 A select committee was appointed to investigate the
alleged scandal, with the majority dismissing the allegations. 1456 The
opposition strenuously objected to these findings, the result of which
was a royal commission being established in London, 1457 where,
despite Griffith personally travelling to London during the
parliamentary recess and acting as honorary consul for Hemmant,
McIlwraith was exonerated. 1458
Douglas’s involvement in the scandal was through his membership
of the select committee, 1459 whose hearings were held in secret and
to which the press was not admitted. 1460 This course of events was
p. 494; Dignan, p. 96)
1455
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strongly opposed by Douglas, who believed that the deliberations of
select committees should be open to both the public and the press.
In his words, “if freedom of reporting was allowed in the house [then]
it should be in committees.” 1461
On 29 July 1880, he introduced a resolution in parliament to this
effect, but it was lost by 24 votes to 12. 1462
For most people this would have been the end of the matter, but not
Douglas. He believed that the public interest was paramount, and
therefore the public had a right to know the committee’s
deliberations. Accordingly, on 2 August 1880 he submitted, through
a letter to the Brisbane Courier, a transcript of the report of the
proceedings of the committee. 1463 This action contravened standing
order No. 161 and resulted in a breach of parliamentary privilege. 1464
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During a lengthy debate the following day, parliament deliberated on
the question of whether or not Douglas was guilty of contempt.
Douglas was prepared for this, for in his letter to the paper he had
averred that:
If its publication is a breach of privilege I accept the
consequences, and shall endeavour to maintain my
position thus asserted in the cause of truth and of honest
administration, which is now in grievous peril. 1465

And this he did, informing the parliament that:
It was preferable to break the standing orders of the
house itself rather than yield to what I believe to be a
course which might imperil the public interest. 1466

Despite a strong and spirited defence by Griffith and the rest of the
opposition, Douglas was found “guilty of contempt” for having
“wilfully disobeyed an order of this assembly.” 1467 The next day he
continued his defiant stance. While he conceded that he might have
broken the “doubtful interpretation” attached to the standing orders,
Douglas did not believe that he was guilty of contempt. 1468 Instead,
32, 1880, p. 268)
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he argued that “he had a right to do what he did: and on no other
grounds could he justify to his conscience the action he had
taken.” 1469
It was hardly surprising then, that, when asked by the speaker to
apologise for this breach of standing orders, he refused to do so. It
was Douglas at his most obstinate and independent. In many ways,
it was also Douglas at his best. He stood by his beliefs, no matter
how dire the consequences. It would have been a stirring sight to
see the patriarch of the parliament – for he was then its longest
serving member 1470 - defy the speaker and the house, once more
putting principle before politics. Nevertheless, while it may have
been noble it was also futile, because he was bound to fail.
Standing orders are employed by parliaments for sound reasons.
Without them, parliaments would descend into chaos, their
democratic values threatened.
This episode clearly demonstrated that the Queensland
parliamentary system as then constituted was unable to
accommodate adequately a principled politician such as Douglas.
He would have been the first to recognise this, and would also have
understood, and accepted, that the institution of parliament was
greater than any individual. As for his actions in this matter, Douglas
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considered that being censured by the parliament for breaching its
standing orders was sufficient punishment for his actions.
As he himself had observed in 1865 in parliament, when the member
for Mitchell, John Gore Jones, apologised to parliament after being
found in breach of parliamentary privilege for publishing a stinging
attack on remarks made in parliament by a fellow member: 1471
Supposing that the honourable member for Mitchell did
add to this insult the further injury of refusing to admit
that he has been wrong, could we place ourselves in a
better position by sentencing him to a fine, or
imprisonment for a week or a fortnight, or anything of
that kind? Would that be a stronger condemnation than
what we have passed? The honourable member is not
punishable by this House by fine and imprisonment, if he
is not punished now. He is, and I trust deservedly,
punished by the censure the House have passed on
him. 1472

It would have come as a shock then, when the premier moved a
motion that Douglas “Be committed into the custody of the sergeantat-arms for removal from the house.” 1473
An active and animated debate followed, 1474 with Griffith spiritedly,
1471
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eloquently and passionately defending Douglas, and with the
attorney general, Henry Rogers Beor, expressing the view that
Douglas could not be punished because “the fault was committed
outside the house.” 1475 Accordingly, McIlwraith had no choice but to
withdraw his motion and Douglas survived to fight another day. 1476
While the Brisbane Courier portrayed Douglas’s actions as a victory
for freedom and for the right to have open select committee
enquiries, 1477 to all extents and purposes this event signalled the end
of Douglas’s political career, although he still contributed to the
parliament, for example calling for a royal commission to investigate
the conduct of the native police towards Aborigines. 1478 The
parliamentary session ended soon afterwards, concluding what had
been “a very angry and personal session.” 1479

Resignation from parliament
Douglas abruptly resigned his parliamentary seat the following week,
1475
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after having represented Maryborough for five and a half years. 1480
So abrupt was his resignation that he apparently did not even bother
to inform the leader of his faction, Samuel Griffith. 1481 Never again
would he sit in parliament, although he would attempt once more, in
1883, to gain a seat in the legislative assembly. The Brisbane
Courier was disappointed to see him go, noting that the opposition:
will be considerably weakened, as he was an able and
polished speaker, and always commanded the attention
and respect of the house. 1482

Other papers expressed similar sentiments. The conservativeleaning Maryborough Chronicle, the voice of the local sugar planters,
sincerely regretted his “abrupt departure for a quieter sphere;” 1483
the Wide Bay & Burnett News noted the “honesty, independence
and ability” 1484 which he had brought to the position; while the Week
believed him to be “one of the very few public men in our midst
whose services the colony cannot afford to lose.” 1485
Regrettable though Douglas’s retirement was, to this paper it was
perfectly understandable. It is worth quoting its comments in full, for
they offer some understanding not only of the viciousness with which
politics was conducted in colonial Queensland during this period, but
1480
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the personal price Douglas paid in participating in them:
Some people are rather surprised that Douglas has cut
his connection with politics, but I cannot conscientiously
say that I am. A man of education and refinement who
has been accustomed to associate with gentlemen
among whom the ordinary courtesies of civilised life are
rigidly observed, soon begins to feel lonely when he gets
among men who scorn to be bound to the observance of
any such rules towards those who presume to differ from
them in opinion. A man who retains any vestige of selfrespect, and who values his character, will naturally
enough, shrink from placing himself in any position in
which a deliberate and persistent attempt is made to
destroy both by low coarse insults and foul abuse, and
when it is levelled at him through his family, as has been
the case with Mr. Douglas, it is less endurable than ever.
To be sure “Hansard” has not reported the worst of
these insults, but they have been indulged in night after
night and week after week with wonderful persistence,
nevertheless. No, I am not a bit surprised that Douglas
has come to the conclusion that he has had enough for
the present. 1486

A career in journalism
Around 1880 Douglas and his family moved to Clayton in
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Toowong, 1487 before moving to Wickham Terrace around 1882. 1488
By April 1883, they had purchased a house in the Brisbane coastal
suburb of Sandgate. 1489 His second son, Henry Alexander, named
after Douglas’ father, was born on 8 April 1879. Hugh Maxwell was
born on 21 May 1881, followed by Robert Johnstone on 13 April
1883. Douglas needed a regular income to support his family,
because he had not drawn a salary since losing the premiership. He
became a leader writer for the Brisbane Courier and the
Queenslander

1490

from 1881 to 1885, and was the Brisbane

correspondent for the Sydney based Town and Country Journal from
November 1879 to December 1883. 1491 Spencer Browne, a
journalist who worked alongside Douglas, noted that:
his work was bright and scholarly, as became a Rugby
boy and a university man; there was the keen inside
knowledge of one who had so lately been at the head of
the government, and there was a splendid breadth of
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treatment. 1492

Douglas, for his part, enjoyed the work, reflecting that:
writing for the press made me at one time, and gave me
a confidence and a mastery of subjects which, I should
never have attained without it. When I proved that I
could write and write so as to influence people I felt
stronger in every way. 1493

Contesting a parliamentary seat
Douglas had successfully made the transition from politician to
journalist. While he enjoyed the work, he clearly missed his old
vocation. In May 1882, a political opportunity presented itself with a
by-election called for the Brisbane seat of Bulimba. Douglas was
requested by “some influential gentlemen” to stand for the seat once
the by-election was declared, but unsure whether or not he had
sufficient support, published a lengthy advertisement in both the
Brisbane Courier and the Queensland Punch obliquely canvassing
the electorate. 1494 In this unusual communication he reiterated his
achievements in the political arena, offered a manifesto of what was
still required, and indicated that if elected he could work with the
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Liberals, but as an advisor rather than a member. 1495
Douglas was diffident in the extreme in this tortuous call for electoral
support:
I do not seek for the responsibility of a seat in
parliament, and yet I am presumptuous enough to
believe that I might be of some service in assisting to
formulate the principles upon which we ought to be
governed. 1496

The Queensland Punch was unimpressed with Douglas’s attitude,
likening it to:
an unmarried lady who, while too maidenly to propose
on her own account, has yet no objection to let it be
known that she is willing to be asked. 1497

The necessary support did not eventuate, and Douglas therefore
decided not to nominate. 1498
The following year (1883) saw a general election and this time
Douglas, as a former career politician, was unable to resist. The
election was called following McIlwraith’s inability to gain support for
a transcontinental railway funded through land grants, a policy
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Douglas enthusiastically supported.

1499

It was widely expected that

Griffith and the liberal faction would easily win the general
election, 1500 as they would be aided by disaffection in the
ministerialist ranks over the transcontinental railway, economic
contradictions in government policy, and the push in the north of the
colony for regional separatism. 1501 The election itself was fought
predominantly over the issue of Pacific Islander labour, and
McIlwraith and his faction were, as expected, buried under a Griffith
liberal avalanche. 1502
Douglas chose to stand as an independent, a fatal mistake in an era
increasingly dominated by ruthless, political factional groupings.
Although still widely admired by the electorate for his honesty and
integrity and still able to draw large and enthusiastic crowds to his
campaign speeches, his attempt to secure a parliamentary seat was
now peripheral to the general election outcome and the voters
reacted accordingly. 1503 Nevertheless, Griffith and his faction were
to find out how just how much pain a dogged, independently minded
1499
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former liberal premier could cause them.
Before the writs for the new general election were announced,
Douglas wrote to Griffith announcing that he would be standing
against him, as an independent for the latter’s seat of North
Brisbane, the “premier electorate of the colony.” 1504 In reply, Griffith
expressed his regret at Douglas’s proposed course of action, and
intimated that if Douglas successfully contested another seat then he
would be offered the speakership. 1505
It is difficult to understand why Douglas did not accept this offer if he
was serious about resuming his parliamentary career. The liberals
were almost certain to be elected, and had Douglas aligned himself
with them then a safe seat would have been found and the
considerable resources of the liberal faction put at his disposal.
There was also the lure of drawing the speaker’s salary, this in an
era when backbenchers received no payment. 1506
However, because Douglas was actuated by loftier motives than
personal aggrandisement, he declined the offer. 1507 His opinions on
August 1883, p. 4)
1504
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the Liberal faction were made public when he used his election
notice to warn voters that “the inevitable result, if Mr. Griffith
succeeds at the polls, must be utter rout to the really progressive
party. I claim to speak for that party.” 1508
On a more practical note, Douglas also had irreconcilable
differences with Griffith over land-grant railways. Griffith opposed
them, whereas Douglas had passionately supported them. 1509 In
1878, when premier, he had successfully piloted the Railway
Reserves Bill, based on land-grant principles, through the
parliament. Now he was again advocating them, this time as the
central plank of his election manifesto. Douglas saw land-grant
railways as a land issue, a way to break down existing land
monopolies. 1510
This support for land-grant railways appeared to align him with

359-62. Dixson Library, State Library of NSW.) Others considered Griffith’s offer to be a
bribe. (“The Douglas-Griffith Controversy.” Darling Downs Gazette and General Advertiser,
12 September 1883.) As for the loftier motives, Spencer Browne observed of Douglas: “he
was always more concerned in the welfare of the country than in small party advantage.”
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McIlwraith, because he and the current premier were in complete
agreement on the necessity for large railway schemes financed
through land grants. 1511 McIlwraith wanted to build a
transcontinental railway from Brisbane to the Gulf of Carpentaria
financed through land-grant sales. 1512 However, his supporters
quickly let it be known that Douglas would not be welcome as their
candidate, because he had refused to pledge himself not to vote
against them in any want-of-confidence motions. 1513
Douglas’s employer, the Brisbane Courier, enthusiastically
supported his candidacy, maintaining there was a need:
for a real Liberal party: one not composed of mere
political nonentities, but of men who can be of
assistance to their leader in debate, and whose wise
counsels he dare not reject. 1514

Despite the paper extolling Douglas as a candidate who is “now in
the very ripeness of intellectual maturity, and yet is troubled with no
diminution of vigour,” the liberal faction and its supporters
considered Douglas a ‘turncoat,’ 1515 while others were simply
1511
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confused. As William Hemmant wrote to Griffith from London on 19
October 1883, “Whatever can have induced John Douglas to act as
he has done? I thought he was driven from parliament by the low
Blackguardism of the supporters of McIlwraith, and now he comes to
their rescue.” 1516
In his speech to the electorate Douglas defended his decision to
stand in North Brisbane, expressed admiration for Griffith, supported
McIlwraith’s push for land-grant railways, and called for the current
balance between European and non-white labour in the colony to be
maintained through regulation, despite not being “prejudiced against
any man, white or black.” 1517 As far as Douglas was concerned, the
principle of nationality could not be tampered with, and he saw no
contradiction in being a humanitarian and yet at the same time
restricting entry to the colony on the grounds of race or colour.
On 8 August 1883, an article appeared in the Sydney Morning
Herald, where its Brisbane correspondent, Frederick Thomas
Brentnall, criticised Douglas’s decision to contest the election,
ridiculed his election manifesto, and, in dismissing his chances,
revealed information that could only have been obtained through
Griffith supplying Brentnall with the contents of Douglas’s recent
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letter. 1518 Douglas was incensed at the leaking of what he
considered “a private and personal communication,” wrote to Griffith
accordingly and concluded with the ominous warning: “As I feel that
confidence has not been kept with me, I reserve to myself the right
of publishing if necessary.” 1519
Although Griffith did eventually apologise, by then Douglas had
imprudently admitted the existence of the correspondence to Bobby
Byrne, who promptly demanded through his paper, Queensland
Figaro, that Griffith confirm or deny whether Douglas had been
offered the speakership. 1520 Griffith replied that:
the statement is a deliberate falsehood. It must have
been imagined. 1521

This emphatic denial by Griffith forced Douglas to release the
relevant correspondence, 1522 humiliating Griffith and forcing him to
back down publicly. 1523 As one paper accurately summed up the
disagreement between Douglas and Griffith:
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The former has always been looked upon as a
gentleman, and a man of truth. The latter seems to be in
danger of losing both reputations. 1524

Griffith was furious, coldly “wishing Mr. Douglas joy of his new allies
and associates.” 1525 Nevertheless, however embarrassing and
demeaning this episode may have been for Griffith, he was never in
any danger of losing his seat. 1526 North Brisbane sent two
representatives to parliament, and the real contest was for the
second position. Douglas, campaigning as an independent, had little
chance against the second liberal faction candidate and sitting
member, William Brookes. He had indicated in his public meetings
that he could not support either faction, 1527 so what was the point of
voting for him? Douglas himself recognised this dilemma, but
believed there was no other option open to him:
He had such confidence in what he felt to be right that
he should despise himself if he did not take that
independent course. 1528

As the anonymous Brisbane correspondent for the Sydney Town
and Country Journal, Douglas had the rare luxury of commenting on
own his candidacy! Again, he appears to have recognised the
hopelessness of his position:
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As a Liberal, and that he really is, Mr. Douglas would
have come in easily enough, but he does not choose, it
appears, to be regarded as a Liberal of the recognised
pattern at present in fashion, so he stands a good
chance of being defeated. 1529

Douglas, as he himself predicted, was soundly defeated, polling 640
votes while Griffith received 1,118 and Brookes 972. 1530 His
supporters were in no doubt as to why he had lost:
Against him were arranged the strong party feelings of
the more unintelligent voters, the whole influence of Mr.
Griffith – who asked for his defeat as a personal favour
from the constituency – and all the electioneering
devices which a liberal expenditure of money could
procure. 1531

However, an interjector in the crowd at the declaration of the poll
best summed up the sorry saga: “You should have stuck to your old
friends, John.” 1532
Why did Douglas stand against Griffith in North Brisbane? After all,
they were both liberals, and Griffith had been his deputy when he
was premier. Was it revenge for Griffith’s disloyalty in the 1878
election? If so, it would have been out of character for Douglas, as
there is no evidence elsewhere that he harboured deep-seated
1528
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grudges. Douglas played his politics fairly, and this occasion was no
different. The North Brisbane seat returned two candidates to the
parliament so Douglas could have justified his actions by explaining
that both of them could be returned. If he did believe this then he
displayed a remarkable naivety, for everyone else would have seen
it as a direct challenge to Griffith. Whatever his motives, the fracas
over the speakership would have afforded Douglas a certain
satisfaction, even if it did Griffith and his faction little good. This
incident illustrates how fortuitous it was that Douglas was
unsuccessful in obtaining a seat at this time. The political
environment in 1880s was markedly different to that in the 1860s
and 1870s. Politics and the political process in the colony had
changed. Factional men beholden to political groupings had
replaced independent men with short-lived shifting allegiances.
There was now simply no room for a maverick such as Douglas, and
even though he did not realise this, the electorate did and voted
accordingly.
Although Douglas lost in his bid to win a seat in North Brisbane, he,
supremely confident in his abilities, craved another opportunity to
convince an electorate of his value. The elections were held over a
10 week period, 1533 and he, after being persuaded to stand
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elsewhere, 1534 nominated for the Darling Downs seat of Drayton and
Toowoomba 1535 against the sitting members, William Henry Groom
and Robert Aland, both members of the liberal faction. Griffith
quickly travelled to Toowoomba to lend support to his colleagues’
campaigns, 1536 while Douglas arrived shortly afterwards. 1537
Douglas launched into an energetic campaign and addressed
several meetings in the district where he espoused the same views
as when he had campaigned in North Brisbane, and, mindful of the
significant Germanic population residing in the electorate,
championed his role in bringing German migrants to the colony. 1538
Nevertheless, Douglas’s cause was hopeless, and he knew it.
Again, he permitted himself the luxury of reflecting on his campaign
for the benefit of the Town and Country Journal readers:
[Douglas] with a pertinacity which is almost
incomprehensible, still sticks to the land grant railway
projects as a sufficient solution for everything… people
regard his opinions on this subject as a sort of craze, but
Mr. Douglas, with a kind of quixotic obstinacy, still sticks

1534
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to his universal remedy which some one told him the
other day he regarded as a kind of political hop
bitters. 1539

On polling day, Douglas again lost heavily. 1540 It was the last time
he contested an election. In his words, his candidacy “had been a
demonstration, and perhaps not much more.” 1541 A man as
principled as himself was now an anachronism in a new political age
when strong leaders enforced loyalty through the factional machine.
It is doubtful that Douglas saw it this way, for if he did, he would not
have stood for parliament. Nevertheless, whatever the reasons for
his defeat, he understood well enough the consequences. Forlornly
reflecting on his defeat, Douglas solemnly informed his Town and
Country Journal readership: “It is thus that our great ones
perish.” 1542
With politics now closed to him, Douglas sought other avenues of
employment. The Queensland civil service was one option, but the
very idea was anathema. 1543 A man used to leading and governing,
one who made the rules and interpreted them, he did not follow
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them. As a former premier, he perceived working for the
government in a lowly civil service capacity to be degrading and
humiliating, and injurious to his honour and reputation. Douglas may
have believed in service and duty, but it had to be at the appropriate
level. None of the other Queensland premiers had worked in the
colony’s public service following their premierships - and neither
would he.

New Guinea
However, a colonial governor or administrator position was a
perfectly acceptable form of employment, one eminently suited to his
talents, abilities and standing in society. As explained below, such
an opportunity - administering New Guinea - was in the offing.
Douglas, along with many other prominent Australians, had long had
an interest in this large island to their north. 1544 In 1875, he urged
the Queensland parliament to annex New Guinea, 1545 and, shortly
after becoming premier, wrote to both the Queensland governor and
the New South Wales premier seeking their support for Britain to
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annex the coast of New Guinea not already claimed by the Dutch, as
well as those islands in the Torres Straits not already part of
Queensland. 1546 As the premier visiting Thursday Island, in
November 1877, Douglas instructed the police magistrate, Henry
Chester, to travel to the New Guinea coast and report to him, 1547 and
he also appointed William Bairstow Ingham as a government agent
of the colony and gold fields warden in New Guinea. 1548 Britain,
however, was lukewarm to any annexation, sceptical of the claim
that other foreign powers were interested in the island, but it did
appoint a high commissioner for the Western Pacific, 1549 while the
northern and eastern islands in the Torres Straits were subsequently
incorporated into Queensland. 1550

1546

John Douglas to the Colonial Secretary, NSW, 28 April 1877. “A Circular ‘Secret’

Despatch Relative to the Annexation of New Guinea.” Queensland State Archives, COL/1
(Colonial Secretary's Office); John Douglas to Arthur Kennedy, 29 April 1877. Queensland
State Archives, COL/1(Colonial Secretary's Office.) Also reproduced in: The Torres Strait
Boundary Report by the Sub Committee on Territorial Boundaries of the Joint Committee on
Foreign Affairs and Defence. Volume Ii. Appendix Ix to the Report, Historical Documents
Relating to the Maritime Boundary of Queensland. Canberra, Government Printer, 1976,
pp. 139-141; Mullins (1994), p. 141
1547

Henry Marjoribanks Chester. Narrative of Expeditions to New Guinea, in a Series of

Letters Addressed to … the Colonial Secretary. Brisbane, Government Printer, 1878
1548

John Douglas to W. B. Ingham, 1 June 1878. Queensland State Archives, A/71730;

Geoffrey Bolton. A Thousand Miles Away: A History of North Queensland to 1920.
Canberra, Australian National University Press, p. 141; Clive Moore. “Queensland’s
Annexation of New Guinea in 1883.” Royal Historical Society of Queensland Journal, vol 12
no 1, 1984, p. 35. The gold field was at Laloki.
1549

Paul W van der Veur. Search for New Guinea’s Boundaries: From Torres Strait to the

Pacific. Canberra, Australian National University Press, 1966, p. 15
1550

Douglas (1884), p. 859. The relevant correspondence is reproduced throughout the

Torres Strait Boundary Report by the Sub Committee on Territorial Boundaries of the Joint
Committee on Foreign Affairs and Defence. Volume II. Appendix IX to the Report,

431

Douglas’s successor, Thomas McIlwraith, held similar views to
Douglas. On 24 February 1883, he dispatched a cable to London
instructing his agent-general to urge Lord Derby, the British colonial
secretary, to “annex New Guinea to Queensland.” 1551 Without
waiting for a reply, McIlwraith then instructed Henry Chester to sail
from Thursday Island to New Guinea to annex the eastern portion of
New Guinea. 1552 On 4 April 1883 Chester duly raised the British flag
in Port Moresby and formally annexed eastern New Guinea to
Queensland. 1553
The reason given by McIlwraith for this decision was that he feared
Germany was preparing to annex the island. 1554 Another, unstated
reason was the desire to recruit New Guineans for the Queensland
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labour trade. 1555 As the Queensland governor later informed the
Colonial Office in a confidential memorandum:
It is useless to disguise from ourselves the fact that in
Australia the black races are regarded much in the same
light as the African Negroes were regarded by the
Jamaica planters a hundred years ago; and not much
doubt is entertained by those who know most about the
matter that the annexation of New Guinea was intended
to supply black labour for the sugar planters. 1556

This unauthorised annexation of New Guinea was enthusiastically
supported by the various Australian colonies, 1557 but the British took
a very different position, ostensibly disallowing the annexation
because it would not be regarded as a friendly act by rival
powers. 1558 Moreover, they were alarmed by what had taken place,
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considering it, “very cocky” and the actions of a “cheeky young
colony.” 1559
The official British position was not supported by the majority of its
own citizens. 1560 It was also resented by many in Australia, 1561
leading McIlwraith to call for the establishment of the first Australian
Intercolonial Convention 1562 held in Sydney in November and
December 1883. 1563 This inaugural convention, with the new
premier, Griffith, as the Queensland representative following a
change of government in this colony, strongly endorsed McIlwraith’s
action and urged the British government to act immediately to make
New Guinea part of the British Empire. 1564 It was now increasingly
evident that Britain would formally have to intervene in New Guinea
on behalf of Queensland and the other Australasian colonies, one

entrusted with such an onerous responsibility. (Alexander C. V. Melbourne. “The Relations
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way or another. 1565 Douglas perceived a potential employment
opportunity and decided to travel to England to advance personally
his claims for any position created to administer the island.

Visit to England
Douglas sailed to England on 22 February 1884. 1566 It was 13 years
since he had last been in the mother country, and he spent time with
family and friends in England and Scotland. However, the primary
purpose of this visit was to secure a paid position, specifically
heading up any proposed New Guinea administration.
Griffith would have been pleased to have Douglas as far away as
possible after the embarrassment the latter caused him in the 1883
election. He therefore strongly supported Douglas’s attempts to gain
an administrative position and instructed his agent-general in
London to lobby Earl Derby, secretary of state for the colonies, on
Douglas’s behalf. 1567 However, Griffith’s support of Douglas was
more than simply a desire to have him far enough away to do no
1565

As the Queensland agent-general informed his premier, following the annexation, “I saw

Herbert [Colonial Office] before the news became public. I told him that we should take
New Guinea. He said I believe you will. Did not either seem much concerned about it. I
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April 1883. McIlwraith / Palmer Papers. John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland,
OM 64-19/158)
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political harm to himself or his government. Griffith strongly opposed
any attempts by Queensland planters to “blackbird” New Guineans,
and knew that if Douglas was in charge of New Guinea he would
curb this odious practice. 1568
Douglas arrived in London in April 1884 and stayed with his cousin,
Helen Mackenzie. 1569 He wasted no time staking his claim for
employment, and met with the secretary of state for the colonies
early the following month. 1570 The Queensland government helped
where it could, with its agent-general, William Hemmant, calling on
Lord Derby and requesting that a suitable position be found for
Douglas. 1571 While the Colonial Office was sympathetic, there were
1884. Australian Joint Copying Project (AJCP), reel no 1938, CO 234/45, folio 461
1568

Although the desire for New Guinea labour was only one of McIlwraith’s reasons for
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opposing it. For a detailed account of the New Guinea labour trade, and Griffith’s ultimately
successful attempts to curb it, see Edward Wybergh Docker. The Blackbirders: The
Recruiting of South Seas Labour for Queensland, 1863-1907. Sydney, Angus and
Robertson, 1970, pp. 169-226 & Trainor, pp. 41-44. Douglas was appalled by this labour
trade, and wanted it stopped. (Douglas to F. W. Chesson, [Secretary, Aborigines Protection
Society, 1866-1888], 23 June 1884. Aborigines Protection Society. Australian Joint
Copying Project (AJCP), M2427, C133/19; Edward Henry Stanley, Earl of Derby (18261893.) Diary entry for Friday 2nd May 1884, Australian Joint Copying Project (AJCP), reel
no 1972)
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Australian Joint Copying Project (AJCP), M2428, C141/179. Helen Mackenzie (1819-1910)
lived at 12 Argyll Road, Kensington, London, and was Douglas’s second cousin once
removed. A noted author, her father was Admiral John Erskine Douglas, and her late
husband, who had died three years earlier, was Lieutenant-General Colin Mackenzie.
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concerns over Douglas’s age - he was now 56 - and the unsuitability
of his wife. As a Colonial Office official delicately put it:
Mr. Douglas is a man of ability and high character and
though he could not now take a junior subordinate
appointment, he would do well in many places as the
head of a department on temporary service. 1572

By May 1884, the British government had reluctantly agreed to
annex New Guinea, providing the Australasian colonies contributed
£15,000 to the cost of its establishment. 1573 In July 1884, the
Australasian colonial governments informed the Colonial Office that
the money would be forthcoming, 1574 leaving Gladstone, the British
prime minister, to announce the establishment of the
protectorate, 1575 and it was formally proclaimed by Commodore
James Elphinstone Erskine, of H.M.S. Nelson, at Port Moresby, on 6
November 1884. 1576

234/45
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Douglas continued to push his claims for the post of New Guinea
administrator, informing Griffith that:
I have some hopes of being appointed, though I hear
that General Scratchley is first favourite. 1577

Major-General Peter Henry Scratchley was a formidable rival for the
post. A soldier and military engineer, in 1878 he was appointed
commissioner of defences for the Australian colonies. Retiring from
active military service with the honorary rank of major general, he
returned to England in 1883 to consult the British War Office on a
general colonial defence plan. 1578 Unfortunately for Douglas,
Scratchley’s wife, Laura Lilias, was eminently presentable, being the
son of a ship’s captain and squatter, and sister to the noted author,
Thomas Alexander Browne. 1579
It therefore came as no surprise when Scratchley was appointed
special commissioner for the New Guinea protectorate. 1580 A deeply
Angus and Robertson, 1973, pp. 36-40
1577

John Douglas to Samuel Griffith, 14 August 1884. Griffith Papers. MSQ 186, pp. 14-

25. Dixson Library, State Library of NSW
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Melbourne, Melbourne University Press, 1976, pp. 98-99
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Ibid.; T. Inglis Moore. “Browne, Thomas Alexander.” Australian Dictionary of

Biography, vol 3. Melbourne, Melbourne University Press, 1969, pp. 267-69
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“Appointment of Major-General Scratchley as Special Commissioner for the New

Guinea Protectorate, and Request for Further Contributions from the Australasian Colonies
Towards the Maintenance of the Protectorate.” Queensland Legislative Council Journals,
1884, part one, p. 285. The original is to be found in, “Correspondence Re Annexation of
New Guinea.” Queensland State Archives, Col 2 (also numbered as PRV 7192.)
Scratchley’s appointment came into effect on 17 November 1884 and his salary was £2,500
per annum. (Great Britain. Parliament. Accounts and Papers, vol 10. Council Papers, vol
54, 1884-85, p. 297)
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disappointed Douglas, who had returned to London after visiting his
family in Scotland, 1581 sailed home empty-handed, arriving back in
Brisbane in early 1885. 1582
Having failed to secure employment administering New Guinea or
indeed any other colonial post, Douglas swallowed his pride and
sought Griffith’s assistance. He had a family to support and needed
a decent livelihood, one more secure than “the uncaring and
uncertain nature of literature and the press.” 1583 Two days after
returning to the colony, he asked Griffith to secure him a position. 1584
It was only 18 months since Douglas had campaigned against
Griffith for the seat of Bulimba, and the embarrassment and pain he
had then caused Griffith still rankled. Securing paid employment for
Douglas, preferably as far away from Brisbane as possible, would
help distance him from the political life of the capital, and make him
less of a danger to Griffith and his faction come the next election.

Torres Strait appointment
The settlement of Thursday Island in the Torres Strait was
established in 1877 as a port to cater for the increasing number of
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John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 5 August 1887. Douglas Papers. John Oxley

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/4/6
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“Shipping.” Brisbane Courier, 13 February 1885, p. 4
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96. Dixson Library, State Library of NSW
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Ibid.
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steamships on the expanding Queensland overseas mail routes. 1585
The new settlement grew slowly but steadily in size and importance.
The police magistrate at Thursday Island was the autocratic Henry
Chester. Appointed in 1877, he had regularised the administration
of the fisheries in the region was therefore roundly disliked by many
pearl-shellers in Torres Strait for ruling over the island “like a king,”
failing to keep the peace between the white pearl-shellers and their
coloured employees, and allegedly slandering the residents at every
opportunity. 1586 It was feared that there would be riots on the island
if the situation was not remedied, and a petition to this effect was
sent by the pearl-shellers to the government, requesting Chester’s
removal from the island. 1587
Replacing Chester with Douglas was a neat solution to two
problems. Douglas could be trusted to restore peace to the region,
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and Thursday Island was so remote that he would pose no threat to
Griffith at subsequent elections. However, Douglas, as a former
premier of Queensland, could not possibly be appointed to the lowly
position of police magistrate with its meagre salary of £450 per
annum. 1588 The solution was to create the position of government
resident of Thursday Island with a salary of £700 per annum, as well
as a special allowance of £200 per annum and furnished quarters
valued at £150 per annum. 1589 It was only the third time a
government resident post had been created in Queensland; the
previous two were abolished when Queensland became a separate
colony over 25 years earlier. 1590 Then the term had signified, in the
words of the New South Wales premier, Sir Henry Parkes, “a kind of
deputy governor,” with the earlier posts created because the
locations were geographically remote from the colony’s capital
city, 1591 conditions similar to those in Torres Strait.
On 13 April 1885 Douglas was appointed government resident and
police magistrate of Thursday Island. 1592 The appointment was
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welcomed by much of the press, which congratulated the
government for replacing Chester and recognising the increased
importance of Torres Strait, considered now to be “a great deal more
than an outlying bit of Queensland,” as well as being the gateway to
New Guinea. 1593 However, the Brisbane newspaper The Figaro saw
Douglas’s appointment for what it really was, an “honorable
exile.” 1594 To the paper, Douglas’s departure from Brisbane was a
tragedy, for none “can surpass the honorable gentleman who is now
so quietly put aside. In the estimation of the Queensland public he is
still a very leading man.” 1595
Douglas himself was ambivalent, despite admitting that he “should
like the post very well.” 1596 After all, a reasonable and regular
income was what he needed; the region was a place of “increasing
importance;” and when visiting the island in 1877 he had thoroughly
enjoyed the beautiful scenery. 1597 Nevertheless, Douglas knew that
it was not a suitable location for his young family and would have
preferred a post in Brisbane so that it could remain together.
However, this was the only position ‘on offer’, and therefore, as he
Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/5 (G.) Douglas was entrusted with the
following powers: “General control and supervision of the government departments and
officers – thereat, and in Torres Straits.”
1593
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remarked to his brother, Edward, “I do not grumble, though I think I
am fit for something better.” 1598
Once appointed, events moved quickly for Douglas. 10 days later,
on 23 April, he was on board the Alexandra en route to Thursday
Island. His family remained in Brisbane, 1599 while Douglas arrived at
his new home on 1 May 1885. 1600 His departure was so sudden that
there was not even time to organise formal farewells, his friends
having to do with saying goodbye at an “ordinary luncheon” at the
Johnsonian Club. 1601 The reason why Douglas departed Brisbane
so hurriedly is difficult to establish. Perhaps it had to do with
Chester, who after nearly eight years in the position was transferring
to Cairns, and with the need to resolve the festering problems and
complaints emanating from the district. 1602 However grave the
situation on the island actually was, Douglas appeared to defuse it,
1597

Ibid.

1598

Ibid.
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“Shipping.” Brisbane Courier, 24 April 1885, p. 4; “The Hon. John Douglas, C.M.G.”

The Week, 2 May 1885, p. 415
1600

“Queensland News.” Brisbane Courier, 6 May 1885, p. 5; Wanderer. “Thursday Island
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departure to Thursday Island was so sudden that he actually arrived in the region before Sir
Peter Scratchley, the new special administrator of New Guinea, despite the latter being
appointed to the post on 22 November 1884. Scratchley only arrived in Port Moresby on 28
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because the threatened riots never eventuated.

Thursday Island
In 1885, Thursday Island was a remote and sparsely populated
island, over 2,000 kilometres from Brisbane, and lacking many basic
amenities, not to mention the luxuries that a family of Douglas’s
standing were accustomed to in their Brisbane home. Nevertheless,
his family followed him to the island shortly after. What Sarah
thought of the conditions can only be imagined. The English travel
writer, Lady Brassey, who visited the island in August 1887, left a
vivid depiction of the tiny settlement:
The chief building material used in the settlement is
corrugated iron, embellished by verandas supported on
wooden posts and nattily painted, making the little
dwellings both pretty and comfortable. The residency is
a larger bungalow on the top of a little hill, and half a
dozen fairly good houses cluster around it. There
comes a row of stores along the sea-face, and a few
more houses stand at the back. A soft sandy track runs
in front of the stores, but there are no roads, and
consequently no vehicles, and no draught beasts. There
is no communication, except from the visits of occasional
steamers, nor are any provisions available except
canned meats and fruits. The vegetables are grown by
the invaluable Chinese, on some of the islands opposite.

went.
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Even the water, of which the supply is scanty, is
condensed. The only servants available are people of
colour. The ladies have to do everything for
themselves. 1603

It was, as one long-time resident remarked, “a hard rough life” for all
who resided there. 1604 There was also the incessant wind. As Lady
Brassey observed:
The residency is a pleasant house, open to every breath
of wind that blows; of which, according to our experience
of these parts, there is plenty…it roars and whistles and
shakes the house like an incessant hurricane. 1605

Expedition to New Guinea
In July 1885, an Australian geographical party from Victoria, led by
Captain Henry Charles Everill and including the botanist William
Bauerlen aboard the Bonito, arrived at Thursday Island on its way to
New Guinea. Bauerlen dined several times with Douglas at the
residency and considered him “a fine thorough gentleman.” Douglas
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Longmans, 1889, p. 405. For further descriptions and illustrations of life on the island
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the Japanese.” Port Darwin, 5 June 1895. Dixson Library, State Library of New South
Wales, Ad 39.) Douglas bought three allotments of land at a Thursday Island government
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LAN AB/46, also on microfilm at Z1547)
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subsequently accompanied them on the trip to New Guinea,
travelling in a separate vessel with Samuel McFarlane in the London
Missionary Society yacht, Mary. It was his first trip there and Everill
named a bend in the Strickland River on the New Guinea mainland
the Douglas Bend, in his honour. 1606 On 23 July 1885, Douglas left
the group 1607 and returned to Thursday Island on the Queensland
government schooner, the Mavis, but the ship was wrecked on
Dungeness Reef in early August, and Douglas had to be rescued by
another vessel. 1608 The loss of the Mavis meant he was unable to
travel about the Torres Strait and henceforth was confined to
Thursday Island.
This was a serious setback to his administration of the islands.
Furthermore, Douglas enjoyed travelling and possessed a curious
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and enquiring mind. He wanted to acquaint himself personally with
the Torres Strait and its inhabitants; the grounding of the Mavis
denied him this opportunity. Douglas was always happiest when
travelling. Frequently living or working on the frontier, he was a man
of action who preferred to visit or explore rather than occupy a desk.
On his way to New Guinea Douglas had called in at Murray Island to
conclude a matter commenced by Chester. In 1882, the island had
been reserved by Queensland government proclamation for use by
Torres Strait Islanders, leading to the subsequent removal of a
number of South Sea Islanders already resident there. Despite this,
by 1885, 13 South Sea Islanders had again taken up residence and
the Murray Islander chief asked Chester to remove them. Chester
sought advice from Griffith, who agreed to their removal from the
island. 1609 Chester then drew up a notice giving the South Sea
Islanders 30 days notice to remove themselves. 1610 However, it fell
to Douglas to implement this and he arranged for their relocation to
Darnley Island. 1611 Douglas was impressed with the Murray
Islanders, believing they “deserve and are entitled to all their
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privileges as Queensland subjects.” 1612
In line with his liberal beliefs, Douglas also arranged for boats to be
presented to the chiefs of Darnley, Saibai, Stephens and Mabuiag
Islands to allow, in the words of his successor, Hugh Milman, under
whose rule the boats were delivered, “an opportunity or means to
work for themselves, and emulate or copy the white men.” 1613
In October 1885 Sarah Douglas fell seriously ill, an illness made
worse by the absence of a resident doctor on the island. 1614 Dr
Arthur Edward Salter was belatedly appointed as the health officer,
and sent to Thursday Island but, as there was no accommodation
available, he had to live with the Douglas family. 1615
Douglas’s first six months in the Torres Strait had been eventful,
especially Sarah’s illness. As he informed his brother Edward, “I
have had really hard times of it at home. Much trouble … I have had
a deal of worry” 1616
Fortunately, for him, things were looking “brighter now, brighter than
1612
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they have been for some time.” In this letter he scorned the
administration of nearby New Guinea:
New Guinea has been messed over. I could govern
New Guinea from here for one half the £15,000 which
the colonies allow to the Colonial Office for mismanaging
it. 1617

Unbeknown to Douglas, he soon had the opportunity to put his
theories into practice for, on 2 December 1885, the special
commissioner for New Guinea, Sir Peter Scratchley, succumbed to
malaria, dying at sea between Cooktown and Townsville. 1618
This chapter so far has traced Douglas’s life from the fall of his
premiership to his appointment as government resident on Thursday
Island to administer Torres Strait on behalf of the Queensland
government, his relocation to the island, his first six months there,
his travel to several Torres Strait islands, and the resolution of a
complex dispute on Murray Island. His transition from politician to
administrator was complete. Douglas had gained experience as a
journalist, now had four children, and had travelled back to the
country of his birth where he had the pleasure of being reunited with
family and friends. While living on Thursday Island was not his first
choice, his family had joined him, his boys were attending the newly
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established Thursday Island school, 1619 his wife’s health appeared to
be improving, and the Brisbane Week newspaper considered that
Douglas was administering the region well: “so far good has
followed the appointment.” 1620
Douglas was soon to be appointed to a new post, a post he had
previously unsuccessfully sought, that of administrator of New
Guinea. However, it was a position that contained more than its fair
share of challenges and privations, and he soon yearned for his
Thursday Island home, a home, an island, and a people that he had
quickly grown to love. 1621
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Douglas had chosen the site of the school during his 1877 visit. (Douglas (1900A), p.

11.) The school itself opened on 13 July 1885 with an enrolment of 23 children, 12 boys
and 11 girls. (Tenth Report of the Secretary for Public Instruction for the Year 1885.
Queensland Votes and Proceedings, vol 2, 1886, pp. 790-91)
1620

“The Year 1885.” The Week, 2 January 1886, p. 13

1621

“The Ministerial Northern Tour.” Queenslander, 22 May 1886, pp. 806-7

450

Chapter 16: New Guinea, 1886-88
This chapter explores Douglas’s career as an administrator in New
Guinea, including his appointment to the post, achievements while in
the position, and the influence he exerted on the protectorate’s
nascent administration. Douglas’s sparsely documented time in
New Guinea provides an insight into the establishment of a remote
colony cum protectorate. Also discussed are the hardships,
privations and dangers Douglas faced and his frequent trips away
from Port Moresby, the seat of his administration. Australian interest
in New Guinea and the establishment of the protectorate by Great
Britain over part of the island are not examined, having been
analysed in some detail in the previous chapter.

Appointing a special commissioner
Under Sir Peter Scratchley’s administration, the new British
protectorate of New Guinea had slowly begun to develop in 1885.
Despite being there for only 12 weeks in late 1885, Scratchley had
made an energetic start, undertaking a couple of trips into the
interior and along the coast. However, his premature death aboard
ship off the north Queensland coast meant that a successor had to
be appointed as a matter of urgency, so that the momentum would
continue, and the gains he made not be lost. Finding and appointing
a successor to Scratchley unleashed intense machinations and
manoeuvrings in Brisbane, with much of it ‘leaked’ to the press.
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There were two frontrunners for the post of administrator of British
New Guinea: Douglas and John Bates Thurston, deputy governor of
Fiji and consul-general for the Western Pacific. 1622 Despite lobbying
for the post in England the previous year, a more experienced
Douglas now expressed only a lukewarm interest in the position,
entertaining doubts as to New Guinea’s viability. “What we, or what
anybody else will be able to make out of New Guinea is another
question.” 1623
Thurston, who was keen to secure the promotion the post afforded,
had reservations of his own, considering the push by Queensland to
annex New Guinea as a case of “colonial jingoism.” 1624 While
supporting annexation, provided it occurred under the auspices of
England instead of Queensland, Thurston was almost contemptuous
of its inhabitants, dismissively declaring, “a governor, a judicial
officer, a chief of police and an expert hangman are all that is
necessary to start with.” 1625
During Scratchley’s administration, Douglas, owing to his residing so
close to New Guinea, had gradually been drawn into the affairs of
1622
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the protectorate. As early as June 1885, Scratchley had appointed
him to act on his behalf in the western district, 1626 and in October
1885 he appointed Douglas as government agent for the
protectorate “with the permission of the Queensland
Government.” 1627 Because Douglas lived in the region, Griffith and
the Queensland government considered him the obvious choice to
succeed Scratchley, but the Colonial Office and Victoria both
supported Thurston. 1628 Thurston had impressed the Colonial Office
when he had gone to England, in March 1885, as the British
Commissioner to the Anglo-German commission appointed for
discussing the question of land claims in Fiji and conflicting territorial
claims in the South Pacific. 1629 There was also the ongoing problem
for the Colonial Office of Douglas’s ‘unpresentable’ wife..1630
Meanwhile Thurston, as he confided to his family, was informally
approached by the Colonial Office: “H. M. Government desire to
1626
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confide that great mass of tropical savagery and malarial fever to my
keeping.” 1631
However, Griffith was determined that this time Douglas’s claims to
the position would prevail. He wanted Douglas to combine the two
posts and oversee New Guinea from his Thursday Island
headquarters. He also knew that with Douglas in charge, there
would be no trafficking of labour from New Guinea to Queensland,
and that Douglas would tenaciously use his considerable influence
to convince the other colonial premiers to fund their share of the cost
of maintaining the protectorate. The Brisbane Courier strongly
supported Griffith, explicitly endorsing Douglas’s claims in an
editorial only two days after Scratchley’s death. It also pertinently
noted, “our money will be saved and the work better done if a
colonist be employed.” 1632 In a hint of the fight to come, the paper
demanded that Australia, and not only the Colonial Office, should
have a say in the appointment. 1633
On 7 December 1885, only days after Scratchley’s death, Griffith
wrote to the Victorian and New South Wales premiers asking them
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to support Douglas’s candidature. Such support was quickly
forthcoming. 1634 Sir James Garrick, the Queensland agent-general
in London, was instructed by Griffith to advance Douglas’s claims
with the Colonial Office, and this he energetically did. 1635 Colonel
Frederick Stanley, the secretary of state for the colonies, was
extremely reluctant to consider Douglas for the post, for the same
reason that Douglas was not seriously considered for appointment
as special commissioner in the first place – namely that his wife was
unpresentable. Stanley convened a meeting of the Australian
agents general in London to discuss the matter, 1636 and Garrick
supported Douglas and most of the others, including R. Murray
Smith, the Victorian agent-general, supported Thurston. 1637
Sir James Service, the Victorian premier, then telegraphed his
agent-general instructing him to support Douglas. 1638 This
intervention by Service was crucial for Stanley then had to
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recommend Douglas to the British cabinet as the Australian colonies’
choice. 1639 However, Douglas would not be permanently appointed
to the post because of “private reasons,” a euphemism for his wife,
Sarah, being considered unpresentable. 1640 A compromise,
acceptable to the British cabinet was therefore reached whereby
Douglas was appointed in a temporary capacity, pending the
protectorate of New Guinea becoming a colony. 1641
Meanwhile, Douglas, who had become aware of efforts by Griffith to
secure the post on his behalf, informed him that he would not accept
the position unless New Guinea was “placed under the supervision
[of] either Queensland or federal Australia if necessary.” 1642 Given
Douglas’s previous propensity for unpredictability, both Griffith and
Garrick were understandably alarmed by this turn of events. Garrick
quickly negotiated with the Colonial Office for Douglas to take
instructions from the governor of Queensland, who would in turn
1639
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consult with his executive council. 1643
On 26 December 1885 Douglas was formally appointed “Her
Majesty’s Special Commissioner for the Protected Territory in New
Guinea” on a salary of £2,500 per annum 1644 and the title of ‘His
Excellency.” Douglas reluctantly accepted, spurred on by Griffith’s
admonishment: “You are bound to accept the acting appointment
under the circumstances.” 1645 Nevertheless, not only did Douglas
want to remain the government resident, he also insisted on
returning to Thursday Island upon completion of his acting
appointment in New Guinea. 1646
Douglas’s position was an interim appointment pending the British
government and the Australasian colonies agreeing on their
respective contributions to finance the proposed colony’s ongoing
administration and agreeing on an interior boundary between the
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German and British portions of the island. 1647 All parties
underestimated the time needed, and Douglas remained in the
position for almost three years. 1648
The £2,500 per annum salary Douglas received as special
commissioner was a significant sum; sufficiently large that Griffith
objected, preferring it to be only £1,500. 1649 It is hardly surprising
that Griffith complained about how much Douglas was paid, for at
the time his salary was only £1,000 per annum. 1650 However,
Douglas did not consider his salary “excessive.” He believed that
the responsibilities and “demands made upon his judgement” to be
equal to those of the other Australian colonial governors and
entailing considerable interaction with the local populace in a
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manner not encountered elsewhere, 1651 as Basil Thomson,
accompanying Douglas’s successor on a trip around the island
discovered:
I was asked the other day if I had come down from
heaven but instead of worshipping me the flippant old
man who asked me poked me in the ribs to see if I was
solid. However, I lit my pipe which so awed him that he
found I was supernatural after all and ran away. 1652

Another example of the unusual duties associated with the post
concerned a visit to a village where, as described by one of the
party, they found:
A few natives completely naked, grouped in front of a
large house, the principal of whom was an old whiteheaded man, intelligent looking, to whom Mr. Douglas,
with his usual good nature, immediately gave a new suit
of serge clothes, and assisted him to don them. 1653

Shortly afterwards Douglas discovered that this man, the village
chief, had attacked mission teachers the previous month intending to
make “bacon or ‘long pig’ of them, wild pigs being uncommonly
scarce that season!” 1654 This encounter demonstrates the
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challenges and dangers Douglas faced in administering the fledgling
protectorate and he later informed his brother that, “I have myself
often of late had to face several risks to my own life.” 1655
Douglas’s salary remained at £2,500 per annum, and he was able to
use the extra income to buy two plots of land on Thursday Island as
well as a property at Tenterfield, a small town in northern New South
Wales, the following year. 1656 In March, April and May 1886,
Douglas travelled to Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne to discuss the
administration and funding of New Guinea with the Queensland,
Victorian and New South Wales governors and premiers. 1657 This
set a pattern whereby Douglas spent more time outside the
protectorate than in it, and when he did reside in New Guinea, he
was frequently away from Port Moresby travelling and exploring. 1658
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It was intended that Douglas would live on Thursday Island and
combine both his New Guinea and Torres Strait posts, 1659 but as this
proved unrealistic, 1660 Hugh Miles Milman, the police magistrate at
Cooktown, was appointed acting police magistrate on Thursday
Island in May 1886 and then acting government resident in
September of that year. 1661 By then Douglas had relocated to Port
Moresby, arriving on 28 June 1886, almost six months after he was
appointed to the post, 1662 and some time after Sarah and the
children had departed Thursday Island to the family home in
Sandgate.
Douglas faced many difficulties in administering New Guinea. His
post was a temporary one, he had few staff to call on, the
protectorate was remote and unexplored, and he had to expend
considerable time and energy ensuring that the promised colonial
financial contributions were paid. Despite this, he achieved
moderate success in some areas because he kept the nascent
administration functioning, oversaw the development of its capital
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Port Moresby, and ensured that the promised financial contributions
from several Australian colonial administrations were paid.
Douglas administered the protectorate at Port Moresby, with Milman,
the acting government resident on Thursday Island, responsible for
the Western district of New Guinea. An agent of the Burns Philp
Company looked after the Motu Motu station at the mouth of the
Williams River, 100 kilometres to the west of Yule Island; Rigo, to
the east of Port Moresby, was the responsibility of one George
Hunter; while a government official was responsible for Dinner
Island, also known as Samarai, which was located further east. 1663
However, the assistance provided Douglas by these men was
limited. They rarely if ever travelled far from their headquarters, and
consequently the control they exercised over the surrounding
inhabitants was extremely tenuous. 1664

Port Moresby
Douglas has been described as the founder of Port Moresby, 1665 for
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it was he who chose its new site on the narrow saddle between
Touagaba and Paga Hills. Known as Paga Point, 1666 Douglas
relocated it from its existing location at Hanuabada, because,
alongside the small European settlement, the New Guineans were
burying their dead in shallow graves inside their village there. 1667
Douglas had sound reasons for relocating the small European
township:
Port Moresby is a fever trap. The native village under
the nose of the mission station is a festering mess of
putrid abominations enough to infect a regiment of men
or missionaries. I don’t go near the place and don’t
intend to. The first thing I intend to do is build a lock-up
to secure order and obedience to sanitary regulations.
1668

Douglas employed Walter Cuthbertson, a surveyor from Adelaide, to
design and lay out the new township. 1669 Douglas Street, one of the
main streets, was named for him, as had also been the main street
on Thursday Island when surveyed by Howard St. John Wood in
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1877. 1670 While Douglas was able to improve the sanitary conditions
for the 700 people in the village by piping in water, 1671 he was
powerless to eradicate the malaria prevalent there. The disease
afflicted many of its inhabitants, including Douglas. 1672
The adults in the village offended Douglas’s Victorian sensibilities,
as this observation, recorded shortly after his arrival, attests:
The children are nice bright little things and they are fond
of ornamenting themselves with flowers. The men and
women are not pretty. The women wear petticoats
made of grass, but most of the men wear nothing at all.
They are a very uncivilised and dirty people. 1673

Douglas did what he could to ‘civilise’ the embryonic township,
setting up a reading room containing “The Times, the illustrated
papers, the leading Australian journals, and a few periodicals.” 1674
Nevertheless, despite occupying a government bungalow positioned
on “a healthy eminence commanding a magnificent view of the
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surrounding country,” 1675 he was happiest when away from Port
Moresby and travelling to Australia to be on official business and
visit his family or exploring the coastal reaches of the
protectorate. 1676

Funding the protectorate
Much of Douglas’s time and energy was taken up with ensuring the
Australasian colonies paid their promised annual dues. Douglas
travelled frequently to Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne, holding
discussions with the premiers and governors residing there, as well
as with Rear-Admiral George Tryon in Sydney, the commander-inchief of the British government’s ships and vessels on the Australian
Station. 1677 Some colonies were less willing to discharge their
responsibilities, leading somewhat inevitably, given Douglas’s
persistence and stubbornness, to rancour and recrimination.
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It had earlier been agreed that all the Australian colonies, as well as
New Zealand and Fiji, would each contribute up to £15,000 per
annum for three years to help fund the cost of the protectorate, with
the amount owing by each colony calculated on a proportional basis
according to their population. 1678 When Douglas asked the New
Zealand government for their annual contribution for the year ending
June 1886, he was told that instead of the period of their contribution
ending in June 1886, it would in fact only commence from that
date. 1679 Douglas refused to accept this unilateral amendment to the
original agreement, and a lively correspondence followed, with a
decidedly reluctant New Zealand government eventually paying its
share after the Colonial Office intervened in support of Douglas. 1680
South Australia refused, from July 1886 onwards, to contribute its
agreed share. 1681 Douglas therefore demanded that the remaining
contributors make up the shortfall. 1682 Victoria’s premier took
umbrage at his choice of words, especially Douglas’s claim that
South Australia had “failed to act up to what I believe to be a debt of
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honour, and this default … will remain on record as a warning that
cannot be despised.” 1683
As Premier Gillies informed the governor, these were “derogatory
statements,” couched in language “wholly unwarranted,” inferring
that the colonies were “not to be trusted.” 1684 In a detailed reply and
rebuttal, Douglas justified his actions, 1685 but this failed to mollify the
aggrieved premier, leading to a further round of correspondence. 1686
While both sides expressed deep regret over their differences,
neither side retreated from its position, although Victoria did
subsequently contribute the additional amount sought by Douglas.
These incidents demonstrated how seriously Douglas took his duties
regarding the protectorate. In his view, the Australian colonies had
agreed to pay a set annual amount to ensure the maintenance of the
protectorate – and pay they would, and, indeed pay they eventually
did. Recalcitrant colonial premiers were not the only ones to incur
his displeasure, Douglas taking a particular dislike to those explorers
who somewhat shamelessly expected to be compensated with large
tracts of land in grateful recognition of their exploits within the
protectorate.
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Relations with explorers
An explorer who ran foul of Douglas was Theodore Bevan, who had
established a store and a base camp in Port Moresby. He was a
contentious figure, detesting missionaries and creating controversy
and animosity wherever he went. 1687 Bevan undertook several
explorations of New Guinea, and, mindful of the need to befriend
authority, on one of them renamed the Aird River the Douglas River.
However, Douglas objected to Bevan having “unjustifiably tampered”
with the river’s name, and also rejected Bevan’s request for 254,080
acres of land in recognition of his services and the value of his
discoveries, claiming he had no authority to do so. 1688 An angry
Bevan then retained the original name of the river on his maps and
disparaged Douglas in his published memoirs. 1689
Bevan displayed a talent for shameless self-promotion, once
describing his explorations as having “elicited world-wide
astonishment and approval.” 1690 Nevertheless, Douglas, for his part,
displayed an equal felicity of language, dismissing Bevan’s
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explorations as having
been exceeded in extent and importance by almost
every bêche-de-mer explorer on the coast of New
Guinea, and they have become celebrated only because
Mr. Bevan has considered them worthy of
celebration. 1691

Bevan complained to the Colonial Office, who declined to act,
beyond noting that Douglas “aught not to have published” these
comments! 1692
Another explorer to incur Douglas’s displeasure was Captain John
Strachan. Like many others, Strachan had sought employment from
Douglas, in his case as assistant commissioner, but was rejected,
Douglas noting that:
I was too well aware of his character and antecedents to
think of entrusting him with any duties under me. On
one occasion, when mad drunk, he was arrested here,
and placed in the lock-up for safety. 1693

Strachan was incensed when Douglas refused to grant him land
concessions in recognition of his explorations 1694 and in his
published account of his time in New Guinea unflatteringly and
1691
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1692
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inaccurately portrayed Douglas’s appointment and tenure in New
Guinea:
Douglas received an acting commission, on receipt of
which he quickly gave evidence that he was the last man
in Australia fitted to guide the fortunes of a newly
acquired territory where there were so many conflicting
interests. A man without confidence in himself, he
naturally leaned on others who led him as their interests
or inclinations prompted. The result was that he
succeeded in estranging many of his best friends. He
insulted the heads of several of the colonial
governments for which he apologised, and after a short
reign of eighteen months was compelled to resign to
make room for a better and an abler man. 1695

Not only was Strachan incorrect over how long Douglas had acted in
the position, he was also incorrect in claiming that he had resigned
or estranged his friends. As well, Douglas was a man who had
supreme confidence in his own abilities, and while his relations with
some colonial government heads in relation to financially supporting
the protectorate were strained, he did not consider his actions
inappropriate and certainly never apologised for them. It was hardly
surprising therefore, that Douglas considered these comments
vindictive and libellous, and written by a “half cracked” man “not
worth powder and shot.” He promptly launched legal action against
British New Guinea, p. 68 (Australian no 127)
1695

John Strachan. Explorations and Adventures in New Guinea. London, Sampson Low,
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the publishers and the book was withdrawn. 1696 Douglas’s actions in
relation to these two men once again illustrate his sense of duty and
the lengths he was prepared to go to uphold his reputation against
those deemed to have impugned it. 1697

Maintaining justice
In New Guinea, Douglas was forced to tread a fine line between
looking after the welfare of the local inhabitants and punishing those
responsible for frequent hostilities. When outbreaks of violence
occurred, Douglas attempted, wherever possible, to establish
individual rather than collective responsibility, and to apprehend the
actual offenders rather than rely on reprisals against the whole
community. 1698 This was seldom easy, as Douglas informed his
brother, Edward, after an incident at Joannet Island resulted in the
1888, p. 170
1696
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death of six Europeans and three Malays:
It is a most difficult thing, to measure out justice in these
cases. The real offenders are sure to make themselves
scarce. They easily get out of reach of any men-of-war,
and what is to be done but to make reprisals on people
who may be perfectly innocent? 1699

Maintaining justice was further complicated by Douglas’s belief that
attacks were mainly the result of European provocation, leading to
reprisals that were required by native custom. In these instances,
Douglas was loath to deal severely with any offenders identified and
arrested. 1700 The exception was an attack on a South Sea Island
teacher murdered at Motu Motu in 1887, where Douglas, in order to
demonstrate the government’s power and authority, sanctioned a
reprisal raid on two villages. 1701 As he explained:
It is necessary that the white man should, under proper
limits, assert his power and I should not myself hesitate
to take life in order to vindicate justice, but I am most
desirous to avoid not only the appearance but the reality
of practices which are as barbarous as the native
themselves. 1702
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Family
While diligently carrying out his duties to the best of his ability,
Douglas’s mind was frequently on his family. He missed them
greatly, wrote to them regularly, and visited them whenever possible.
In March 1887, he helped relocate them from their Brisbane home to
a property they purchased at Tenterfield on the soon to be
completed Brisbane-to-Sydney railway line. Why Sarah and the four
boys settled there is unknown, although it is probable that she had
relatives in the district. 1703 Before their relocation, he brought his
oldest son, Edward, with him on official business to Sydney, and in
November 1887, it was Hugh’s turn, the latter being treated with a
visit to the zoo. 1704 On that occasion, Sarah also accompanied
them. Wracked with fever, caused by previously contracting malaria
in New Guinea, Douglas spent his time alternating between official
business, when he visited the premier, the admiralty and
government house and inquiring, with Sarah, about educational
opportunities for the children at St. Ignatius’ College, Riverview and
St Joseph. 1705 Returning to Tenterfield, Sarah appeared to be ill for
most of December, while Douglas taught the children horse-riding,
took them for drives and went walking with them. 1706

1703

Presumably, the boys went to the local Catholic primary school, but the school registers

for St. Joseph’s Primary School in Tenterfield for this period have not survived.
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John Douglas. Diary, 19 January & 30 November 1887. Douglas Papers, John Oxley
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Seeing his family at infrequent intervals made him miss them even
more when they were apart and his letters to them and his brother
Edward in Scotland provide a rare insight into his feelings and
emotions. Like most middle and upper-class Victorian men, these
were hidden and never displayed in public. However, in his letters a
different Douglas appears, a loving, tender and affectionate father:
I shall often look at the stars and think of you all. You
will not hear again from me for some time, very likely not
for six weeks, but I shall often be thinking of you all. Be
good boys, and do what mother tells you, and always
speak the truth. May God bless you dear boys, all of
you. My love to all of you. 1707

23 November 1886 was the 10th anniversary of the death of his first
wife, Mary. Douglas, then on board a ship in the South China Sea,
informed his brother about his feelings: “A memorable anniversary
this for me. Ten years ago. What vicissitudes. Nicer then!”1708
Douglas immersed himself in his duties, but he found it difficult to be
so far away from those he loved, 1709 especially as these duties
frequently placed him in harm’s way: “I have myself often of late had
to face several risks to my own life, and I have felt as I have never
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felt before.” 1710 At times like these, Douglas found solace in his
religion 1711 and his young family. 1712

Selecting a replacement
Douglas’s appointment to New Guinea was of an interim nature
pending the proclamation of the colony. For a variety of reasons,
this took much longer than anticipated, with the outstanding matters
- mainly financial - between the colonies and the imperial authorities
taking almost three years (1886-88) to resolve. 1713 This delay meant
that Douglas’s administration was, through no fault of his own,
largely ineffectual, because it was difficult for him to act decisively
and plan for the future of the protectorate pending the proclamation.
Despite this state of affairs resulting in anger and frustration within
Queensland, colonies such as New South Wales had now lost
interest in administering the protectorate, causing even further
delays. 1714
Douglas was less than impressed by the recalcitrant actions of some
of the Australian colonies: a lack of interest by New South Wales, a
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refusal by South Australia to pay its dues, and by Victoria and New
Zealand haggling over their liability or the size of the bills. 1715 For
Douglas believed that when it came to New Guinea, no less than the
honour of Australia was at stake. Moreover, it was the colonies who
had demanded that New Guinea be annexed, with Great Britain
reluctantly agreeing, despite there being no support for that position
within the imperial government. Douglas believed that through
Britain’s actions, the Australian colonies had “gained a great
protection for its northern frontier,” and he was angered over the
various colonies begrudging the financial obligations this protection
entailed. 1716 Douglas also recognised that by the colonies uniting to
finance the administration and development of New Guinea, they
had developed a coherent foreign policy position that would stand
them in good stead come federation.
For his part, Griffith, still irritated over the size of Douglas’s salary,
took this opportunity to settle some old scores when he informed the
Queensland parliament that:
I do not think it at all justifiable that the money
contributed to the colonies should be frittered away in
the payment of a salary of a commissioner who has no
function or authority whatsoever. 1717
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There was also the matter of choosing Douglas’s replacement to
govern the new colony on its eventual proclamation. Because
Douglas’s appointment was, due to his wife’s evident unsuitability, of
a temporary nature, the Colonial Office would not permanently
appoint him to the post. Griffith therefore sought out a permanent
replacement. At the annual meeting of the federal council in Hobart
in 1886, he struck up a friendship with William MacGregor, the
colonial secretary for Fiji. 1718 The following year, in London for a
colonial conference, Griffith strongly recommended MacGregor to
Lord Knutsford, the secretary of state for the colonies. 1719 Griffith’s
influence carried the day, and MacGregor was offered the New
Guinea appointment in July 1887, a promotion he eagerly
accepted. 1720
Word of Macgregor’s appointment leaked out before it was officially
announced, provoking anger in the Queensland parliament that
Douglas had been overlooked. However, Griffith defused it by
disingenuously declaring that he was not in a position to say
anything, despite being well aware that MacGregor had already
accepted the post. 1721 Robert Herbert, the permanent undersecretary in the Colonial Office, also had his regrets:
1718
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Mr Douglas, who is an officer of high standing and
ability, will no doubt be much disappointed at his
supersession in favour of Dr Macgregor, but we cannot
avert this. I wish a colonial secretaryship or other good
employment could be found for him in a colony in which
it should not be disadvantageous that he has an
unpresentable wife. (I believe, though, he might leave
his wife in Australia.) He should I think on retirement be
offered K.C.M.G., which he may not feel able to
accept. 1722

Lord Knutsford was of a similar mind, observing: “I should be glad to
promote Mr Douglas if the difficulty (family) can be surmounted.” 1723
Herbert could not have been more wrong over his remark about
Douglas being disappointed, but he was on firmer ground about
Douglas refusing a knighthood were it offered. In August 1887,
Douglas confided his true feelings about his time in New Guinea to
his brother Edward: “I am rejoiced to say that I see a prospect soon
of my time here coming to an end.” 1724
Douglas had little time, either, for knighthoods. When Griffith
received one, Douglas, although congratulating him, let him know
that he did not believe in them, 1725 and expressed admiration when
1722
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Alfred Deakin declined his. 1726
More than a year passed between MacGregor accepting the position
of administrator of New Guinea and his arrival there. During this
time, Douglas became increasingly frustrated. An extract from one
of his letters accurately portrayed his life in Port Moresby and the
extent of his boredom:
There is little or nothing to do. I get up at daylight, most
times before. Anthony, my servant, who does everything
for us, brings a cup of cocoa and we endeavor to amuse
ourselves by doing something in the cool of morning.
There are eight naked savages from a place called Keile
whom we shepherd, teaching them to hoe and make
paths through the long grass, or perhaps we go across
to Paga Point in the boat and look round. Then we have
breakfast at 8 o’clock. Breakfast, which consists of
porridge and powdered milk, some tinned fish, boiled
rice and honey. Then there is a long day indoors from 8
to 4 o’clock. There are perhaps a few official letters to
write, not many, some few accounts to post. I read, and
write and walk up and down the spacious verandah
overlooking our glorious harbour, but really it is very slow
work. At 4 o’clock we sally forth for a ride or a walk, or
we go out in the boat over to Paga Point. In the evening
we have Maka the interpreter up to give us a lesson in
the Motu language. Then smokes in the verandah and
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to bed at 9 o’clock. Sometimes the monotony is varied
by a game at dummy whist. 1727

Fortunately, for Douglas, the imperial government and the Australian
colonies eventually resolved their differences, allowing MacGregor to
proclaim British sovereignty over the colony of New Guinea on 4
September 1888. 1728 Douglas returned to Thursday Island, following
a stint in Brisbane to write up the annual report on British New
Guinea and a visit to the centennial international exhibition in
Melbourne. 1729
During his time in New Guinea Douglas experienced danger,
frustration, deprivations, loneliness and recurrent bouts of malaria.
He was separated from his family and, due to the interim nature of
his position, constrained in what he could achieve. Despite this,
Douglas’s achievements, limited though they were, were surprisingly
substantial and wide-ranging. In overseeing the development of Port
Moresby, regularly patrolling the coastline, encouraging cordial
relationships with the local inhabitants, resolving jurisdictional
disputes by competing missionary organisations 1730 and prudently
regulating the exploitation of the protectorate’s natural resources,
1727
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Douglas had laid much of the preparatory work for the launch of the
new colony. 1731 More was now known about its inhabitants, their
traditions and customs, while they in turn had a greater
understanding of the nature and influence of the colonial
government. 1732 Griffith’s faith in Douglas’s abilities had been
vindicated, for the latter had kept unscrupulous Europeans out of the
protectorate, while safeguarding its inhabitants from exploitation in
the Queensland labour trade.
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Chapter 17: Torres Strait, 1888-1904
No study of Douglas would be complete without examining his
profound influence in Torres Strait, for it was here that he devised,
implemented and maintained an administrative apparatus for the
indigenous inhabitants that was personal, benevolent and autocratic.
In the words of the distinguished British historian, Jan Morris,
recalling the annexation of the Punjab by the British Raj, these
imperial administrators were guided by “providential duty, the destiny
of race, and the other lofty abstractions of late Victorian
imperialism.” 1733
Douglas ruled Torres Strait as his own personal fiefdom for the
benefit of its inhabitants according to his own liberal beliefs, tenets
and values, an episode unprecedented in Queensland colonial
history. Although he was aided and abetted in this by the
geographical remoteness of Torres Strait, he largely succeeded
because of his undoubted administrative ability coupled with his
extensive political connections and experience.
Douglas brooked no interference in his domain, and indeed
encountered little, being largely left to his own benevolent devices by
his grateful political masters in far off Brisbane. Moreover, he left a
legacy whereby Torres Strait Islanders came to be considered a
race apart in comparison to the mainland Aborigines - protected and
allowed to reside and prosper on their traditional islands. Unlike
1733
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Aborigines, Torres Strait Islanders were never consigned to a life of
servitude and despair which rendered them fit only for the
ministrations of the clergy who so dutifully and earnestly ‘smoothed
the pillow’ of a race widely believed doomed to extinction. 1734
Douglas ensured that Torres Strait Islanders received an education
and were governed by their own kith and kin. 1735
It was in this remote colonial backwater that Douglas achieved the
pinnacle of his power and achievement. It is unfortunate that these
achievements, so obvious then to all who visited this grand, whitebearded elder statesman 1736 securely ensconced in his government
residency on his beloved Thursday Island, have been obscured
under the bureaucratic hand of the racial policies and regulations of
successive Queensland government protectors’ of Aboriginals.
Douglas’s successful governance of Torres Strait was founded and
consolidated through a mixture of successful ideas, initiatives and
achievements, and underpinned and buttressed by an unshakeable
and indomitable will. His administration was deeply and
1734
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London, John Murray, 1898, pp. 134-35; Humphrey McQueen. Tom Roberts. Sydney,

483

passionately rooted in liberalism, nurtured by profound Christian
belief, strengthened by a lifetime of experience, and cemented by an
indefatigable quest to unswervingly fulfil his duty to his maker, his
sovereign and his country - and last, but certainly not least - the
native subjects entrusted to his care.
Douglas returned to Thursday Island in November 1888 after
completing the annual report on British New Guinea in Brisbane. 1737
Very little had changed in his absence, and he effortlessly slipped
back into his old role as government resident responsible for the
region, the welfare of its inhabitants, and the regulation of its
fisheries.

Torres Strait Islanders
One of Douglas’s major duties as government resident was
overseeing the welfare of the indigenous inhabitants of Torres Strait.
The situation in the region in the late nineteenth century was very
different from today. From around 1870, large numbers of Pacific
Islanders and Asians had come to Torres Strait to work in the
region’s fisheries. The descendants of these pioneers, who within a
generation intermarried into the Torres Strait community, are today
not only considered to be Torres Strait Islanders but have assumed

Macmillan, 1996, p. 363)
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positions of leadership and prestige. 1738
However, in Douglas’s day this was not the case. Indeed, there was
frequent antagonism between the two groups. Furthermore, on the
west coast of Cape York resided Aborigines known by the
derogatory term as ‘Binghis.’ While very different from Torres Strait
Islanders, the two groups were frequently grouped together in the
contemporary literature and it is often difficult to separate them out.
In a society obsessed with class and status, Pacific Islanders were
ranked above Torres Strait Islanders while Aborigines occupied the
very bottom of the scale. 1739
Douglas, in accordance with the prevailing social Darwinist
orthodoxy of his day, clearly believed that Aborigines and Islanders
were inherently different and able to be ranked accordingly within
colonial society. 1740 Nowhere was this more evident than in his
attitude towards the enactment of legislation regulating the colonies’
Indigenous inhabitants, the Queensland Aboriginals Protection and
Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act 1897. It was mainly due to
Douglas’s strenuous belief that Torres Strait Islanders displayed
“marked mental superiority over the mainland native,” that led to the
1738

Singe, p. 66

1739

P. P. Outridge to the Colonial Treasurer, 2 November 1896. “Correspondence etc. re

Pearl-Shell and Bêche-de-mer Fisheries, 01/01/1892-31/12/1897.” Queensland State
Archives TRE/30
1740

This was also the view of the 1897 commission enquiring into the workings of the Torres

Strait fisheries industry. (“Report, Together with Minutes of Evidence and Proceedings, of
the Commission Appointed to Inquire into the General Working of the Laws Regulating the
Pearl-Shell and Bêche-de-mer Fisheries in the Colony.” Queensland Votes and
Proceedings, 1897, vol 2, pp. 1337, paragraph 90)
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former being exempt from its provisions during his lifetime. 1741
As Douglas informed the Queensland government in 1896 after
receiving a draft copy of the Bill:
‘Native Labourers.’ I suggest any Aboriginal natives of
Australia. As for the natives of our islands (Torres
Straits) they are quite capable of looking after
themselves, and are not in need of any special
protection. 1742

Although Thursday Island was first visited by European explorers in
1606, it was not until the early nineteenth century, when the strait
became an important navigation route that interaction with Torres
Strait Islanders increased.
The discovery of commercial quantities of bêche-de-mer and pearl
shell in the 1860s led to a rapid influx of fishing interests and the
beginning of colonial occupation. Islanders were decimated by
introduced diseases. Christianity was adopted; Pacific Islanders and
other foreigners who crewed the fishing boats settled and married
local women, while many islanders needed to work the boats to pay
for dowries and European goods. 1743
Torres Strait Islander habitation was scattered across the strait,
despite there being only a dozen or so permanently habitable islands
among the scores of islands found there. By the end of the
1741
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nineteenth century, approximately 400 people were living on Murray
Island, 250 on Darnley Island, 200 on Saibai Island, 130 on Badu,
100 on Mabuiag, and 50 each on Stephen, Moa and Prince of Wales
Islands. 1744
Douglas saw his role towards Torres Strait Islanders as one of
benevolent paternalism. Steeped in liberalism, he sought to bring
them the benefits of British civilization, including government,
education, and protection from unscrupulous exploitation by other
groups (including Pacific Islanders.)
As a deeply religious man, Douglas wanted Torres Strait Islanders to
receive the same benefits of Christianity he inculcated in his own
children:
And seek first the Kingdom of God. That priceless
motherhood which gives such freedom and confidence
to those who become possessed of its privileges. The
franchise is a very wide one and may be secured without
money and without price. 1745

It was evident that Torres Strait Islanders held a special place in
Douglas’s heart, as this impassioned plea in an address given in
1900 demonstrated:
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The native-born population are British subjects. They
are civilised people; they are being educated, and they
are entitled, and I say, should be treated as British
subjects. Still they are not enumerated even in the
census. I hope that in any future census notice will be
taken of them … The natives of the islands of Torres
Strait are capable of exercising all the rights of British
citizens, and they aught to be regarded as such. 1746

As early as 1891 Douglas had informed the Queensland parliament
in relation to Murray Islanders that:
I regret to say that … [they] were not enumerated in
conformity with the census requirements. Morally,
socially, and industrially they are entitled to be
enumerated as an integral and permanent portion of the
population. I trust, therefore, that they will, when the
next census is taken, be accorded their rights in this
respect. 1747

Moreover, Douglas understood the importance of island custom and
tradition. As the anthropologist, Dr Jeremy Beckett, observed, while
Douglas may have suppressed practices he found offensive, he
wanted Torres Strait Islanders “to live in a manner appropriate to
their presumed stage of cultural evolution” and preferred to
document and record island custom than suppress it. 1748
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The introduction of Christianity to Torres Strait by the London
Missionary Society in 1871 had a profound impact on Torres Strait
Islanders. It not only inaugurated a new temporal and moral order,
protected them against oppression by foreign seamen, and put an
end to warfare and the old cults, but also persuaded them to accept
the “whole colonial experience,” leading to them taking responsibility
for themselves as individuals and communities. 1749 Douglas played
a major role in cementing this new order through his governance and
educational initiatives and his humane approach to Torres Strait
Islanders:
They marry and they are given in marriage. They live in
good houses … they are human beings; they are our
own flesh and blood; they are born under our
jurisdiction; and they are entitled, I maintain, to the
privileges we enjoy. 1750

This positive support of Torres Strait Islander society by Douglas
was one of his enduring achievements in Torres Strait, for it directly
led, in the early and mid twentieth century, to the development of a
“special relationship” between Islanders and the Queensland
government whereby the former were administered through a
system of elected councils. As Beckett, reminds us, this, “was not
only in striking contrast to its autocratic treatment of Aborigines, but
without parallel in Australian colonial practice anywhere.” 1751
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The legacy of the missionaries and the government in Torres Strait
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was significant.
Although they exercised high levels of control over aspects of the
Torres Strait Islanders’ religious, social, cultural, economic and
political lives, nevertheless, in establishing local institutions such as
churches, councils and courts, they enabled many existing traditions,
customs, language, and land tenure to survive, including traditional
adoption and fishing practices. 1752
By 1890, its conversion work in Torres Strait largely completed, the
attention of the London Missionary Society had shifted to Papua
New Guinea. 1753 Douglas filled this administrative vacuum by
sending teacher-supervisors to the larger Torres Strait communities,
including Murray Island. These teacher-supervisors overrode the
authority of the existing pastors and their church courts. 1754

Torres Strait island administration
While the establishment of island administrations run by a chief, or
mamoose, with responsibility for law and order, was inaugurated by
Chester on Murray Island in 1878, and subsequently extended to
Darnley, Stephens, Saibai and Mabuiag Islands in the early
1752
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1880s, 1755 it reached its completion under Douglas’s administration.
As government resident, Douglas stamped his own unique brand of
easygoing paternalism across Torres Strait and filled the gap left by
the increasingly Papua-bound white missionaries. 1756 As Bishop
Gilbert White would later note, Douglas “had the good of the natives
at heart, and spared no trouble to secure them justice.” 1757
Under Douglas’s system of governance, the mamoose of each
island, who was usually the leader of the most powerful or numerous
clans residing there, was installed as the chief magistrate. He
received a Queensland ensign as an insignia of office, and assigned
native police to uphold his authority, and suppress crime or
disorder. 1758 Court proceedings were recorded and all fines remitted
to Thursday Island where, under Douglas’s direction, they were used
to benefit the Torres Strait Islander community. 1759
Queensland Commissioner of Police, William Parry-Okeden,
observed that while this system of government “may be perhaps
somewhat ultra vires,” he believed it to be “the only rational attempt
to govern natives by means of natives that has been known in
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Australia.” 1760
In many ways, this system of administration was a response, on
behalf of Chester and Douglas, to the poorly developed
administrative infrastructure in Torres Strait and the limited
resources at their disposal. 1761 In late 1899, Douglas instituted an
elected Council of Advice on Murray Island to both advise the
European teacher and counter the influence of a rival church
court. 1762 This development occurred following a visit to the island
the previous year when Douglas was furious to discover that the
London Missionary Society’s Samoan pastor resident there, Finau,
had installed his own magistrates in opposition to Douglas’s elected
mamoose. Douglas considered Finau’s magistrates to “have
seriously interfered with the ordinary administration of justice, have
levied fines, and have on several occasions intimidated persons who
were in the peaceful enjoyment of their rights as inhabitants of the
island.” 1763
Douglas called a public meeting at the courthouse, where he
informed the pastor, in the presence of the island’s inhabitants, that:
I did not interfere in church matters and that if he
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interfered with me in the administration of justice, or if he
caused disaffection, he would be punished and removed
from the island. 1764

Douglas, in order to prevent similar problems arising in the future,
took the radical step of drawing up a constitution for an elected
council to advise the mamoose. He instructed the European teacher
on Murray Island, John Stewart Bruce, 1765 to submit it to the
islanders, and, if accepted, then to “give it effect.” Douglas also
informed the London Missionary Society that he expected its
cooperation in this matter. 1766
Following its acceptance, a Murray Island council was established
and served as a model for island councils elsewhere in Torres Strait.
These councils upheld a system of local justice exercised through
each island’s secular courts under the direct supervision of a white
teacher who occupied the position of magistrate. 1767 Douglas’s
actions in this matter were without precedent in colonial Australia1768
and demonstrated the faith he put in Torres Strait Islanders’ abilities,
his liberal beliefs, and his respect for democratic institutions. In
1885, he had removed Pacific Islanders from Murray Island to
protect the Torres Strait Islanders residing there; 13 years later, he
again intervened on their behalf. Douglas regarded and treated
1764
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Torres Strait Islanders and the region’s other non-European
inhabitants as deserving of all the benefits and protection
Queensland law could provide. In this regard, he made no
distinction between them and European Queenslanders. While
many of his contemporaries professed to hold similar beliefs,
Douglas was unusual in that he applied them day after day, year
after year, without fear or favour in his role as government resident
and police magistrate.
The introduction of government teachers into Torres Strait
communities from the 1890s onwards tended to detract from the
status of the mamoose, for the teachers, in particular John Bruce on
Murray Island, became unofficial government representatives.
Consequently, direct communication between the mamooses and
Douglas became less frequent, and the teacher often acted as an
intermediary. 1769
Nevertheless, the introduction of the white teachers by Douglas had
a profound impact on how Torres Strait Islanders were governed visa-vis Aborigines in the colony of Queensland. It was considered
necessary to place Aborigines under the guidance and protection of
white officers, resulting in the former being confined on reserves
under the management of protectors. This was not possible in
Torres Strait because Douglas had installed teacher-residents on the
islands rather than reserve managers, and was yet another example
1768
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of how his influence in Torres Strait influenced subsequent
government attitudes to Torres Strait Islanders, and that resulted in
them being treated differently to, and having more rights and
privileges than, Aborigines. 1770

Education in Torres Strait
Douglas was particularly impressed with Torres Strait Islanders’
thirst for education and knowledge:
They are a growing and intelligent people, and they want
to be educated. They want to be educated even more
than our own people. They show an inclination for
education which often exceeds that of our own white
population. This is not an extreme statement. It is a true
statement, which I can prove by facts, and I am quite
sure that anyone who saw these people would be quite
convinced that what I have said is true. 1771

Douglas wanted to educate Torres Strait Islanders in Western ways
rather than protect them from Western civilization: he envisaged
them as citizens and workers, not mendicants. While at the time it
was widely believed that Australian Aborigines would die out,
Douglas refused to countenance this happening to Torres Strait
Islanders and pointedly informed the Queensland government that,
“There is no reason why the native population of the islands should
1769
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not increase in numbers.” 1772
The London Missionary Society was the first to establish schools in
the Torres Strait, beginning with a mission school on Darnley Island
in August 1873. 1773 The society began schooling in Torres Strait in
order to evangelise Torres Strait Islanders and establish model
Christian communities for them to reside in. 1774 The emphasis was
on literacy training, so that Torres Strait Islanders would be able to
read and study the scriptures. 1775
The London Missionary Society used Pacific Islander teachers.
Although some of them achieved good results, many more were
inadequately trained and unable to enforce regular attendance. This
failure, coupled with the abandonment of the society’s headquarters
on Murray Island in 1890, 1776 caused Douglas to intervene and by
the turn of the century a chain of government schools existed, where
attendance for all Torres Strait Islander children between the ages of
six to 12 was compulsory. 1777 Douglas achieved this by instituting a
system of European teacher-supervisors to the major islands. 1778 As
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early as 1886, he wanted to establish a decent education system for
the over 100 children then residing on Murray Island:
Why should they not have a schoolmaster to teach them
English? They are fine bright little people – obedient
and well behaved. They get some schooling but not
enough. ... They were Queensland subjects in every
respect, and entitled to the privileges of our education
system. 1779

While Douglas encouraged islanders to participate in Western
education, he not only wanted to civilise them, but also, as
Williamson observed, prepare them for participation in the Torres
Strait fisheries:
He wanted an intelligent and tractable indigenous labour
force to counter the need to recruit cheap labour from
elsewhere and was not averse to Islanders becoming
self-employed in the pearl shell and bêche-de-mer
industries. 1780

Douglas achieved this by insisting that instruction in the government
schools be based on the Queensland state school syllabus and
conducted in English. 1781 His appointment of European teacherresidents in Torres Strait 1782 would be the forerunner of the
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Queensland government’s involvement in the schooling of Torres
Strait Islanders, an event without parallel in the history of educating
indigenous peoples in colonial Australia, as their schooling, if
provided, was under the auspices of various religious
denominations. 1783
However, in Torres Strait Douglas insisted that as Torres Strait
Islanders were considered different to Aborigines, they therefore
warranted a different type of schooling. 1784 It was due solely to his
influence, authority, indomitable will, and belief in the ability of Torres
Strait Islanders that the foundations of a school system for them that
combined elements of Queensland’s provisional schools and the
needs of the local population were laid. 1785
Douglas single-handedly established in Torres Strait a
comprehensive school system that was government-funded,
administered, and modelled on the system of provisional schooling

was somewhat unwillingly persuaded by Douglas to become the temporary government
teacher on Murray Island following the departure of Archibald Hunt in February of that year.
Bruce’s appointment was then ratified by the Queensland government in 1892.
(“Obsequies: John Stewart Bruce.” Torres Straits Daily Pilot, 23 September 1930)
1783

Williamson, pp. 53 & 56; Queensland Votes and Proceedings, vol 3, 1897, p. 129. As

Williamson explained, schooling in mainland Australia was the responsibility of Christian
missions. For instance, in 1907, the six Aboriginal Reserves in Far North Queensland were
all under the control of missions to whom the government paid small subsidies for
education.
1784

Raymond Evans, Clive Moore, Kay Saunders et al. 1901- Our Future’s Past. Sydney,

MacMillan, 1997, pp. 63-4
1785

Williamson, pp. 53 & 56. In 1900, the Queensland Department of Public Instruction

handed over responsibility for these schools to the Queensland Home Secretary’s
Department. The Department of Public Instruction had responsibility for provisional schools
in Queensland, while the Home Secretary had responsibility for the colony’s state schools.

498

provided for European children on the mainland. This contrasted
sharply with schooling of Aborigines in the same period, which was a
missionary responsibility with minimal government support or
involvement. 1786
Douglas’s education policy underpinned his vision for Torres Strait
Islanders. An instance of how seriously Douglas took the education
of Torres Strait Islanders is provided in this account from Iotama, the
Samoan teacher on Darnley Island in 1893:
When the British Governor [John Douglas] came for a
visit to this island, I told him of the children's reluctance
to attend school. The children of this island are very
undisciplined unlike the children of Samoa. The whole
population gathered and the governor told them that they
must bring their children to be taught by me. To
guarantee this, they were made to swear oaths. The
governor further explained the penalty for any boy who
misses school. He will spend one day carrying stones
for the wharf. The parents accepted the regulation.
These days, all the boys and girls attend school. When
anyone fails to attend, I apply the Governor's
regulation. 1787

Douglas wanted to prepare Islander children for Queensland
citizenship through an education similar to that found elsewhere in

1786

Williamson, pp. 65-66

1787

Uili Feleterika Nokise. The Role of London Missionary Society Samoan Missionaries in

the Evangelisation of the South West Pacific: 1839-1930. PhD thesis. Australian National
University, 1983, p. 346. I am indebted to Dr Anna Shnukal for providing this reference to
me.

499
the colony. 1788 Having an education would also allow Torres Strait
Islanders to work productively in the region’s fisheries, both as
workers on boats 1789 and owning boats through co-operative
commercial ventures, such as that which occurred in 1896 when
Mabuiag Islanders, with the assistance of the missionary Frederick
Walker, purchased a lugger to work the fisheries. 1790
The success of this policy had lasting implications. Following
Douglas’s death in 1904, 1791 Torres Strait Islanders were brought
under the same draconian legislation endured by Aborigines,
legislation designed to implement the Queensland government’s
protection and segregation policies for Indigenous
Queenslanders. 1792 However, not only did the local educational and
administrative systems instituted by Douglas counter any tendencies
for subsequent government policies and administrative practices to
1788
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become hegemonic; 1793 they also encouraged Torres Strait Islander
resistance to increased government control, culminating in the 1936
strike, where Torres Strait Islanders refused to work on government
boats for several months. 1794

Japanese in Torres Strait
The major industry in Torres Strait was centred on the exploitation of
its fisheries, especially pearl shelling, trochus and bêche-de-mer.
Europeans who employed Pacific Islanders initially controlled it, but
over time, the growing numbers of Japanese attracted to the industry
increasingly threatened their dominance and control.
The first Japanese came to Torres Strait in the late 1870s seeking
work in the pearling industry. 1795 Employed as divers, they were so
successful that European employers increasingly preferred them to
others. From 1891, Japanese merchants facilitated worker
migration, resulting in increased numbers coming to Torres
Strait. 1796 On Thursday Island, the Japanese population grew from
22 in 1890 to a peak of 619 in 1898, when, for the first time, they
outnumbered the European population.
This rapid growth and dominance of the Torres Strait fisheries by
non-Europeans at the expense of Europeans greatly concerned
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Douglas and other like-minded Queenslanders, who saw Japanese
as a threat to both their livelihood and their British way of life. 1797
Douglas’s remarks about Japanese residing on Thursday Island, in
1895, reveal his reasons, for:
they have their own shops, their own boat building slip
… it will very soon be a case, I fear, of the survival of the
fittest, and if things go on as they are doing, the
Caucasian will be played out. 1798

Although Douglas had nothing against individual Japanese, he
believed that collectively they posed a danger to the European way
of life on the island:
I have really a great respect for the Japanese and a
great admiration for their physical and mental capacities;
all the same, I think we shall have to look out. 1799

Moreover, as a group he regarded them as “a positive menace” to
the British way of life on Thursday Island. 1800 Douglas’s beliefs in
this regard had not deviated since his successful efforts at halting
Chinese immigration to Queensland almost two decades previously.
He continued to believe in:
maintaining the idiosyncrasy of the races from which we
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derive our origin – We must, through the length and
breadth of Australia, be commandingly European. 1801

Most Queenslanders wanted Queensland society to be based on
British values and customs, not Asian ones. Therefore, it was hardly
surprising that Douglas and others became increasingly alarmed
over Japanese entrenchment in the pearling industry in Torres Strait
in the mid 1890s. 1802
Douglas kept the Queensland government well informed as to the
numbers of Japanese arriving and the impact their presence was
having on the fisheries and the Thursday Island community - and
consistently demanded that it take action to restrict their migration to
Torres Strait. 1803 He complained that Japanese women were
brought to the island as prostitutes and that the number of Japanese
men arriving was too great to be absorbed into the local fishing
industry. 1804 Douglas also believed it unfair that aliens, who would
never settle permanently in Torres Strait, were allowed to exploit the
fisheries.
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I hardly think that British fisherman, with all their pluck
and indomitable love of freedom, would as cheerfully
invite their French or Dutch neighbours to share in the
privileges of their home fisheries as we do when we
license Japanese or Malays to fish within the limits of our
maritime boundary. 1805

Nevertheless, his concerns were lessened somewhat by his belief
that, being fishermen, most Japanese would not settle permanently
on Thursday Island as they desired to return to Japan, while the
liberal in him admired them as “a hardworking people, tractable,
inoffensive, and reasonable.” 1806
The Queensland government, always receptive to Douglas’s
concerns, acted quickly. It voiced its opposition to the flow of
migration from Japan to Torres Strait and in 1897 appointed a
commission of inquiry to investigate the matter. The commission’s
findings led to the amendment of the relevant Act, resulting in
Japanese being prohibited from renting boats or acquiring boat
licenses in the colony. 1807 These restrictions, together with the
active involvement of the Japanese government in restricting
immigration of its nationals to Queensland 1808 and the federal
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government’s Immigration Restriction Act of 1901, halted the influx
of Japanese to Torres Strait.
Nonetheless, resentment towards the Japanese took time to settle,
as this observation in 1899 in the local newspaper, the Torres Strait
Pilot and New Guinea Gazette, attests.
The Japanese, despite his industry and his cleverness,
is not liked and is not trusted. The race are personally
agreeable, but they get everything into their own hands,
both by underselling, mysterious, and unfathomable
systems of combination. Japanese were first brought to
Thursday Island as divers. Then they got to own boats
and then combined in the ownership of boats …
subsequently they took to building boats … The 30 or 40
White men who formerly worked at boat-building and
repairing work are no more. 1809

By the late 1890s, Douglas was satisfied that the threat had been
reduced, observing in 1901, that, as Japanese arrivals to the island
had “dried up” almost completely, the “Japanese problem” was being
“solved”. 1810 Nevertheless, despite the ‘White Australia’ policy now
in force, Japanese and other non-Europeans were still needed in the
pearling industry. Douglas recognized that while “White men can do
well as divers,” they refused to do this sort of dangerous work, and
by Australians from the early Nineteenth Century to 1901. PhD thesis. University of
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he therefore accepted the need for Japanese to have an ongoing
involvement in the industry, if only as “auxiliaries.” 1811 For him, the
solution was obvious, namely increased employment of Torres Strait
Islanders and Papua New Guineans in the Torres Strait fisheries. 1812
Douglas was initially intent on capping Japanese immigration and
influence. On achieving this, he was in later years more concerned
with ensuring that Japanese abided by the regulations and
legislation governing the pearl-shelling industry. As a police
magistrate, he was involved, on a daily basis for almost two
decades, in upholding the peace and meting out justice, and this he
did without fear or favour. Non-Europeans were accorded a
measure of dignity and respect, fairness frequently espoused
elsewhere but rarely put into practice as it was on Thursday Island.
One instance of Douglas’s impartiality in dispensing justice
concerned the arrest of a Japanese diver, Nakane, for indecency
and resisting arrest on Thursday Island in January 1898. The arrest
was made under what appeared to be difficult circumstances, with
200 of his countrymen present, while the case itself, heard before
Douglas over four days, was attended by several hundred Japanese.
Although Douglas found that Nakane was indeed guilty of indecent
exposure for urinating in public on a Saturday afternoon in the main
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thoroughfare whilst under the influence of liquor, he called for
discretion on the part of police, as not only were there no urinals
there, but he himself had
urinated in a public street, though of course in a quiet
corner, and never felt that I had committed an act of
indecency. 1813

Despite finding that Nakane had resisted arrest, Douglas refused to
record a conviction on this count and instead criticised the police for
their excessive use of force as the constable had “downed him
[Nakane] a second time in a rather inhuman manner, and knocked
him senseless.” 1814
Douglas’s verdict was controversial, the local paper taking an
opposing position when it reported on the case. As its title
subheading exclaimed:
A charge of Indecency: Extraordinary decisions: The
police snubbed: The lawbreakers complimented. 1815

While the paper may have adopted a populist position, Douglas’s
impartial actions in this and other cases demonstrated his respect for
the rule of law and helped ensure relative peace and stability
between diverse groups on a small and remote island.
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Other Asian groups in Torres Strait
Douglas’s attitude to the other Asians on Thursday Island was very
different, for, being fewer in number, they never threatened the
European way of life on the Island. To Douglas, the major problem
with Chinese residents was their opium smoking, a vice he
considered far worse than alcohol. 1816 As well, he disapproved of
their gambling and condemned many of them as “insatiate
gamblers.” 1817 By 1899, there were two wholesale and eight retail
opium dealers on the island with a clientele including Malays and
Europeans. 1818
The two other main Asian groups living and working in Torres Strait
were the Filipinos and Malays. Filipinos, known as Manila men,
were brought, like Malays, to Torres Strait from Singapore on threeyear agreements to work in the fisheries. 1819 By 1885 there were
147 Filipinos in Torres Strait, but in subsequent years their numbers
declined and there were rarely more than 100 in any given year.
Some settled permanently on Thursday Island, married women
selected for them in the Philippines, and acquired boats of their
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own. 1820
As naturalized British subjects, Filipinos were considered to be the
“only fully-integrated Asians” on the island. 1821 Nevertheless, being
identified as Asian still made them the object of racial hostility by
Europeans: the Newcastle Morning Herald and Miners Advocate
expressed alarm over “hordes of Asiatic aliens” 1822 when an
additional 150 Filipinos arrived on the island in 1899. Douglas,
however, viewed Filipinos in a different light, and considered them
the most settled of the Asians, “good residents” who circulated their
money on the island. 1823
Douglas was also impressed with Malays and regarded them as
having “furnished both good crews and good divers” for the Torres
Strait fisheries. However, unlike Filipinos, most Malays returned
home at the end of their agreements. 1824 Douglas was particularly
moved by the plight of a Malay leper consigned to the leprosarium
on Dayman Island in Torres Strait and remarked that he was “an
intelligent man, who, in spite of his troubles, contemplates life with
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equanimity.” 1825 Douglas’s views towards the Malay and Filipino
populations on the island were enlightened for the period. Malays
were believed capable of running amuck at any time, while Manila
men carrying sharp knives were routinely seen as dangerous, and
were forever tainted with the murder of Senior Constable William
Conroy by one of their number, Frank Tinyana, on Thursday Island
in 1896. 1826
Douglas did his best to keep the peace on the island. In 1892, he
was able to observe with some satisfaction “that among this motley
population very fair order is maintained,” with no serious crimes
recorded in the previous five years. 1827 However, this state of affairs
could not last indefinitely. Early in 1901, an organized fracas
occurred between Pacific Islanders and Manilamen, leading to one
dead, several seriously injured, and the shop of the leading Filipino
on the island, Heriverto Zarcal, being extensively damaged. 1828
Douglas took immediate steps to prevent any further outbreak of
violence, swearing in special constables and imposing a curfew,
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during which the police and military patrolled the streets. 1829
Despite this melee, there was, considering the small size of the
island, its tropical climate and isolated location a surprising degree of
tolerance and harmony. Economic interdependence required a
degree of cooperation between all sectors of the community, which
in turn led to the development of a cosmopolitan and relatively stable
society. As Douglas proudly observed of his beloved island in 1902:
We have all the essentials which may be regarded as
appertaining to a white Australia: we have the same allpervading British law, applicable to Asian and Australian
alike, the same English language, and the same forms of
social intercourse which prevail in southern Australia:
our churches and schools are an exact counterpart on a
small scale of what they are in Melbourne or in
Brisbane. 1830

Douglas was government resident during the formative stages of the
development of Thursday Island as a thriving multiracial community.
However, the introduction of the Immigration Restriction Act of 1901
following federation forever changed the nature of the fisheries in
Torres Strait, changes that in turn affected the makeup and
composition of the Thursday Island community. By the time of
Douglas’s death in 1904, aliens, as authorized under the Act, were
brought in as indentured labour under articles and only allowed to
set foot ashore on Thursday Island for a short period twice a
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year. 1831
The society in Torres Strait that developed and was nurtured under
Douglas’s benevolent administration was atypical for its time, a
testament to his liberal beliefs and unflinching respect for British
values and the rule of law. The aftermath of Douglas’s death would
see steady erosion in the freedoms enjoyed by non-Europeans in
Torres Strait and increased restrictions and prohibitions imposed by
the Queensland government.

Aborigines
Douglas was also responsible for overseeing and regulating
Aborigines, drawn from the Aboriginal tribes in western and northern
Cape York, working in the Torres Strait fisheries. Many of them had
been kidnapped, 1832 and in 1884 it was estimated that half of the 500
or so men employed in the bêche-de-mer fishery on Murray, Darnley
and Yorke Islands were Aboriginal. 1833
Some went voluntarily, seeking adventure in the new
world; some were kidnapped and forced to work as
divers; many were sold for a bag of flour by tribal elders,
who themselves were exploiting the young men. 1834

Douglas was in no doubt that this “scandalous traffic” had led to
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Cape York Aborigines being hostile towards the fisheries
industry. 1835 This hostility was further fuelled by fishery crews who
often stole Aboriginal women and spread venereal disease through
the communities, causing immense social disruption and
disintegration. 1836 In 1891, Douglas assisted Moravian missionaries
to establish the Mapoon mission, the first mission settlement on
western Cape York. He selected a site for them on the Batavia
River, and, on the missionaries’ arrival at Thursday Island, prepared
two luggers to transport them and their supplies. He also provided a
police guard. 1837
Douglas saw it as his duty to protect Aborigines from the
depredations of the fisheries’ owners and consequently refused to
issue permits for the employment of Aboriginal children or
women. 1838 His religious and social code reinforced a deeply felt
sense of fair play, which was genuinely offended when marginalised
groups were harshly treated. 1839
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This was poignantly illustrated in 1890 when, after a lugger had been
stolen, two Aborigines from the Batavia River region were captured
by pearl-shellers and brought to Thursday Island to stand trial.
Douglas wrote to the colonial secretary in London:
I felt some sympathy for them – they looked like
frightened wild things who were in mortal terror of their
lives. It is difficult to know what to do with them. We are
trying to find an interpreter who understands their
language. They have offended no doubt, but what
possible conception can they have of our forms of
law. 1840

On another occasion, following the theft of a boat, Douglas
dismissed it as being prompted “on the part of some hired blacks,
merely by the desire to return home as their period of service had
expired.” 1841 Douglas’s role in protecting Aborigines from the worst
abuses of the pearl-shellers was resented by employers, 1842 as was
his support for the Mapoon mission. Fisheries employers were
concerned that many Aborigines living and working on the mission
and coming under the influence of missionaries would refuse to work
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in the fisheries. 1843
Douglas’s support for the mission extended to his penning an
anonymous article in the Queenslander newspaper in which he
refuted all the complaints made against it by the pearl-shellers. 1844
Despite Douglas being a thorn in their side, the pearl-shellers did and, indeed, could do little about it. As a visitor to Thursday Island in
1894 recorded in his diary, Douglas was:
a very worthy man, most conscientious and strict … The
inhabitants, we were told, or at least many of them, want
to get rid of him, the real objection I believe being that he
is too upright for them. 1845

On northern Cape York, Douglas did what he could to improve
conditions for Aborigines. He wanted to set up a system similar to
that of the Mamoose in Torres Strait, and arranged for Yarra-HamQuon and Tong-Ham-Blow, the chiefs of the Jardine River and
Seven Rivers tribes, to visit Thursday Island. There they
experienced “something of the customs and laws of the Whites,”
agreed to govern their community in a similar manner, were given
farm and household implements, and installed as ‘Kings.’ However,
Douglas believed that no “lasting beneficial results” would occur until
a “sufficiently disinterested” European was prepared to live among
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the tribes on a permanent basis. 1846 Moreover, despite his support
for the Mapoon Mission, by 1903 Douglas despaired of countering
the pernicious effects of European contact on the Aboriginal
population of the Cape York Peninsula: “The poor things …It is very
difficult to save them.” 1847
Douglas clashed with the pearl-shellers over other matters as well.
In 1898, when nearly 300 Aborigines were employed in the
industry, 1848 he recommended to the government that it prohibit
pearl-shellers from recruiting additional Aboriginal labour from the
Albatross Bay and Embley River areas of western Cape York. 1849 In
the following year Douglas also established a regulatory system to
ensure that employers complied with the provisions of the
Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act
1897, designed to protect Aborigines in employment. 1850
When petitioned by the pearl-shellers in January 1893 to lower the
minimum size of pearl-shell allowed to be harvested (from six inches
to five inches), Douglas informed the government that he did not
support the request, arguing instead for the existing limit to be
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retained in order to conserve pearl-shell stocks. 1851 On another
occasion a deputation of pearl-shellers complained to Douglas that
the new inspector, Frederick Urquhart, insisted on them having their
licenses and ships papers present on their luggers. Douglas backed
his inspector, and the delegation departed, “partially satisfied but
growling a bit, and mentally wishing that there were no new brooms
who would insist upon clean sweeps.” 1852
The almost absolute power wielded by Douglas, coupled with his
strong support for Aboriginal, Pacific and Torres Strait Islanders’
welfare - which he frequently put ahead of the fishery-owners’
business interests - was deeply frustrating to the pearl-shellers.
Their only consolation was that, if they could persuade him of their
merits of their case, then Douglas had sufficient influence with the
government in far-off Brisbane to ensure that action would be
forthcoming. This occurred with the restriction of Japanese
employment in the pearling industry, and the waiving of the provision
that pearling boats must return to port every three months to pay
their crew. 1853
Since his appointment in April 1885, Douglas had been responsible
for all government matters in Torres Strait. 1854 However, the
1851
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increased population and the growth of government services on
Thursday Island led the government to decree that, from October
1894, these officials would be answerable not to Douglas but to their
respective head office in Brisbane. Nevertheless, in recognition of
Douglas’s “long experience of the district and his special knowledge
of its requirements:” he was “authorised to report to and to advise
the government upon any matter affecting the interests of the
community, or that portion of the colony.” 1855
Much to the annoyance of those who preferred not to have him
meddling in what they considered to be their areas of responsibility,
Douglas liberally exercised this right. For instance, he wrote an
article for the Brisbane Telegraph on the defence of Thursday Island
in which he remarked that, despite the erection of the Green Hill
Fort 1856 there in the 1890s, the island’s defences were “insufficient
and illusory.” 1857 The commandant of the Queensland Defence
Force, Major-General Howel Gunter, complained to the premier that
Douglas’s comments were inappropriate, uncalled for, and a breach
of national security. But, the commandant’s concerns were

control and supervision of all government departments and officers” in Torres Strait.
(“Extract of Minutes of the Executive Council, 2 October 1894.” Douglas Papers, John
Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/5 (G))
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expressly dismissed as an over-reaction and Douglas continued to
take a keen interest in the island’s defences. 1858
In 1899, an unnamed Sydney journalist insightfully captured the
power that Douglas exercised over Thursday Island and the
inhabitants of Torres Strait:
As regards the township, Mr Douglas is a constitutional
sovereign … over the shifting population and the
Aboriginal population, his moral authority if not his
statutory power is unbounded … he rules by suasion
and example as much as anything else. 1859

This chapter has explored Douglas’s roles and responsibilities
towards Torres Strait and his administration of its diverse
inhabitants. His legacy was a thriving polyglot community on
Thursday Island, buttressed by the rule of law and supported by
commercial enterprise, and an Indigenous community in Torres
Strait that retained significant aspects of its culture and traditions.
The following chapter will trace Douglas’s local involvement and
contributions to significant regional, colonial and empire events,
namely the celebration of Queen Victoria’s diamond jubilee and the
establishment of the Commonwealth of Australia following a
successful referendum on federation. In so doing, Douglas’s
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character, the power he welded in the region, and the legacy he left,
will be further examined.
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Chapter 18: Torres Strait Milestones, 1890-1901
This chapter investigates two significant milestones that occurred
while Douglas was resident in the Torres Strait. The central part
Douglas played in each of them demonstrates the seminal role of his
administration in Torres Strait while his actions help illuminate his
character. Together they provide a snapshot of life on remote
Thursday Island in the late nineteenth century, a community with
Douglas as its apex.

Queen Victoria’s jubilee
As the head of the British Empire, Queen Victoria was revered by
many of her subjects, most of whom, given her longevity on the
throne, had known no other monarch. 21 June 1897 was the 60th
anniversary of Queen Victoria’s accession to the British throne, and
Thursday Island, like most other population centres in the far-flung
empire, joyously celebrated this momentous occasion. It fell to
Douglas to oversee the celebrations on this tiny and isolated island,
a task he accepted with alacrity. 1860 It is worthwhile to examine the
nature and occurrence of this celebration for what it tells us about
this remote island community, its strong commitment to empire, and
the petty squabbles that can undo well-meaning intentions and
plans.

1860
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A committee was established, and under Douglas’s chairmanship,
detailed planning for this auspicious occasion commenced. 1861 The
celebrations were on a grand scale, with bonfires on the hilltops of
Thursday and surrounding islands, 1862 a regatta, an athletics
carnival, a feast for the ‘Bingis’ who reciprocated with a corroboree,
and separate children’s and adults’ calico balls. As well, the
occasion was commemorated through the establishment of a
benevolent society and the erection of a clock tower.
For its part, the Queensland government arranged for a
commemorative medal to be issued to all children in the colony.
Unfortunately, by the committee’s second meeting the discussions
had already assumed “an acrimonious nature,” there being strong
disagreements over the amount of money to be expended on the
various activities. The meeting was suspended when Douglas, on
being outvoted, left, and he only returned after several other
committee members agreed to support his plans for the
celebration. 1863 These included a picnic, which was the only
opportunity for revellers to toast the queen, 1864 and a theatrical
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performance organised by the island’s Japanese inhabitants. 1865
The celebrations for this momentous day went off smoothly, with
most of the areas’ inhabitants in attendance, including some 400
‘native warriors’ with their wives and children; Aborigines from Red
Island and northern Cape York, and the Torres Strait Islanders from
Prince of Wales Island. Both the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander contingents regaled the crowd with highly successful, if
somewhat exotic, corroborees. A local paper marvelled at:
the fantastic headgear, shields etc of the islanders and
their contortionate exercises, were wonderful and
amusing, yet withal there was a sense of veneration
observed by the onlookers for the gyrations of the
performers … the Binghis also carried on their curious
dance with zest, but their clothing was scantier than that
of the islanders, - if, indeed the covering of their loins
could be called clothing - and a great number of people
congregated around them, drawn by the peculiar sharp,
screechy sounds they utter as part of their corroboree.
All the natives were rendered happy and contented by
plenty to eat and drink. 1866

The celebratory bonfire was also spectacular, as this letter from
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Douglas to his son, Edward, attests:
It was a dark night and the first rocket went up from
inside the residency office at 7.30. This was answered
from the Albatross with their rocket roman candles and
coloured lights, blue green and red were kept going until
8 pm. The big bonfire was lighted, we had rather great
pains with it. Bob Black and Carter between them had
built up a huge pyre, about 25 feet high. All the old
zamia trees on the rough ground opposite the lock up
had been cut down and then we made our great bonfire.
All the old rubbish in the town had been collected and
these were bundled in three carts of billet woods the
whole being saturated with tar and kerosene. You can
imagine what a grand blaze it made. We lighted it from
the top. It was answered at once with responding fires
from the battery and from Milman Hill. Then Hammond
took it up, followed by Prince of Wales Island and Friday
Island. It was quite something as the fires were sped
from Island to Island. 1867

Douglas had earlier addressed the crowd, reminding them of the
importance of this special anniversary day, “the greatest occasion
which we have ever assembled to celebrate.” Having personally
arranged for the Islanders and Aborigines to be present, he
reminded them that Queen Victoria ruled for all of them, “young and
old, rich and poor, black and white.” Douglas concluded his address
with the heartfelt sentiment that although the island comprised a
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“wonderfully mixed assemblage,” nowhere:
were more loyal hearts and true to be found than on this
little sentinel island, the extreme outpost of Australian
civilisation. 1868

The American sailer, Joshua Slocum, who arrived at Thursday
Island shortly before the celebrations commenced while undertaking
the first successful solo circumnavigation of the globe, has left us an
independent account of the festivities. He was most impressed,
especially with the corroboree, which he considered a “howling
success.” As he observed, “When they do a thing on Thursday
Island, they do it with a roar.” 1869 Douglas had organised a
spectacular celebration to mark a singular important event in the
history of the British Empire. His devotion to his Queen and her
realm was such that no matter how geographically remote from the
centres of power he insisted on celebrating important occasions with
all the energy and resources at his disposal. As well, Douglas
ensured the celebrations included all the Queen’s subjects, with both
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders participating.
And that should have been where it ended; loyal subjects proudly
celebrating 60 years of their queen’s reign. However, the handing
out of the commemorative medals to the island’s children led to
much division and rancour within the small island community.
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It had earlier been decided to give a medal to every child residing on
the island at the time of the jubilee. Accordingly, money had been
raised, and 200 white medals had been requested from the
authorities in Brisbane; 150 oxidised medals for the white children
and 50, cheaper, non-oxidised medals for the ‘coloured’ children. 1870
Unfortunately, due to cost constraints, not enough medals had been
requested, there actually being 313 children residing on the island at
the time, and so many did not receive one. The medals did not
arrive in time for the jubilee, and because there were too few of
them, it was decided that only the schoolchildren in attendance at
the island’s two schools on the day before the jubilee would receive
them. After they were distributed, there were 59 medals left
over. 1871
It was unacceptable that some children had not received a
medal, 1872 and the island’s jubilee committee instructed Douglas to
distribute the remaining medals. This he did, much to the ire of the
local paper, which resented:
the humiliating position in which Mr. Douglas, the highest
official on the island, had been placed, tramping around
the island with a black bag distributing the medals,
because the committee had asked him to get rid of them.
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Nonetheless, despite the handing out of the remaining medals, there
were still children without one, and the only solution was to order
more medals. These bore a unique Thursday Island ‘superscription’
rather than the generic Queensland one used for all the other jubilee
medals presented to the colony’s children. Daisy Simpson finally
presented the ‘Thursday Island’ medals to those children who had
previously missed out. 1873 This was almost five months after the
jubilee celebrations, 1874 and Douglas was in no doubt as to who was
to blame for this fiasco, informing his eldest son that:
the medal agitation all came out of Daisy Simpson and
Madge Atkinson not getting medals, not at the time
being school children. I was away when they were
distributed and Salter made rather a mess of it. 1875

The saga of the medals to celebrate Queen Victoria’s 60th
anniversary illuminates the petty jealousies and small-town
antagonisms present on the island. As always, Douglas played a
central role, a practical administrator who was involved in almost
every event or activity undertaken on the remote small island.

Federation
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In 1899, Queensland, along with the other colonies, took part in a
referendum on federation. For Douglas, the success of this
referendum, and the inauguration of the Commonwealth of Australia
on 1 January 1901, were the culmination of a life-long goal and one
in which he played a significant, although largely unrecognised
role. 1876 As Douglas informed Sir Samuel Griffith, who was one of
the founding fathers of a federated Australia: “I lift up my voice for
union.” 1877
To Douglas and most of his contemporaries, federation would occur
under the umbrella of Great Britain. Loyal to Great Britain, the
Empire and the Queen, the colonies would remain so once
united. 1878 Federation, insofar as Douglas was concerned, was not

1876

As Katie McConnell, a PhD student on Queensland federation, points out, it is quite

probable that Douglas was Queensland’s longest advocate for federation. To Griffith the
glory, but Douglas was always there making supportive speeches or statements. It is
interesting that Douglas advocated federation when it was not trendy or popular, yet when
discussed in detail in the 1890s he was, with the exception of his work on Thursday Island,
largely silent, preferring to work behind the scenes. (Personal communication, June 2003.)
A resident of Thursday Island in 1900, George Smith, considered Douglas “almost as the
father of this movement for federation. When Mr. Douglas was first elected to parliament he
spoke in favour of a United Australia.” (“The Australian Commonwealth.” Torres Straits
Pilot and New Guinea Gazette, 22 December 1900)
1877

John Douglas to Samuel Griffith, 27 August 1896. Griffith Papers, Mitchell Library,

State Library of NSW, MSQ 189, pp. 503-8; For further examples of Douglas’s involvement
see, John Douglas to Edmund Barton, 20 July 1897. In, Letters and Handbills Relating to
Australian Federation, 1897-1898. National Library of Australia, MS 50; John Douglas to
Samuel Griffith, 1 September 1900. Griffith Papers, Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW,
MSQ 190, pp. 35-44
1878

As Douglas informed Edmund Barton, he wished to see the preamble of the constitution

containing “a declaration of indissoluble union founded upon an assumption of supreme
authority vested in the name and person of the queen or king of Great Britain.” (John
Douglas to Edmund Barton, 20 July 1897. In, Letters and Handbills Relating to Australian
Federation, 1897-1898. National Library of Australia, MS 50)
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about republicanism, but about the colonies coming together for the
greater good. He saw a federated Australia as a bastion of
‘Britishness,’ something that was positive and beneficial, and where
the sum was greater than its parts.
As early as 1859, even before the creation of the colony of
Queensland, when standing for election to the New South Wales
parliament, Douglas had boldly called for a “United Australia.” 1879 In
1868, when discussing how to persuade reluctant Englishmen to
migrate to Australia rather then the United States of America,
Douglas suggested that it:
could best be done by all the Australian colonies acting
in concert. Would it not be possible for them to appear
in the home country as one people upon that question?
They must have their own interest, no doubt; at one time
one colony might be able to absorb more than another,
but, union upon that point, if properly worked, would
prove beneficial to all the colonies. 1880

Furthermore, Douglas hoped that before long there would be “united
action on the part of the Australian colonies” to achieve this. 1881 His
views on the desirability of federation was further influenced by the
Franco-Prussian conflict of 1870-71 1882 and his trip to America in
1871, where, reading tombstone inscriptions of men who had died in
1879

Douglas (1900A), p. 12

1880

“Mr. Douglas at the Town Hall.” Brisbane Courier, 23 September 1868, p. 3

1881

Ibid.

1882

Douglas observed the Franco-Prussian conflict at close quarters. He, along with many

others, keenly felt the need for a strong, united Australia had Britain joined the conflict.
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the American Civil War brought home to him the power inherent in
the “sentiment of union.” 1883
That same year Douglas again made a passionate, and, for the time,
far-sighted plea for unity rather than disunity, for federation rather
than separation, noting that the “different colonies should be united
under a federal government.” 1884 It was, to his mind, “absurd that a
country possessing such a geographical unity as Australia should be
so divided into separate states.” 1885
It is evident that his time in London as agent-general had further
influenced his thinking on this matter. In 1874, in an address to the
Darling Downs Caledonian Society in Toowoomba, Douglas again
called for the creation of a “Dominion of Australia,” despite
recognising that it was an idea whose time had not yet come:
Colonists seem to be content to continue their
revolutions around the central source of power in
England, rather than to effect a change in the centre of
gravity among themselves. 1886

Douglas understood that in a land of opportunity, at peace with itself,
federation would only be possible if championed by politicians, and
he deeply regretted the lack of leadership on their part. 1887 He

(Douglas (1880), p. 4)
1883

Ibid., p. 13

1884

“Mr. Douglas at the Victoria Hall.” Brisbane Courier, 24 October 1871, p. 2

1885

Ibid.

1886

“Mr. Douglas and the Dominion of Australia.” Brisbane Courier, 24 October 1874, pp.

5-6
1887

Douglas also recognised the challenges facing those who wished to see a federated
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himself did what he could to advance the cause, but recognised all
too well that:
It is not in times of difficulty or of danger that serious
constitutional questions such as these are best
considered. 1888

In 1879, when Sir Henry Parkes suggested that New South Wales,
Victoria and South Australia, but not Queensland, come together in a
confederacy, Douglas had been quick to respond. In an article in the
Melbourne Review, he not only insisted that an Australian federation
should include all the colonies, but also set out a model markedly
different to Parkes’s minimalist “Dominion Parliament” approach:
A supreme legislature and administration is required in
order to enable the united colonies to deal with those
matters which are relegated to it by the provincial and
dependent legislatures. 1889

Douglas recognised the importance of the colonies in any new
arrangement, and the primacy of their rights. He believed that while
they would not readily relinquish these to form one legislature, the
colonies would be willing to cede responsibility for foreign affairs and
defence to a federal legislature provided they could retain
responsibility for their day-to-day affairs. 1890

Australia; “Any change in things as they are will always be resisted: and a change so great
as this would, of course, be stoutly resisted.” (John Douglas. “Australian Federation.”
Brisbane Courier, 27 March 1875, pp. 5-6)
1888

“Mr. Douglas and the Dominion of Australia.” Brisbane Courier, 24 October 1874, pp.

5-6
1889

Douglas (1880), p. 12

1890

Ibid., pp. 7-8
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The disavowal in 1883 by Great Britain of Queensland’s annexation
of New Guinea in an attempt to forestall German colonization there,
coupled with the political activities of the French in the New
Hebrides, provided a further impetus for supporters of federation and
once again stirred Douglas to put the case for federation, this time in
the Nineteenth Century magazine. 1891
BY 1889, Douglas, from his perspective of now having spent several
years in the tropics, called for the creation of an additional state,
Northern Australia, comprising the northern part of Western
Australia, the Northern Territory, and north Queensland, with its
legislature at Port Darwin. 1892 As well, throughout his time in New
Guinea and Torres Strait, Douglas consistently, if unsuccessfully,
urged that the boundary between Queensland and British New
Guinea be moved south to allow for the transfer of the northern
Torres Strait islands to New Guinea. 1893

1891

Douglas (1884)

1892

John Douglas. “United Australia: Memo Addressed to the Honourable B. D. Morehead,

Chief Secretary, Queensland.” Brisbane, Ferguson and Co., 1889
1893

John Douglas. “Thursday Island: Report of the Government Resident for 1885.”

Queensland Votes and Proceedings, vol 1, 1886, p. 493. However, despite the support of
the Queensland government and the Colonial Office, the proposal was never implemented,
and, following federation, was eventually abandoned. For more information see, Douglas
(1892), p. 1033; Douglas (1894), p. 913; Douglas (1896), p. 506; John Douglas. “Maritime
Boundary of Australia.” Queensland Geographical Journal, vol 19, 1903, pp. 32-36;
“Maritime Boundary of Queensland: Paper by the Hon. John Douglas.” Brisbane Courier,
26 December 1903, p. 14; Veur, (1966A), pp. 24-32; Douglas (1886), p. 80-82; Paul W van
der Veur. Documents and Correspondence on New Guinea’s Boundaries. Canberra,
Australian National University Press, 1996; James Griffin, ed. The Torres Strait Border
Issue: Consolidation, Conflict or Compromise. Townsville, Townsville College of Advanced
Education, 1976, pp. xv-xviii; Farnfield, pp. 69-71; “The Hon. John Douglas. Visit to
Brisbane. An Interesting Interview.” Brisbane Courier, 11 December 1903, p. 5; The Torres
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In the 1890s, Douglas again took an active role in promoting
federation. He wrote to both Griffith and Barton offering advice and
comments, 1894 and addressed a meeting on the subject at the
Sydney Town Hall in 1896. 1895 However, Douglas’s influence was
limited, as the idea of federation did not consume any significant
public attention in Queensland until 1899. Furthermore, the principal
advocates in the federal movement were contemporary politicians
and Douglas had by this time long since retired from active politics.
During the 1890s, Queenslanders displayed a complex mix of
indifference, hostility and enthusiasm towards the idea of federation.
Indifference was widespread for, with the possible exception of Sir
Samuel Griffith, there were no outstanding advocates for federation
in the colony. 1896 The southern portions of the colony, fearing
economic competition from New South Wales, was strongly
opposed, while the central and northern districts, traditionally antiBrisbane and pro-separation, were generally supportive of joining

Strait Boundary Report by the Sub Committee on Territorial Boundaries of the Joint
Committee on Foreign Affairs and Defence. Canberra, Government Printer, 1977, pp. 1620
1894

John Douglas to Samuel Griffith, 27 August 1896. Griffith Papers, Mitchell Library,

State Library of NSW, MSQ 189, pp. 503-8. Another example of Douglas’s involvement
was that when James Thomas Walker, a New South Wales delegate to the 1897 and 1898
Australasian Federal Conventions visited Thursday Island in 1898, he gave Douglas “a lot
of papers connected with the convention and the referendum vote which lately has been
taken in New South Wales.” (John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 13 June 1898. Douglas
Papers, John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/b/2/b/8)
1895

“A New View of Federation.” Sydney Morning Herald, 2 October 1896, p. 5

1896

Duncan Waterson. “The Absentees from North of the Tweed.” The New Federalist, no

1, June 1998, p. 29
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the proposed federation. 1897 Moreover, and much to Douglas’s
disappointment, Queensland did not send delegates to the second
‘Constitutional Convention’ held in 1897 and 1898. 1898
Douglas campaigned tirelessly for a ‘yes’ vote on Thursday Island.
At a federation meeting held there in July 1899, he proudly claimed
that, “Everybody here is in favour of it.” 1899 A week before the
Queensland referendum, Douglas again addressed Thursday
Islanders on this subject. Here he passionately expressed his
support for federation, and called on all Thursday Islanders to vote
‘yes’ with him.
What say you? Are you for union or against it? Are we
to be one people from Cape Leeuwin to Cape York? Is
this great island continent of Australia to be one
country? 1900

1897

See, Kay Saunders. “The Freest Spirit of Australasian Democracy: The 1899

Constitutional Bill Referendum Campaign in New South Wales and Queensland.” In,
Patricia Clarke, ed. Steps to Federation: Lectures marking the Centenary of Federation.
Melbourne, Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2001, pp. 122-23. Douglas, while an ardent
advocate of federation, could only influence the vote in north Queensland. He too was
concerned over the indifference of the public, suggesting to Griffith that, “The public have
still to be educated up to an understanding of the question in all its bearings.” (John
Douglas to Samuel Griffith, 27 August 1896. Griffith Papers, Mitchell Library, State Library
of NSW, MSQ 189, pp. 503-8)
1898

“A New View of Federation.” Sydney Morning Herald, 2 October 1896, p. 5; Kay

Saunders. “‘By Chance and Divine Intervention:’ D B Waterson’s Contribution to Federation
Studies.” Journal of Australian Studies, no 69, 2001, p. 31
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John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 9 July 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library,

State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/b/2/c/13
1900

Douglas (1900A), p. 11; “Lecture by the Hon. John Douglas.” Torres Straits Pilot and

New Guinea Gazette, 19 August 1899, p. 2. Douglas’s address was published in book
form; (Douglas (1900A) and he sent a copy to Queen Victoria. (Privy Purse Office,
Buckingham Palace, to John Douglas, 15 May 1900. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library,
State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/5(b))
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Douglas recognised what a significant achievement federation would
be:
By far the greatest achievement which has yet been
accomplished in our Australian history, and will be for us
and our children a glorious consummation in the closing
years of the Victorian era. 1901

In concluding his speech, Douglas demonstrated the depth of his
passion and conviction for the federation cause and pleaded with his
audience to vote likewise:
I, for my part, am going to vote “yes” with all my might;
and I am thankful that I have lived long enough to see
the day when it will become my privilege to do so. If I
had a thousand votes for referendum day they should all
be cast in the same way. And what are you going to do?
I will venture to say that you, too, will vote “yes.” 1902

Nevertheless, Douglas found the crowd’s response disheartening,
and he confided to his son that:
They did not enthuse much over federation. I tried to
work them up about it, but really and truly I don’t think
they care a snuff about it … I see that there is a good
deal talked about it in the papers. Still it does not look
as if it was a live question. It does not glow as it aught
to. I cannot understand why people seem to be so
indifferent about it. 1903

1901

Douglas (1900A), p. 13

1902

Ibid., p. 15

1903

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 30 August 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2(c)/17
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The campaign for federation confirmed a pragmatic trait in
Queenslanders, for they were largely unmoved by its idealism and
instead cast their votes on economic and regional grounds. 1904
Nevertheless, Douglas need not have been concerned. 2
September 1899 - referendum day - was marked on Thursday Island
“by a certain amount of enthusiasm” 1905 which translated into
overwhelming support for federation, with 91 votes in favour and
only one against. 1906
The colony of Queensland as a whole also returned a ‘yes’ vote, but
it was the lowest of any of the colonies, with only 55 per cent in
favour. Brisbane voted overwhelmingly against federation, but
strong support for it in the central and northern districts ensured that
Queensland joined. 1907 Queensland, acknowledging the power of
the “crimson thread of kinship,” and despite Brisbane’s opposition,
had agreed to federate with the other colonies and form a united
Australia. 1908
Douglas was elated. For 40 years, he had called for a united

1904

“The Federation Story.” Internet file, www.cofq.qld.gov.au/qld_story_overview.html

1905

“Thursday Island.” Brisbane Courier, 4 September 1899, p. 9

1906

“Federation.” North Queensland Register, 18 September 1899, p. 16; Parish Gazette

(Quetta Memorial Cathedral Thursday Island) vol 26 no 4, 2 April 1928, p. 4
1907

Saunders (2001), p. 109. The south of the colony registered 14,285 ‘yes’ votes and

22,398 ‘no’ votes; the central district registered 12,132 ‘yes’ votes and 6,682 ‘no’ votes,
while the north had 12,376 ‘yes’ votes to only 3,332 ‘no’ votes. The Cook district, which
included Thursday Island, returned 503 ‘yes’ votes, 54 ‘no’ votes and four informal votes.
(“Returns for Federation Referendum.” Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1899, second
session, vol 1, p. 753)
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Waterson (1998), p. 37. The ‘no’ vote for Brisbane was over 62 per cent, the highest
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Australia, and had now lived long enough to see it become reality.
He, along with the rest of the Thursday Island community, joyfully
celebrated the proclamation of the Commonwealth of Australia on 1
January 1901. Douglas contributed £5 towards the festivities and,
for the first time, proudly proposed a toast to the “Commonwealth of
Australia.” 1909 He then sailed to the various Torres Strait Islands to
hand out personally to the children their Commonwealth medals. 1910
At Murray Island he:
presented the children with their Commonwealth medals
and explained to them what they signified. The children
were then assembled around the school flag staff and
the Union Jack spread out, when he addressed them,
telling them that it was their flag, and the symbol of the
union of all the countries and states included in the
British Empire. The Jack was then hoisted, saluted, and
three cheers given for it. The children then sang God
save the King. 1911

Douglas cut a commanding figure in Torres Strait. In his public life,
his word was law and his authority rarely questioned. This was not
the case in his private life, a life characterised by a stormy marriage,
financial struggle and lengthy absences from his beloved children.
1909

“The Australian Commonwealth.” Torres Straits Pilot and New Guinea Gazette, 22

December 1900; “Commonwealth and New Year Celebrations.” Torres Straits Pilot and
New Guinea Gazette, 5 January 1901, p. 2
1910

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 7 March 1901. McCourt Papers. The Queensland

government only supplied medals for European children, but Douglas objected, insisting
that they be given to all children, “irrespective of class, colour or creed” and therefore
procured additional medals for this purpose. (“The Australian Commonwealth.” Torres
Straits Pilot and New Guinea Gazette, 22 December 1900)
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The next and final chapter explores Douglas’s personal life, the
difficulties arising from his marriage, the education of his children,
and, as he grew older and frailer, his failing health.

1911

Williamson, p. 96
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Chapter 19: Douglas Family, 1889-1904
This chapter examines the relationship between John Douglas and
his family following his return to Thursday Island in 1888, including
his children’s education, strained relations with his wife Sarah,
financial difficulties, his final visit to England in 1902, and his death
and funeral in 1904. In many ways, the last two decades of
Douglas’s life were difficult ones. Unable to retire owing to
straightened financial circumstances, he was forced to work up until
his death, while his family life disintegrated around him.
The personal relationship between John and Sarah Douglas and its
impact on their children is addressed in detail, for it illuminates
Victorian family life in a manner rarely documented. Unravelling what
occurred and trying to understand and assess its impact provides an
insight into a complex and bitter marital struggle. Family dynamics
played out in unpredictable ways; alcoholism, isolation, frustration,
bitterness and the interplay between two very complex, stubborn,
intelligent and opinionated individuals. That this was a dysfunctional
and unhappy marriage, soon became evident once the family
returned to Thursday Island, and remained so until Douglas’s death
some 16 years later. Not surprisingly, John and Sarah increasingly
invested their hopes and aspirations in their children, especially their
children’s education.
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Marriage difficulties
Douglas returned to Thursday Island in November 1888 after
completing the annual report on British New Guinea in Brisbane. 1912
Very little had changed in his absence, and he effortlessly slipped
back into his old role as government resident. His family joined him
soon afterwards. Douglas had missed his children terribly while he
was in New Guinea and they were in Tenterfield. However, problems
quickly developed between him and his wife Sarah.
Since their return to the island, the couple had slept in separate
bedrooms. 1913 On the evening of 2 February 1889, Douglas called
for police protection after Sarah physically attacked him following a
bout of drinking. On 5 February, during dinner, she, according to the
court of petty sessions transcript, “threw a ladle full of hot soup at her
husband across the table and soon afterwards repeated this act.” 1914
Again, Douglas sought police protection and requested that Sarah be
required to find sureties to be of good behaviour. Douglas
sorrowfully informed the court that:
It is impossible for me to live in the same house with my
wife again. I intend to institute proceedings in the
Supreme Court to get a judicial separation.

1912

John Douglas. “Annual Report of the Government Resident at Thursday Island.”

Queensland Votes and Proceedings, vol 3, 1890, p. 207
1913

John Douglas vs. Sarah Douglas. Clerk of Petty Sessions, Thursday Island. Deposition

and Minute Book, 13/3/1888-7/11/1889. Queensland State Archives, CPS 13D/P2, 5
February 1889
1914

Ibid., 7 February 1889
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It is unknown how deep-seated or long lasting their marriage
problems were before this event, as no documentary evidence for the
years 1877 to 1888 has survived. Nonetheless, by the beginning of
1889, when John Douglas was 61 and his wife 44, the marriage had
broken down completely. Sarah’s excessive consumption of alcohol,
which resulted in her becoming aggressive and physically violent,
must have played a part. That she drank so heavily and so soon
after her return to the island indicated that it was not something she
had only recently begun to do. However, it is simply not possible to
ascertain whether being married to John Douglas drove Sarah to
drink or if there were other factors.
If the marriage was the cause of the tension between them, there
were many possible reasons. A major problem was their different
religions. Both Sarah and John were deeply religious, and lived their
lives accordingly. However, now that the boys were older, which
faith they would be brought up in caused considerable tension,
exacerbated by John’s active participation in masonry. Sarah was a
proud Irish nationalist, while John was an equally proud defender of
Queen and empire. As Sarah reminded her eldest son:
‘Ireland,’ father says, ‘is the one dark spot in England’s
trilogy’ and all because we did not ‘turn our coat’ when
England and Scotland did, although one or two of the old
Popes handed us over to England. Bag and baggage,
but we are still to the fore. 1915

1915

Sarah Douglas to John Douglas, 8 September 1894. Andrew and Lorraine Douglas

Papers
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Then, there was the isolation, marooned on remote Thursday Island
far from relatives and friends. Whatever the reason, the deteriorating
state of their marriage was cause for regret. Douglas informed the
court that he bore Sarah no “malice or ill will,” while his wife insisted
that instead of physically assaulting him, she had “merely caught
hold of him to have the waltz.” As well, she had insisted on sleeping
in his bed. Nevertheless, John Douglas indicated that he would
institute divorce proceedings in the Supreme Court. 1916
As it turned out, he did not file for divorce, and the couple remained
married until his death in 1904. 1917 Nevertheless, it was a deeply
unhappy relationship, punctuated, due to Sarah’s excessive drinking,
by extensive separations and occasional violence. That the marriage
had failed utterly was an open secret on the small island, especially
in the final years when Sarah lived in a separate house with her sons
(Henry and Hugh.) As the young William Palmer, on a visit to the
island in 1893, explained to his father, Sir Arthur Palmer, the
president of the Queensland legislative council:
I intend to go and see the Hon John Douglas this
afternoon which I should have done yesterday but found

1916

John Douglas vs. Sarah Douglas. Clerk of Petty Sessions, Thursday Island. Deposition

and Minute Book, 13/3/1888-7/11/1889. Queensland State Archives, CPS 13D/P2, 7
February 1889. (Material supplied by Anna Shnukal)
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As Kay Saunders has pointed out, divorce was an extremely expensive undertaking in

colonial Queensland, and it is possible that this was why Douglas never pursued it. Another,
more plausible reason for them staying together was for the sake of their children. (Kay
Saunders. “Domestic Violence in Colonial Queensland.” Historical Studies, vol 21 no 82,
1984, p. 74)
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Mrs John had been drinking rather badly so put it off. 1918

At all times Douglas was deeply concerned about his wife’s
wellbeing. In 1890, he had her arrested as she:
had threatened to commit suicide on my refusal to supply
her with stimulants. She was in a low melancholy state
of mind, and I feared that she might carry her threat,
repeatedly made, into execution. 1919

When Sarah drank too much, which was frequently, she was, in her
husband’s words, “subject to occasional aberrations of mind, and
during these periods she is in my opinion not responsible for her
actions.” 1920
It was hardly surprising that in his later years John Douglas had a
strong aversion to drunkenness, frequently exhorting Torres Strait
Islanders to abstain from the ‘demon drink’ and taking strong action
against them when they transgressed. Alcohol was a major problem
in the colony, including Thursday Island, 1921 and one frequently
commented upon by visitors, including Harold Finch-Hatton, who had
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William Palmer to Arthur Palmer, 21 January 1893. McIlwraith / Palmer Papers. John

Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 64-19/68
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State Archives, CPS 13D/P3, 4 February 1890
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A parson, Thomas Eykyn, on visiting Thursday Island in the 1890s where he stayed with

the Douglas’s in the Residency, made this observation: “One evening, coming in to dress for
dinner, my hostess asked me to take a glass of sherry, for she feared I must be tired after
being in the parish all day. I replied, that I had called at fifteen houses, at thirteen of which
champagne had been opened, at the fourteenth whiskey, and at the fifteenth raspberry
vinegar; and I thought I could wait until dinner. I do not, of course, state that I drank all these
beverages.” (Peripatetic Parson [Thomas Eykyn]. Parts of the Pacific. London, Swan
Sonnenschein & Co. Limited, 1896, p. 98)
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noticed “the prevalence of drinking throughout the bush, and in all the
big towns of Queensland especially.” 1922 He also remarked on how
drinking was, if anything, even more prevalent among the upper
classes than among working men. 1923
Both Sarah and John nursed their disappointments over each other.
He was mortified by her violent nature resulting from drink, whereas
she was upset by both his inability to provide for the family financially
and his curt attitude towards her. As Sarah wistfully confided to her
eldest son:
I had the gayest and the happiest girlhood woman ever
had. My life was like a summer’s day but I left it and then
the clouds loomed ahead. I did not know what worry was
until your brother and you were born and then when your
father got led away with others and spent the money that
I helped to save to educate you and your brothers and he
was so very curt to me. It changed my whole nature I
don’t feel the same person even now. 1924

1922

Fitzgerald, p. 305
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Finch-Hatton devoted a whole chapter of his book to the prevalence of drink and the

problems it caused in Queensland. See, Harold Finch-Hatton. Advance Australia: An
Account of Eight Year’s Work, Wandering, and Amusement, in Queensland, New South
Wales and Victoria. 2nd ed. London: Allen, 1886, pp. 219-31. As to the extent of John
Douglas’s drinking, it appeared to be in moderation. He confided to the Darling Downs
Caledonian Society in 1874, that while he may have been able to “put away five or even six
tumblers [of Campbelltown whisky) at a Presbytery dinner” when at university, in Brisbane he
would never drink more than two. (“Mr. Douglas and the Dominion of Australia.” Brisbane
Courier, 24 October 1874, p. 5)
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Despite the failure of the marriage and their evident unhappiness,
John and Sarah never divorced. Instead, they found solace in work
and alcohol respectively, while focussing their energies, hopes and
ambitions on their children.

The children’s education
With the boys back on Thursday Island, their education became of
paramount concern. As the marriage deteriorated, each parent
devoted more time and energy to ensuring that the children would
receive the best possible education. In many ways both parents, but
Sarah in particular, channelled their aspirations into their children.
The small state school on the island was considered inadequate, so
the family employed Edgar Herbert Sinclair as a tutor for the
children. 1925 It was decided to send the boys to Brisbane where they
could receive a better education. There appears to have been some
disagreement as to which faith the boys would be educated in,
Catholic or Anglican. 1926 Sarah and Robert, the youngest son, had
already gone to live in Brisbane some time in 1889. 1927 However,
Sarah returned to Thursday Island at the end of the year to take the
1925

John Douglas vs. Sarah Douglas. Clerk of Petty Sessions, Thursday Island. Deposition

and Minute Book, 13/3/1888-7/11/1889. Queensland State Archives, CPS 13D/P2, 7
February 1889. John Douglas had also requested that the boys be taught French and
German by Mother Paul of the Sisters of the Sacred Heart Convent on her arrival to the
island in 1886. (Letter from Catholic Presbytery, Alice Springs, 22 June 1973. Box 0566,
Northern Territory, Thursday island, various. Sacred Heart Archives, Kensington, New
South Wales. Photocopy kindly supplied by Dr Anna Shnukal)
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John Douglas to his children, 5 November 1889. Douglas Papers. John Oxley Library,
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remaining children to Brisbane in time for the following school year,
where they were enrolled at the Catholic Christian Brothers St
Joseph’s College at Gregory Terrace. 1928
While living in New Guinea, Douglas had already spent several years
apart from his children. Now he was apart from them again, a
devastating state of affairs for one who had had children late in life.
Although he immersed himself in his official duties, the extant
correspondence between him and his children poignantly depicts his
deep concern for their welfare.
However, Sarah then returned to Thursday Island with the two
youngest children while Edward and Henry enrolled in the Ipswich
Grammar School in February 1890. 1929 Shortly afterwards Sarah and
Hugh and Robert joined them. 1930 Once again, John Douglas was
alone on Thursday Island. A melancholy Douglas informed his
children: “The break up of our home here has been a great loss to
me, but I hope it will be for your good.” 1931
The Douglas children and their mother only spent a couple of months
in Ipswich before they all returned to Thursday Island. Some time
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before 1890, it was agreed to educate the boys in Great Britain.
Sarah was determined that the children would attend a Catholic
school, and enlisted powerful allies to convince her husband of the
wisdom of this decision.
The Roman Catholic archbishop of Brisbane, Robert Dunne,
discussed the matter of the children’s education with John Douglas
when he visited Thursday Island on his way to Europe. 1932 Sister
Bridget Conlon of the All Hallows Convent in Brisbane, who had
introduced John and Sarah to one another in 1877, wrote to the
archbishop when he was in Rome, urging him to seek the support of
John Douglas’s second cousin, Father Edward Douglas (1819-1898),
a noted Catholic Redemptorist. 1933 He in turn suggested that the
archbishop enlist the help of John Douglas’s first cousin once
removed, the Reverend Lord Archibald Edward Douglas (18501933), and the son of the eighth Marquess of Queensberry, who had
converted to Catholicism and was now a priest at St Columba’s
Catholic Church in Annan, Scotland. 1934
Lord Douglas then wrote to John Douglas on Thursday Island
recommending the St. Benedict’s Abbey School at Fort Augustus,
Invernesshire in Scotland, which was founded in 1878 as a
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“Benedictine School for gentlemen’s sons.” 1935 The combined
influence of these notable Catholics was sufficient to convince John
Douglas to send the two oldest boys, Edward and Henry, to Scotland
in time for the commencement of the 1891 school year. Back on the
island, Sarah and John’s relationship continued to be beset with
problems, and in April 1891 she was again charged with
drunkenness and assault on Thursday Island. 1936
Sarah and the two oldest boys sailed to Scotland while Hugh and
Robert remained at Thursday Island. 1937 Sarah then returned to
Australia 1938 and early the following year Hugh and Robert were also
sent to the school. 1939
Edward, as the eldest, took responsibility for his siblings and worried
deeply about the state of his parents’ marriage, as this extract from a
1935
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September 1891. Douglas Papers. John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, OM
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letter to his father - written in 1892, when he was 14 years old attests:
Is mother like she used to be or is she better? I hope
that she will not drink much again … Perhaps mother and
you will get on better now that we are not there, as so
many causes of quarrel between you will be removed.
Did mother get any permanent better health by coming
home; I am afraid she did not because if she did get a
little stronger for a while I think she soon lost it all,
because you told me that after she had come back she
had been carrying on. 1940

Above all else, Sarah wanted her children to be educated in the
Catholic faith. St. Benedict’s ensured this, and all her children
became Catholic and remained so throughout their lives, despite
John Douglas being a devout Anglican. He accepted his children
being brought up Catholic, although what his thoughts on receiving
this plea from his eldest son can only be imagined:
Father you won’t be cross with me if I tell you that I wish
very earnestly that you would become a Catholic. Do not
think for a moment that anyone has asked me to say this
to you … It would be better to gain Heaven than to get
anything else for perhaps they might not leave you at
Thursday Island if you become Catholic. 1941

Although John and Sarah were separated from two of their children,
she was relieved that they were receiving a Catholic education while
Papers
1940

Edward Douglas to John Douglas, 11 May 1892. Andrew and Lorraine Douglas Papers
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he could take comfort that they were getting a superior education in
his beloved Scotland, and were in close proximity and contact with
his relatives.

Bank smash
The 1880s were a boom decade in the Australian colonies, and the
Queensland economy was transformed through a massive injection
of outside capital that led to a speculative boom in 1886-87. 1942
Douglas was well placed to profit from the boom, because he owned
the house in Sandgate and had used his substantial salary as
administrator in British New Guinea to purchase property in
Tenterfield. 1943 He also owned several blocks of land on Thursday
Island. 1944 The speculative land boom reached its peak in Melbourne
and led to increased reliance on British investment both for
government expenditure on public works and for private domestic
dwellings. As Stuart Macintyre accurately observed, this investment
was:
marked by excessive optimism, cronyism and dubious
business practice, for the same promoters were active in
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Fitzgerald, pp. 319-20
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John Douglas. 1887 Diary. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library, State Library of
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lots on either side, on 4 March 1887.
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the cabinet and the boardrooms. 1945

By 1890, the cost of servicing the foreign debt in Victoria reached 40
per cent of export earnings. 1946 That same year, following financial
defaults by several South American governments, the London money
market refused new loans to Australia. Some land companies failed,
and there was a run on deposits, leading to the infamous ‘Bank
Smash’ of May 1893. 1947 Queensland, with its reliance on foreign
capital, was devastated, and experienced a severe depression in the
early to mid 1890s. This was exacerbated by a severe drought,
record floods in Brisbane, and unprecedented labour discord,
including the ‘Great Strike,’ which saw shearers pitted unsuccessfully
against both pastoralists and the colony’s government. 1948
Initially, as others experienced financially ruin, Douglas was able to
weather the storm. Writing to his sons in Scotland, he graphically
outlined the crises facing the colony:
Everything in the financial world has thus been thrown
into confusion … you will hear the year 1893 spoken of
as an era of a huge financial collapse. … First the floods
and then the banking disaster. Still we shall survive. I
am afraid, however, that there will be great distress.
Many will be thrown out of employment by the pinching
and scarring which must follow. 1949
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However, all too soon Douglas also found himself a victim of the
“pinching and scarring which must follow.” The details of how he
came into financial difficulty are sketchy, but it appears that he made
a bad financial investment, “joining in that wretched Mount Teswell
business at Cooktown,” 1950 and both he and Sarah endured heavy
financial losses. Sarah, in a letter to Edward several years
afterwards, was still bitter; “your father got led away with others and
spent the money that I helped to save.” 1951 What made it even worse
was that Douglas had sunk his money into this venture despite,
following the discovery of gold at Mount Morgan, having had the
opportunity to purchase “a share for next to nothing.” Had he done
so, he would have become an extremely wealthy man. However
Douglas was sanguine about what could have been, informing his
son in connection with this matter that; “I am thankful to be what I
am, despite all our shortcomings.” 1952
John and Sarah never recovered from losing almost everything
during this period. Never again were they wealthy or even financially
comfortable. From this point onwards, balancing the family budget
was a never-ending struggle. Nevertheless, John Douglas did his
Douglas Papers. A local example of this distress was the closure for a couple of months of
the only two bank branches on Thursday Island following the suspension of operations for
both the Queensland National Bank and the Bank of North Queensland on 15 May 1893.
(Kenneth Buckley & Kris Klugman. The History of Burns Philp: The Australian Company in
the South Pacific. Sydney, Burns, Philp & Co. Ltd., 1981, p. 45; Ward, p. 168)
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best to cope with the twin disappointments of his marriage and
financial penury for which his son Edward later praised him:
I only hope that I shall have discharged my duty as well
as you have done and I can feel that peace of mind
which I think in spite of everything is your blessing. 1953

The children’s education was the first to suffer. In early 1893, Sarah
travelled to Sydney to receive medical treatment for an undisclosed
ailment, and it was decided that the two youngest children would
relocate from Scotland to Sydney and live with her there. 1954
However, this did not eventuate, and Sarah returned to Thursday
Island around the middle of that year. 1955 The cost of educating the
boys in Scotland in 1893 was £240 per annum, a significant portion
of Douglas’s annual salary of £700. 1956
Savings were required. When their domestic servant retired, the
family resolved to do without one by, among other things, sending
out the washing. John swept out the house daily, did the tidying up
and attended to the lamps, while Sarah cooked. Eschewing a
servant vividly illustrated how hard up the Douglas family was.
Historian Janet Roebuck reminds us that although Douglas’s
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generation saw hard work as a virtue, only work outside the home
was considered respectable. Domestic labour was something to be
shunned, fit only for servants. Not only was a servant necessary to
do the chores, without one it was impossible to be properly middle or
upper class. 1957 No wonder Douglas explained to his children that,
“we cannot see any company.” 1958 It was therefore no surprise that
within two months they had abandoned this experiment. 1959
The final blow to the family finances came with the introduction of the
Civil Service Special Retrenchment Act, which reduced Douglas’s
salary by £100, leaving him with £600 per annum. 1960 As Sarah
explained to her children, “Your father finds it hard now, his hand has
been always open [and now] there is no money to pay for you.” 1961
Sarah was bitter that the children’s wealthy Scottish aunt by
marriage, Charlotte Douglas, did not financially help them. 1962
Charlotte had offered to pay for their school and university education
on the condition that the children promise not to enter the priesthood
or become monks. However, all four children refused to accept
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these conditions. 1963
Nevertheless, the school was keen to help. Robert, now 11 years
old, expressed a desire to become a novitiate, and the school offered
to keep him on “for almost nothing.” 1964 It was decided to leave both
Robert and Edward at the school, the former while he decided
whether to pursue a monastic calling and the latter to watch over him
and because he was in his final year and had demonstrated
“ability.” 1965
Henry and Hugh left Scotland in August 1894 and arrived at
Thursday Island two months later. 1966 Henry found work on the
island with the firm of Burns Philp, while Hugh was tutored at
home. 1967 The family continued to suffer financially. As John
apologetically informed Edward around this time, “I wish I could send
some pocket money, but really I cannot. I have as much as I can do
to pay your bills.” 1968
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Cecilia Douglas, p. 32. Following Charlotte’s death in 1921, she left the boys £5,000,

the amount she estimated would have been spent on their education if they had taken up her
offer.
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It was intended that Edward would go to university in London on
completion of school. 1969 However finances precluded this, and with
Robert being charged full fees after deciding not to pursue a career
in the priesthood, Douglas was forced to recall both children home on
completion of Edward’s final year in December 1894. 1970 Robert and
Hugh went on to the Jesuit St. Ignatius’ College at Riverview in
Sydney, 1971 while Edward moved to Brisbane in 1897 to pursue a
legal career as an associate to Sir Samuel Griffith, then the chief
justice of Queensland, a career that would culminate in his
appointment as a Queensland Supreme Court judge in 1929. 1972
Living in Brisbane apart from his mother had a significant impact on
Edward, for, unlike his younger siblings, and, because being the
eldest conferred additional responsibilities on him, he always
remained closer to John than to Sarah, and became his father’s
confidant in later years. 1973 Despite the financial difficulties the family
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endured, all the children received a superior education, with Edward
and Henry in turn financially assisting their father with the education
of their two younger brothers.

Family, 1897-1902
Edward left Thursday Island in April 1897 for Brisbane to work as an
associate to Sir Samuel Griffith, the Queensland chief justice. 1974
The family were upset at his leaving them but knew that Edward
could not be articled to become a lawyer while living on the remote
Island. 1975 Nevertheless, he corresponded regularly and extensively
with his parents. The second eldest son, Henry, remained on
Thursday Island, working first for Burns Philp and then for the
Bowden Pearling Company. He became a member of the Torres
Strait Shire Council and its chairman in 1904 before following his
father into the Queensland parliament in 1907. During this time, the
two younger sons, Hugh and Robert, were completing their schooling
at St. Ignatius’ College, Riverview, in Sydney.
Sarah was plagued by illness 1976 and money was in short supply,
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Douglas in 1897 regretfully informing Edward that he could not
expect any monetary assistance from him, for “I know full well what
claims will be made upon me by her, [Sarah] and the other boys, and
I consider you have a fair start now.” 1977
Although money may have been in short supply, Edward was
assured by his father that “whatever assistance and support I can
give you will be without stint.” 1978 There were also entreaties from
both parents for Edward to choose his friends carefully, John urging
him to avoid the company of “bad loose or inferior women,” 1979 while
Sarah grimly warned him to:
Be on your guard and have nothing to do with women
who are corrupt and lead an impure life. It is the most
debasing of all crimes to the human body and drags
people down to perdition body and soul, both in this world
and the next. 1980

Relations between John and Sarah continued to be strained, as this
1897 account from Douglas to his son Edward suggests:
Last Saturday we had a terrible time of it. Very violent.
But worse than I have seen for many a long day … It is
very trying. 1981
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The four children attempted to steer a middle course in their mother’s
and father’s domestic disputes, but were increasingly affected by
their parents’ unhappiness. Edward, now residing in Sydney,
supported his father in any disputes, but Henry, still living at home,
was closer to Sarah and under her influence, much to her husband’s
frustration, as this exchange to Edward demonstrates:
I wish that Henry would take more than he does to
learning, and I would gladly help and direct him, but the
fact is that your mother is so jealous of any influence I
may exercise over him that it is useless for me to attempt
it. 1982

Religion was at the core of this dispute. Sarah accused her husband
of undermining Henry’s Catholic faith whenever he tried to interest
him in science. Douglas denied this, and insisted that the “grand
laws of nature” in no way conflict with “Catholic knowledge.” 1983
Sarah’s religious experience and belief appears to have been
altogether more literal and fundamental than that of her husband.
John’s spirituality, while profoundly intense, was tempered by
Anglican sensibilities and informed by the numerous scientific
discoveries and inventions of the era. Sarah’s faith was of a greater
emotional intensity, a product of her unquestioning Catholic devotion.
To John, religion and progress supported and enabled each other,
1982
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while to Sarah, science and reason were inimical to religion and
could lead to her children’s faith being undermined. John’s and
Sarah’s religious beliefs were so intense, so passionately held and so
incompatible that they could never be reconciled and hence were the
cause of ongoing tension, dispute and unhappiness between them.
At the end of 1897, when Henry left Thursday Island on a holiday to
visit his brothers in Brisbane and Sydney, Douglas confided to
Edward that he was dreading being left alone with Sarah. 1984
However, he managed to travel to Brisbane on government business,
and Henry soon returned, along with his two younger brothers, up
from Sydney for the school holidays. 1985 On his return, John was
plagued by illness and unable to walk, diagnosed with inflamed leg
and knee carbuncles.
Meanwhile Sarah was again drinking heavily, and harassed a Mrs
Bowes who had been called in to nurse Douglas. He was admitted
to hospital, and on returning home his new carer, Mrs Smyth, was
also harassed by Sarah, forcing him to relocate to the water police
barracks. 1986
On 22 February 1898, Sarah and John Douglas separated when she
you can do is to hold your tongue.”
1984
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departed for Sydney. He agreed to pay her alimony of £200 per
annum in monthly instalments. 1987 Following her departure and still
unable to walk properly, he was carried up to the residency where he
rejoined Henry. Douglas was ambivalent regarding their separation,
and informed Edward:
Poor woman. She is awfully over grieved but I do feel
sorry for her though deeply grieved and pained by her
most monstrous ingratitude and her vindictive temper. 1988

Six weeks later, Douglas’s health had improved. He was now mobile
and ready to share with Edward his thoughts about Sarah and their
separation:
It is an inexpressible relief to me to be able to live at
peace with everyone as I do now. She treated me really
shamefully when I was quite powerless, and it was from
sheer necessity that I left the house. But as you know
there are times when she is not accountable for her
actions.

If she chooses to remain in obscurity in Sydney I cannot
help it. I feel very sorry for her, and will do what I can to
enable her to live in comfort as long as I live, but I don’t
think that I can ever bring myself again to submit to the

1987

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 22 February 1898. Douglas Papers, John Oxley

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(b)/4. Sarah travelled alone to Sydney,
for Henry was unable to get leave and John could not afford the fare. She left no forwarding
address, and two months passed before she informed John of her whereabouts, a boarding
house in 73 Hunter Street. (John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 13 June 1898. Douglas
Papers, John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(b)/8)
1988

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 22 February 1898. Douglas Papers, John Oxley

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(b)/4

561
ignominy of living in the same house with her. It would
not conduce to the happiness or the well-being of either
of us to attempt to do so. 1989

This was a devastating period for both Sarah and John. The
marriage had irretrievably broken down, and Sarah and John
separated. Douglas did his duty, caring for her financially, while
relieved to be free of the emotional and mental torment. Sarah
escaped remote Thursday Island and was free to pursue her own life
outside of the marriage. Both recognised how destructive their
marriage had been, both for themselves and their children yet were
deeply saddened by its ending, for they had been together for over
20 years.
Paying Sarah alimony put an intolerable strain on Douglas’s finances.
From his annual salary of £700, he had to find £200 for her and an
equal amount for the boys’ schooling at St. Ignatius’ College, leaving
only £300 for everything else, insufficient for his “liabilities.” Douglas
needed to dispense with the services of his Japanese servant in
order to reduce his expenditure, but was afraid:
that Henry would kick a good deal at that. He is pretty
exacting and insists upon having every thing in good
form, and plenty of it. Meat at breakfast, dinner and tea
which I do not think at all necessary. 1990
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Douglas was forced to ask Edward to pay his Brisbane bills of around
£30, a similar sum that his bad leg had cost him in doctors, nurses
and chemist fees, and which were “haunting him.” 1991
1898 was also a year when several of his oldest and closest friends
passed away. Now 70, in indifferent health and beset by financial
and marriage woes, a “rather depressed” Douglas candidly confided
to Edward; “One hardly cares to stay. I should not, were it not for
you all.” 1992 Finding the tropical climate more difficult to endure, he
attempted to secure a government post in Brisbane to be nearer to
his sons, but was unsuccessful. 1993 A disappointed Douglas would
remain on Thursday Island:
I must be content to do what I can for the few remaining
years which may possibly be allotted to me in my present
position. I do not see how it can be otherwise.

3/B/2/(b)/10
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Considering all things I have much for which I aught to be
thankful. 1994

Hugh and Robert were becoming closer to their mother for she saw
them more frequently in Sydney. Sarah found Hugh to be
“affectionate and clinging, clinging and loving me before all … [who]
will go against anyone who goes against me.” Sarah, too, appeared
resigned to her circumstances:
I have given up all antagonism and wish for peace at any
price. I have had enough of fighting and you must fight
for yourselves. 1995

Six months after leaving Thursday Island, Sarah, tired of living in
lodgings in Sydney, finding separation financially and emotionally
difficult, and missing the security her family, home and husband
could provide, returned. Douglas, knowing he could not prevent her
coming, 1996 was pensive but accepting:
I shall of course endeavour to contribute as much as
possible to her comfort and happiness. Whether she will
contribute to mine is by no means certain but if she
wishes to come back of course it is my plain duty to do
what I can for her. 1997

Hugh was thrilled, informing Edward:

1994

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 4 September 1898. Douglas Papers, John Oxley

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(b)/14
1995

Sarah Douglas to Edward Douglas, 5 July 1898. Andrew and Lorraine Douglas Papers

1996

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 2 November 1898. Douglas Papers, John Oxley

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(b)/19
1997

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 22 September 1898. Douglas Papers, John Oxley

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(b)/15
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It has been a very miserable time for her, down here, in
boarding houses. Home is home … Poor mother, you
don’t know how she suffers. 1998

Sarah returned to the Thursday Island residency in November 1898
but was still not well, for she rarely ventured out the house and had
to lie down most of the day. Her return to the household appeared to
be going reasonably harmoniously, as John notified Edward:
Everything fairly quiescent, a pleasing contrast to the
conditions of affairs this time last year when we had
some most distressing scenes. 1999

However, the domestic harmony ended following Douglas’s return
from a trip to Sydney, 2000 as he sorrowfully informed Edward:
The outlook as regards your mother is not very hopeful.
It might be expected that she would at least try not to be
aggravating. Not only, however, is she not quiescent, but
she is as selfish and as uncompromisingly hostile as she
well can be; insults me grossly in the presence of Henry
and Hugh without the slightest provocation, and is
altogether impossible. After the happy and peaceful time
I spent with you all it does seem such a desperate shame
that everything should now be so disturbed by her
malevolent disposition. 2001

1998

Hugh Douglas to Edward Douglas, 2 November 1898. McCourt Papers

1999

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 4 December 1898. Douglas Papers, John Oxley

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(b)/20
2000

In the December 1898 school holidays, John and Edward travelled to Sydney and spent

three weeks with Robert and Hugh, before Hugh, who had now completed his schooling,
returned with his father to Thursday Island while Robert stayed with his brother in Brisbane
before returning to St. Ignatius’ College for the start of the new school year.
2001

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 20 January 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley
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While despondent and dejected, Douglas resolved to be resolute.
She never goes out of the house, and her set purpose,
so far as I am concerned, seems to be to make things as
uncomfortable as possible. It is enough to make one
lose all heart and hope, but I am determined not to do
that and I have had such a schooling in injustices which I
have to bear that I think I shall be able to hold on. 2002

In February 1899 Sarah abruptly left the island and travelled to
Brisbane, taking Hugh with her. 2003 Together Edward and his father
attempted to find employment for Hugh as a clerk or on the railways,
as Douglas could not afford to give him an allowance. 2004 In
indifferent health, 2005 Douglas was forced to continue working to
support a family that was scattered and dispersed and, with a failed
marriage to contend with, found little to look forward to:
I still have a good deal of go in me, but I have to take
things quietly. I cannot last much longer. I love you all,
your poor mother included and I pray to God that her

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(c)/1
2002

Ibid.

2003

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 5 March 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library,

State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2(c)/2. Douglas was concerned on how this would
affect Edward, and urged him not to “allow anything to become between you and your plain
duty to yourself.”
2004

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 27 April 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library,

State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(c)/4; John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 3
February 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 893/B/2/(c)/12. As John apologetically explained to Edward, the “truth is I really and truly do
not have the money.”
2005

Douglas appeared to be suffering from rheumatism or arthritis; he was becoming hard of

hearing, had frequent colds, and, as he admitted to Edward in October 1899, “I feel getting
old.” (John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 17 October 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley
Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(c)/21)
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heart may be softened to me, and to you, and to all
mankind. 2006

It was at times like this that he found solace in his religion. 2007 Sarah
and Hugh remained in Brisbane. Edward no longer visited his
mother; Hugh, upset at not receiving an allowance, did not
correspond with his father for several months, while John complained
to Edward that Henry had become “extremely reserved, as silent as
the grave about mother or Hugh and I never hear anything about
them from him.” 2008 Edward eventually resumed contact with his
mother, much to John’s satisfaction:
I am very pleased that you have seen her, and once
more established friendly relations, though I can quite
understand that you must be careful, and keep yourself
free from any subsequent embarrassments. 2009

Douglas still yearned for the family to be together again, but knew
that it was no longer possible. “I wish that we could all be living
together, but that is impossible, and we must make the best of things
as they are.” 2010 He continued to pay Sarah her allowance on a
monthly basis, but received no acknowledgement from Hugh, despite
requesting one. Therefore, in August 1899 he delayed remitting the
2006

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 5 March 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library,

State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(c)/2
2007

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 2 November 1898. Douglas Papers, John Oxley

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(b)/19
2008

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 24 May 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library,

State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(c)/8
2009

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 9 July 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library,

State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(c)/13
2010

Ibid.
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money. This action had the desired result, because Sarah
telegraphed Henry asking why it had not been sent. John then
arranged for the money to be remitted, but was unapologetic:
Henry took on greatly about it, and bounded out of the
house. As from Hugh, I expect from him a simple
acknowledgement, and await explanations from him. 2011

Once again, Hugh stopped corresponding with his father. This
greatly upset John, who informed Edward that if Hugh “chooses to
dispense with me I cannot help it but I shall deeply regret it.” 2012
Douglas continued to pay for Robert’s education at St. Ignatius’
College, despite the financial burden this entailed. In considering
where Robert should go in the Christmas school holidays, Douglas
was wary of him staying with Edward in Brisbane:
I am not very pleased at the idea of his being influenced,
and his mind poisoned against me by your mother. It’s
bad enough to have Hugh turned against me as he
evidently has been by her atrocious calumnies. 2013

Henry reacted to his family’s travails by immersing himself into his
work, going back there most evenings after dinner until 10 or 11
o’clock. 2014 In early 1899, Edward left Brisbane and moved to
2011

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 3 August 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library,

State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(c)/14
2012

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 19 August 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(c)/15; John Douglas to Edward Douglas,
26 August 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 893/B/2/(c)/16
2013

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 30 August 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(c)/17
2014

Ibid. As Douglas also informed Edward, “Henry is up to his eyes in work. At it late and
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Rockhampton to work as Justice Virgil Power’s associate. 2015
Sarah and Hugh returned to Thursday Island early the following year,
where Hugh was reconciled with his father and gained employment
with Burns Philp. 2016 In 1900, Edward travelled to Japan with Justice
and Mrs Power, 2017 while Robert returned to Thursday Island at the
end of the year for the school holidays. 2018 Hugh and his father now
enjoyed cordial relations and John took him on visits to the
islands. 2019 However, relations continued to be strained between
John and Sarah, as this extract from a letter to Edward in February
1901 demonstrates:
We have had a very bad time of it and I have felt very
much cut up about it, had to leave the house one night
and sleep in the court house … This has shaken me a
good deal for the whole proceeding and the language
was exceptionally outrageous and almost beyond
bearing. 2020

Nevertheless, Sarah was contrite following her bouts of drinking,

early.” (John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 2 September 1899. Douglas Papers, John Oxley
Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(c)/18)
2015

Virgil Power to Edward Douglas, 11 September 1899. Andrew and Lorraine Douglas

Papers; John Douglas to Samuel Griffith, 28 November 1899. Griffith Papers, Mitchell
Library, State Library of NSW, MSQ 189, pp. 807-10
2016

Edward Douglas to Henry Douglas, 17 February 1900. Andrew and Lorraine Douglas

Papers
2017

Edward Douglas to Henry Douglas, 19 August 1900. Andrew and Lorraine Douglas

Papers
2018

Robert Douglas to Edward Douglas, 9 February 1901. McCourt Papers

2019

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 7 March 1901. McCourt Papers

2020

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 23 February 1901. McCourt Papers
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while continuing to suffer indifferent health. 2021 Robert completed his
final year at St. Ignatius in December 1901, and returned to Thursday
Island to contemplate his future. Over his father’s initial reservations
due to the cost, it was agreed to send him to Sydney University to
study law, with his father, mother and brothers jointly funding his
studies. 2022

Visit to England
Another reason Douglas objected to Robert going to university in
1902 was that he himself was planning to visit England that year and
wanted Robert to accompany him. 2023 Given approval to take six
months’ leave on full pay, Douglas wished to see the ‘old country’
and his few surviving friends and relatives one last time. 2024 As he
informed Edward;
£200 aught to do the whole thing and then I should die at
peace with myself and you all. 2025

Douglas made detailed preparations for his visit and his lengthy

2021

Ibid.

2022

Robert Douglas to Edward Douglas, 9 December 1901. McCourt Papers; John Douglas

to Edward Douglas, 21 December 1901. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library, State Library
of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(d)/2; Robert Douglas to Edward Douglas, 14 January 1902.
McCourt Papers; Edward Douglas to Henry Douglas, 21 January 1902. Andrew and
Lorraine Douglas Papers. John Douglas agreed to contribute £100 annually, Sarah £35 and
Henry and Edward the balance.
2023

Robert Douglas to Edward Douglas, 14 January 1902. McCourt Papers

2024

“Thursday Island. Interview with the British Resident.” The British Australasian, 12 June

1902, p. 1005; “The Hon. John Douglas, C.M.G. Returned to Queensland.” Brisbane
Courier, 13 September 1902, p. 5
2025

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 21 December 1901. Douglas Papers, John Oxley

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(d)/2
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absence from Thursday Island. Rather than having a relieving
government resident, it was decided that existing officers on the
island would share the duties between them. 2026
Meanwhile, the ongoing problems between John and Sarah were
reaching crisis point. As John sorrowfully informed Edward:
The old story, only rather worse. Unprovoked attacks.
Pulled out of bed. Lighted lamps thrown at me. Driven
out of the house. Fortunately a fine night. There must be
an end to it. I am not called upon to continue to live in
such an atmosphere of violence and maledictions. 2027

Following this episode, the couple again separated, this time
permanently. It was arranged that Sarah would receive £200 a year
and passage to Sydney, and the agreement specified the reasons for
the separation, namely Sarah’s “intemperance and violence.” 2028
The family was devastated:
We have all been at sixes and sevens since the row.
Very heartbreaking. 2029

Edward watched on in dismay from Rockhampton at his family’s
disintegration, while John packed up his possessions and prepared
for his voyage to England. On vacating the residency, John, Hugh
and Henry relocated to the Metropolitan Hotel, John remaining there
until he sailed for England on 2 April 1902, while Hugh and Henry
2026

John Douglas to the Home Office under-secretary, 23 January 1902. Queensland State

Archives, HOM/A39
2027

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 10 February 1902. McCourt Papers

2028

Ibid.

2029

Ibid.; John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 24 March 1902. McCourt Papers
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stayed until 1 May before renting a house on the island. Meanwhile,
Robert and Sarah had sailed to Sydney, he to commence studying
law at Sydney University. 2030 The family were deeply concerned
about Sarah’s welfare in Sydney, for she had stopped corresponding
with her husband, something that caused him much grief. 2031
However, Henry persuaded Sarah to return to the island “instead of
wandering around in boarding houses” and to reside with her children
once they moved into a house. As he confided to Edward:
Although mother is a little trying at times I feel that we
owe a great deal – in fact everything – to her, more than
we can ever repay and I would not feel that I had done
my duty unless I assisted her to end her few remaining
days in peace and contentment. She has no one else in
the world but us. 2032

The island’s inhabitants presented Douglas, on his departure for
England, with a framed address and a purse of sovereigns containing
over £90, 10 guineas of which he promptly donated to the island’s
Queen Victoria Memorial fund for improvements to the school of arts
building. 2033 18 years had passed since he had last visited the land
of his birth. The tone of his letters conveys the feeling of a man
nearing the end of his life, and wanting to visit England one final time.
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Robert Douglas to Edward Douglas, 23 February 1902. McCourt Papers
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John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 12 March 1902. Andrew and Lorraine Douglas

Papers
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Henry Douglas to Edward Douglas, 24 March 1902. McCourt Papers
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John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 30 March 1902. Andrew and Lorraine Douglas

Papers; Carpentarian, 1 April 1902, p. 1; Torres Strait Pilot and New Guinea Gazette, 12
April 1902, p. 2
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The six-week voyage was uneventful. However, Douglas, who now
suffered cramps in his legs if he walked too far or too quickly, was
forced to use omnibuses and cabs in London, and had to consult a
doctor after being left a “bit shaken” by one especially constant and
rapid rail journey. 2034 He had secured an invitation to the coronation
of Edward VII, but did not attend as it was postponed due to the latter
contracting appendicitis. 2035 Douglas also spent time with his family
in Scotland before returning to Australia in August. 2036 In Melbourne,
he lunched with Alfred Deakin, then the acting prime minister, before
sailing to Brisbane where he spent time with his youngest son,
Robert, who was there on holiday, before returning home to
Thursday Island. 2037

The final years
While Douglas was in Great Britain, the Queensland government,
responding to the effects of a severe drought, had passed the
Special Retrenchment Act that reduced public service salaries
according to a sliding scale, and abolished some posts altogether. 2038
2034

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 30 May 1902. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library,

State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2(d)/3; John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 16 July
1902. McCourt Papers
2035

John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 3 July 1902. McCourt Papers; “The Hon. John

Douglas, C.M.G. Returned to Queensland.” Brisbane Courier, 13 September 1902, p. 5
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John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 30 June 1902. McCourt Papers
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The Age, 4 September 1902, p. 4; Alfred Deakin to John Douglas, 5 September 1902.

Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/5/3
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Bernays, p. 164; Our First Half-Century: A Review of Queensland Progress Based upon

Official Information, p. 179; Edward Douglas to Henry Douglas, 26 July 1902. Andrew and
Lorraine Douglas Papers; “Retrenchment.” Brisbane Courier, 3 December 1903, p. 4.
Edward’s salary was reduced by 10 per cent.
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It was reported that Douglas’s post would be one of those to go. 2039
However, although these reports proved incorrect, he did suffer a
loss of £200 per annum the following year. 2040 The local Thursday
Island newspaper saw this action as “undeservedly rough” on
Douglas, 2041 while he himself regretted that this would result in the
status attached to the position being lowered. 2042 On his return to
Thursday Island, Douglas moved back into the residency, while
Sarah, Henry and Hugh remained in their rented house. Douglas
gradually returned to his old routine of hearing court cases and
visiting the islands. 2043
In December 1903, while in Brisbane, Douglas informed his superiors
that he wished to continue in office “as long as I had a kick left in
me.” 2044 However, it was plain to all that his days were limited: “he
has not a long expectation of life or work,” was how Edward
expressed it. 2045 On his return to Thursday Island in early 1903,
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“The Reorganisation.” Evening Observer, 9 December 1903, p. 4

2040

Edward Douglas to Henry Douglas, 17 September 1902. Andrew and Lorraine Douglas

Papers; John Douglas to Edward Douglas, 12 September 1902. Douglas Papers, John
Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/2/(d)/4. Douglas’s base salary was
reduced from £700 to £500 per annum. (Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1904, p. 527)
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Queensland State Archives
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Edward Douglas to John Douglas, 4 April 1903. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library,

State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/1/9
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C.M.G.” Torres Strait Pilot and New Guinea Gazette, 19 December 1903; “Hon. John
Douglas Dead.” Daily Mail, 26 July 1904)
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Douglas disembarked at Rockhampton to visit Edward. It was the
last time they saw each other. 2046
1904 saw Douglas’s health continuing to deteriorate. He was now
hard of hearing and the rheumatism in his arm was getting worse. 2047
Walking was also becoming increasingly difficult. 2048 Nonetheless,
he continued to visit the islands and this lead to a further
deterioration in his health. As John Bruce, the teacher on Murray
Island later remarked:
he had to travel in small crafts which was anything but
comfortable for the old gentleman who was beginning to
get very frail. 2049

In June 1904, Edward announced his engagement to Nettie Power
and left Rockhampton to seek employment in Brisbane. 2050
Douglas’s health continued to deteriorate following his return from a
trip to the islands, and he was now suffering from acute stomach and
indigestion problems. 2051 His condition deteriorated and in early July
2046
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Papers
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Edward Douglas to John Douglas, 22 January 1904. Douglas Papers, John Oxley

Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/1/13; Edward Douglas to John Douglas, 21
May 1904. Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 893/B/1/16
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John Bruce to Alfred Haddon, 3 November 1904. Haddon Papers, Australian Joint

Copying Project (AJCP) M2739, 1052, p. 3
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State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/1/17; Sarah Douglas to Edward Douglas, 27 June
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1904. Andrew and Lorraine Douglas Papers
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1904, he moved to Henry, Hugh and Sarah’s house.

Death
On 23 July 1904 at 11 o’clock in the morning, John Douglas passed
away “surrounded by those he most loved.” 2052 He was 76. Edward,
who was playing golf at the Brisbane Golf Club at the time, only
found out later that afternoon after asking in the street why the flags
on the government buildings in Brisbane were flying at half-mast. 2053
The government organised a state funeral that took place the
following afternoon, 24 July, at 4 o’clock on Thursday Island. 2054
Following an impressive ceremony, the coffin was carried to the
cemetery on a gun carriage and Douglas’s body was interred in a
plot, previously selected by him, on the highest part of the cemetery
hillside overlooking the settlement. 2055 His sons later erected a tall

Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/(d)/4; Edward Douglas to Annette Power, 25 July 1904.
Andrew and Lorraine Douglas Papers. Annette Eileen Power, born 9 October 1885, was the
daughter of judge Virgil Power, who Edward worked for as an associate.
2052

Douglas died in Henry’s house and present at the time of his death were Henry, Hugh

and Sarah. By all accounts, there was a reconciliation of sorts between John and Sarah, as
Edward informed his fiancée : “all the trials of estrangement which he so much lamented
were closed in one perpetual reconciliation.” The cause of death was listed on his death
certificate as “Ileo-colitis, dyspepsia exhaustion.” (John Douglas Death Certificate; Edward
Douglas to Annette Power, 25 July 1904. Andrew and Lorraine Douglas Papers; Pearler, 27
July 1904. In, “Douglas Cutting Book,” Douglas Papers. John Oxley Library, State Library of
Queensland, OM 89-3/E)
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is at Appendix 6. The flags on all government buildings in Brisbane flew at half-mast by
order of the home secretary. (“Death of the Hon. John Douglas.” Brisbane Courier, 25 July
1904, p. 3)
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2055

“The Late Government Resident.” Torres Strait Daily Pilot, 30 July 1904. In, “Douglas

576
granite column to mark the site of the grave. 2056
Bishop Gilbert White officiated and delivered a moving eulogy, one
that celebrated Douglas’s achievements:
He was full of honour. His name will not easily die in
Thursday Island. The respect in which he was held was
absolutely universal.

And his religious devotion:
Like most strong characters, he had a firm and
unwavering religious faith ... He knelt at the altar last, just
a fortnight ago-to-day, and he told me that he had made
it the final act of communion with, and resignation into,
the hands of God. 2057

Of the many tributes, one from Sir Samuel Griffith to Edward was
especially noteworthy:
I do not know of any one in Australia who has left behind
him a nobler record of public service. 2058

Cutting Book,” Douglas Papers. John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 893/E
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The two-sided inscription, which is still standing, reads as follows:

Sacred to the memory of John Douglas
Born 6th March 1828, died 23rd July 1904
Write me as one who loves his fellow men
Erected by his sons Edward, Henry, Hugh and Robert
--------------------------Premier of Queensland 1877-79
Special Commissioner, British New Guinea 1886-8
Government Resident Thursday Island 1885-86, 1888-1904
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Despite dying ‘in harness,’ Douglas left behind only a few personal
possessions and £120, enough to pay his outstanding accounts and
funeral expenses. 2059 His legacy would be his achievements in
helping shape Queensland’s political development and his beneficial
impact on Torres Strait Islanders, 2060 as well as the success of his
four sons.
Douglas would have been proud of his son’s achievements. 2061 Both
Edward 2062 and Robert 2063 became Queensland Supreme Court
2059

Edward Douglas to Henry Douglas, 8 August 1904. Andrew and Lorraine Douglas

Papers. Douglas’s will was not proved, saving probate expenses of £20 to £30. On Douglas
working up until his death and the pride he took in the achievements of his children, Samuel
Griffith informed Edward that, “I am sure, indeed I know, that it was his wish to die in
harness, and his wish has been granted. Of his care for longer life, it was chiefly in
expectation of the pleasure that he would have followed at the success of his sons.”
(Samuel Griffith to Edward Douglas, 25 July 1904. Douglas Papers. John Oxley Library,
State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/B/5(k))
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nationalities on this and surrounding islands.” (“The Late Hon. John Douglas, C.M.G.” The
Carpentarian, vol 4 no 16, 1 October 1904, p. 128)
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Hugh. Robert ruefully remarked to Edward on their mother’s reaction when he informed her
that he would be moving to Townsville to marry his future wife, Alice Mary Ball: “The whole of
mother’s life has been so completely centered on the interests of her sons that it is am awful
wrench to her to think that another woman can enter into and share the life or each of us.”
(Robert Douglas to Edward Douglas, 10 July 1911. McCourt Papers)
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Archibald (1877-1947) and Robert Johnstone Douglas (1883-1972.)” Australian Dictionary
of Biography, vol 14. Melbourne, Melbourne University Press, 1996, pp. 22-23. Edward
Archibald Douglas was born in Brisbane on 2 November 1877. Associates to Sir Samuel
Griffith and Justice Virgil Power, he was called to the Queensland Bar on 3 December 1901.
He married Annette Eileen Power, Justice Power’s daughter, on 9 January 1907 and they
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judges, while Henry became a solicitor and followed his father into
politics, becoming a member of the Queensland cabinet for a brief
period in 1915. 2064 Hugh was killed in France in 1918 shortly before
the end of World War 1. 2065 Sarah survived her husband by 27
years, relocating to Brisbane where she died in 1931, one week short
of her 87th birthday. 2066
Douglas was also commemorated through the construction of a
permanent memorial, the Douglas Chapel, in the cathedral on

Edward died in office on 27 August 1947.
2063

“Former Supreme Court Judge Dies.” Brisbane Courier, 26 December 1972, p, 2;

McPherson, pp. 22-23. Robert Johnstone Douglas was born in Sandgate, Brisbane on 13
April 1883. Following his studies at Sydney University where he graduated with a BA degree
in 1905, he was admitted to the Queensland Bar in September 1906. He commenced legal
practice in Townsville in June 1907 and from 24 January 1923-13 April 1953 was a judge of
the Supreme Court of Queensland. Robert married Alice Ball in Townsville on 15 January
1912 and they had five children, Robert Andrew (1915-98), James Archibald (1917-84),
Beatrice Rose Mary (1919-2004), Hugh Maxwell (1920-85) and Alice Mary (1922-83.) He
died in Townsville on 24 December 1972.
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Waterson (1972), p. 49. Henry Alexander Cecil Douglas was born in Brisbane on 8 April

1879. He married Flora Isabel Macdonald in 1910. Following her sudden death, he married
Catherine Cecilia Beirne in Brisbane in 1914. They had four children, Mary Beirne (1915-?),
Sybil Catherine (1918-2003), Henry Beirne (1921-41) and Alexander Michael (1926-.) Henry
was the member for the electorate of Cook from 1907 to 1915 and a minister without office in
the Queensland government from 6 April to 1 June 1915.
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Brisbane Courier, 18 April 1918, p. 7. Hugh Maxwell Douglas was born in Toowong,

Brisbane, on 21 May 1887, marrying Hannah Thornton on 21 December 1904. He had three
children, Henry Alexander (1908-about 1999), Margaret (1909-39) and Edward Octavius
(1913-about 1992.) Douglas enlisted in the army in 1915 and trained at Duntroon, becoming
a lieutenant in the Australian Infantry. He was wounded at the battle of Messines, in June
1917, and repatriated to Australia. Returning to France in December of that year as a
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general hospital in France on 8 April 1918. He is buried in the Etaples Military Cemetery,
Pas de Calais, France.
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Thursday Island. 2067 The memorial tablet was unveiled in late
1907 2068 while the Douglas Memorial Chapel itself was dedicated on
29 June 1913. 2069 Torres Strait Islanders funded a stained glass
2067

“Memorial to the Late Hon. John Douglas C.M.G.” Diocese of Carpentaria, Thursday

Island, 1 October 1904. In, Douglas Papers, John Oxley Library, State Library of
Queensland, OM 89-3/B/5(e)/1; “Memorial to the Late Hon. John Douglas, C.M.G.”
Carpentarian, vol 5 no 17, 1 January 1905, p. 133. As well, a memoriam booklet was printed
following Douglas’s death. A copy is held in the Griffith Papers, Mitchell Library, State
Library of NSW, MSQ 191, pp. 137-43
2068

“Douglas Memorial Tablet.” Carpentarian, vol 7 no 25, 1 January 1907, p. 197. The

inscription, which can still be seen in the cathedral, reads:
To the glory of God and in memory of
Hon. John Douglas, C.M.G.
Premier of Queensland 1877-1879
Government Resident Thursday island 1885-1904
who entered into rest July 23rd 1904
Loved and honoured by all.
2069

“Photograph.” Queensland State Archives 21 July 1975. From, Collins Collection,

opening of the John Douglas Memorial Chapel, 29 June 1913. Margaret Lawrie Collection,
MLC 1791-101. John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland
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window depicting Douglas “in the figure of St. John in his old age at
Patmos.” 2070
John Douglas achieved much in his long and varied life. He outlived
most of his contemporaries, and lived long enough to see the coming
of federation. Active and involved in public life until the end, his
children and grand children have continued his legacy, with many
significantly contributing to the public life of twentieth-century
Queensland.

2070

“Douglas Memorial Chapel: Dedication at Thursday Island.” In, “Douglas Cutting Book,”

Douglas Papers. John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, OM 89-3/E; Parish
Gazette (Quetta Memorial Cathedral Thursday Island) vol 26 no 4, 2 April 1928, p. 4. 80
Torres Strait Islanders from various Torres Strait islands attended the ceremony.
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Appendix 1: John Douglas: A chronology of his Life
1828

Born in London, England, 6 March, seventh son of Henry Alexander and
Elizabeth (Nee Dalzell) Douglas

1837

Orphaned after the death of his parents. Sent to Scotland where he was
brought up by two of his aunts, who lived on Kinmount estate, owned by his
uncles, the sixth and seventh Marquesses of Queensberry

1839-43

Attended Edinburgh Academy, Scotland

1843-46

Attended Rugby school, England

1846-49

Attended Durham university, England. Graduated with a Bachelor of Arts and a
Licentiate in Theology

1851

Arrived in Sydney, New South Wales, on 11 August, after departing from
Plymouth, England, on 23 April

1852-53

Appointed sub-commissioner of crown lands for the NSW gold district
(Southern), 25 March-31 October 1852 and magistrate at Tuena goldfield, 24
November 1852-21 June 1853

1854

In March purchased Talgai property on the Darling Downs, with Thomas Hood
and Edward Douglas

1859

Member of the New South Wales legislative assembly for the seat of Darling
Downs, 30 August-November

1860

In July purchased Tooloombah property in the Rockhampton district,
Queensland

1861

Married Mary Anne Howe (Nee Simpson), in Sydney, 21 January. Member of
the New South Wales legislative assembly for the seat of Camden, 10 January17 July

1863-66

Elected Member for Port Curtis, Queensland, 12 May 1863 in the first
parliament. Parliament dissolved on 22 May 1863. Re-elected on 26 June
1863 in the second parliament. Position held until his resignation in early 1866

1866

Appointed to the Macalister ministry as a minister of the Queensland legislative
council without portfolio, 1 February. Appointed postmaster general, 1 March.
Resigned from the Ministry 20 July and from the legislative council on 25 July.
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Appointed Queensland treasurer on 19 December
1867

Elected member for Eastern Downs, Queensland, 4 January. Appointed
Queensland secretary for public works, 21 May. Re-elected member for
Eastern Downs on 5 July. Resigned as Queensland secretary for public works,
15 August

1868

Parliament prorogued on 27 August, with a general election called. Douglas
decided not to stand for re-election for his Eastern Downs seat. Elected
member for East Moreton, Queensland, 28 September, resigning on 8
December to take up a seat in the legislative council when appointed
postmaster general, and leader of government business in the chamber, on 11
December

1869

Resigned as postmaster general and from the legislative council on 13
November after being appointed Queensland agent-general for immigration and
agent for the colony of Queensland on 1 October, based in London. Departed
for England on 30 September, arriving 9 December

1870

Resident in London. Resigned as agent-general on 28 December

1871

Concluded agent-general position on 24 April. Returned to Brisbane on 14
August. Stood unsuccessfully for the seat of East Moreton

1872

Successfully petitioned the Queensland parliament for a select committee into
his role as agent-general. Handed down on 30 July, its report cleared him

1873

Stood unsuccessfully for the seat of Brisbane

1874

Stood unsuccessfully for the seat of Darling Downs. Successfully contested the
seat of Maryborough, being elected to the legislative assembly on 27 April

1876

Appointed secretary for public lands in the Thorn Ministry, 5 June. His wife,
Mary Douglas, killed in an accident in Brisbane, 23 November

1877

Douglas appointed premier of Queensland, 8 March, as well as the position of
vice-president of the executive council of Queensland, while continuing to retain
the post of secretary for public lands. Resigned the seat of Maryborough on 17
April and was re-elected unopposed on 27 April. Made Companion, Order of
Saint Michael and Saint George (C.M.G), on 30 May. Married Sarah Hickey, 30
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July. First son, Edward Archibald Douglas, born 2 November. Resigned the
portfolio of public lands and took the post of colonial secretary, 7 November.
Visited Thursday Island in November
1878

Re-elected member for Maryborough, 15 November

1879

Resigned the premiership, 21 January. Second son, Henry Alexander Cecil
Douglas, born 8 April

1880

Resigned as leader of the opposition, 25 March. Resigned as member for
Maryborough, 24 November

1881

Third son, Hugh Maxwell Douglas born 21 May

1882

Fourth son, Robert Johnstone Douglas, born 13 April

1883

Unsuccessfully stood for the seat of North Brisbane in August and Drayton and
Toowoomba in October

1884

Departed for England on 22 February

1885

Returned to Brisbane from England on 12 February. Appointed government
resident and police magistrate, Thursday Island, 13 April. Departed for
Thursday Island, 23 April, arriving 1 May. Appointed Special Commissioner for
British New Guinea, 26 December, formally taking up the post on 27 February
1886

1887

Purchased a property in Tenterfield, NSW in February where his family resided
while he was in New Guinea

1888

Returned to Thursday Island and resumed his post as Government Resident,
Thursday Island

1902

Departed for England 2 April. Returned to Australia in September

1904

Died 23 July at Thursday Island. The funeral was held on 24 July

1913

Douglas Memorial Chapel, Quetta Memorial Cathedral, was dedicated on 29
June
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Appendix 2: Positions and Appointments held by John
Douglas
Appointment
Date

Position/Appointment

End

25/03/1852

Sub-commissioner of crown lands of the gold district
2073
(Southern), NSW

31/10/1852

27/05/1852

Clerk of Petty Sessions, Araluen, NSW

1/11/1852

Gold-fields sub-commissioner, Tuena Creek, NSW

24/11/1852

Magistrate, NSW

March 1855

Deputy returning officer, Clarence and Darling Downs
2081
electoral district

1855

Treasurer and secretary of the Warwick Association
2082
Patriotic Fund

30/08/1859

Member for Darling Downs, NSW

14/07/1859

Member, Select Committee on the Dismissal of Mr. C.
2085
F. Gorton, New South Wales Parliament

2075

31/10/1852
2077

2079

21/06/1853
1860

2083

2074

2076
2078

2080

1855

16/11/1859
16/11/1859

2084
2086

2073

NSW Government Gazette, vol 1 no 33, 26 March 1852, p. 519

2074

Mason, p. 22

2075

NSW Government Gazette, vol 1 no 54, 28 May 1852, p. 847

2076

Mason, p. 22

2077

NSW Legislative Council. Votes & Proceedings, 1853, vol 1, p. 560

2078

Mason, p. 23

2079

NSW Government Gazette, vol 2 no 114, 26 November 1852, p. 1725

2080

This position would have ceased with the appointment of the first Justices of the Peace in Queensland

(of whom Douglas was one) on 13 July 1860.
2081

NSW State Archives. Colonial Secretary Correspondence, 55/3033

2082

Moreton Bay Courier, 28 April 1855, p. 4 and 2 June 1855, p. 3

2083

Richards, p. 300; Moreton Bay Courier 27 August 1859

2084

French (1990), p. 162; Votes and Proceedings of the Legislative Assembly no. 33, 29 November

1859. NSW Votes and Proceedings, 1859-1860, vol 1, p. 239
2085

Dietrich Borchardt. Checklist of Royal Commissions, Select Committees of Parliament and Boards of

Inquiry. Part IV. New South Wales, 1855-1960. Bundoora, Vic: La Trobe University Library, 1875, p. 22
2086

Ibid.
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23/09/1859

Member, Select Committee on the Case of James
2087
Hibberd, New South Wales Parliament

16/11/1859

29/09/1859

Member, Select Committee on the Case of Charles
2089
Wentworth Bucknell, New South Wales Parliament

28/9/1859

7/10/1859

Member, Select Committee on the Petition of Mr.
2091
William Sutherland, New South Wales Parliament

16/11/1859

13/07/1860

Justice of the Peace, Queensland

10/01/1861

Member for Camden, NSW

11/01/1861

Committee member, Governor General’s Opening
2097
Speech, NSW Parliament

11/01/1861

15/01/1861

Committee member, Departure of the Governor
2099
General, NSW Parliament

17/01/1861

29/01/1861

Member, Select Committee on Seamen, New South
2101
Wales Parliament

10/5/1861

1863

Vice-President, Central and Northern Queensland

2093

2095

July 1904

2088

2090

2092

2094

17/07/1861

2096
2098

2100

2102

2087

Ibid., p. 24

2088

Ibid.

2089

Ibid.

2090

Ibid. Only one meeting was held.

2091

Ibid., p. 26

2092

Ibid.

2093

Pugh’s Almanac, 1860, p. 31; Queensland Government Gazette, no 40, 13 July 1860, p. 230

2094

Appointment held up until Douglas’s death.

2095

Richards, p. 321. The writ was returned on 28 December 1860. (NSW Government Gazette, no 244,

28 December 1860, p. 2527)
2096

Mason, p. 42; Votes and Proceedings of the Legislative Assembly no. 1, 3 September 1861, p. 2.

NSW Votes and Proceedings, 1861-62, vol 1; The New South Wales Parliamentary Record ... 17th ed.
Sydney, Government Printer, 1950, p. 120)
2097

New South Wales Legislative Assembly. “Standing and Select Committees Appointed During the

Session of 1861.” NSW Votes and Proceedings, 1861, vol 1, p. 1
2098

Ibid.

2099

Ibid.

2100

Ibid.

2101

Borchardt (1975), p. 35

2102

Ibid.

2103

Pugh’s Almanac, 1864, p. 77 and 1865

614

Association

2103
2104

28/1/1863

Member for the Board of National Education

May 1863

President, Milton Mutual Improvement Association

12/05/1863

Elected member for Port Curtis

26/06/1863

Elected member for Port Curtis

August 1863

Committee Member, Brisbane Diocesan Church
2111
Society

9/09/1863

Member, Select Committee to inquire into the petition
2112
of Dr. Jonathan Labatt, Queensland Parliament

1864

Vice-President, Caledonian Association of
2114
Queensland

1864

President, Eastern Downs Horticultural and Agricultural
2115
Association (Warwick)

30 April 1864

Foundation Deputy Master, Lodge St. Andrew no. 435,
2116
Scottish Constitution, Masonic Lodge, Brisbane

October 1864

Warden, All Saints’ Church, Brisbane

April 1864

2105

2106

2107

22/05/1863

2109

Feb. 1866

1/09/1864

2108

2110

2113

2117

2104

Queensland Government Gazette, vol 4 no 8, 28 January 1863, p. 69

2105

Rockhampton Bulletin and Central Queensland Advertiser, 23 April 1864

2106

Brisbane Courier, 9 May 1864

2107

Statistical Register of Queensland for 1863, p. 17

2108

Parliament dissolved before Douglas could take up his seat

2109

Statistical Register of Queensland for 1864. Brisbane, Government Printer, 1865, p. 19. The writ was

returned on 19 June 1863. (Queensland Government Gazette, vol 4 no 48, 20 June 1863, p. 363)
2110

John Douglas. “To the Electors of Port Curtis.” Brisbane Courier, 6 February 1866

2111

Brisbane Courier, 25 August 1863

2112

Dietrich Borchardt. Checklist of Royal Commissions, Select Committees of Parliament and Boards of

Inquiry. Part V. Queensland, 1859-1960. Bundoora, Vic: La Trobe University Library, 1978, p. 11
2113

Ibid.

2114

“The Caledonian Society.” Brisbane Courier, 25 May 1864, p. 2; Brisbane Courier, 26 September

1863, p. 2; Pugh’s Almanac, 1869, p. 99. Douglas was a vice president for many years, including 1871
and 1872. (Brisbane Courier, 26 April 1872, p. 2)
2115

Pugh’s Almanac, 1869, p. 99

2116

Ibid., 1865, p. 88; Dave Lauder. “John Douglas - the Erudite Administrator.” The Clan Douglas

Association of Australia Newsletter, no 12, February 1990. Douglas was Chairman of this lodge in 1866,
1867 & 1875.
2117

Kissick, p. 26
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10/05/1864

Member, Select Committee on Pleuro-Pneumonia,
2118
Queensland Parliament

17/08/1864

25/05/1864

Member, Select Committee on the Rivers and
2120
Harbours of the Colony, Queensland Parliament

31/08/1864

December 1864

Trustee, All Saints’ Church, Brisbane

1865

Committee member, Brisbane Lying-in Hospital

1865

Committee member, Brisbane Hospital and Benevolent
2126
Asylum

1865

Scotch Constitution. Lodge St Andrew’s no. 435,
2127
Brisbane

1865

President, Rockhampton School of Arts

11/05/1865

Member, Select Committee on the Existing and
Proposed Lines of Steam Communication, Queensland
2130
Parliament

17/8/1865

15/08/1865

Member, Select Committee on the Alleged
Disenfranchisement of Electors for Eastern Downs,
2132
Queensland Parliament

6/9/1865

23/08/1865

Chair, Select Committee on the Alleged Misconduct of

31/8/1865

2118

Borchardt (1978), p. 12

2119

Ibid.

2120

Ibid.

2121

Ibid.

2122

Kissick, p. 27

2122

July 1904
2124

2128

1866

1865

2119

2121

2123

2125

2129
2131

2133

2135

2123

Ibid., p. 30

2124

Pugh’s Almanac, 1865, p. 101 and 1866; O’Shea.

2125

O’Shea

2126

Pugh’s Almanac, 1866, p. 95; Brisbane Courier, 15 February 1866, supplement p. 2

2127

Pugh’s Almanac, 1866, p. 88 and 1867. By 1868, Douglas was on the executive of the Provincial

Grand Lodge and the Royal Arch Chapter, Brisbane. (Pugh’s Almanac, 1869, p. 96.) Douglas retained
these positions until 1877.
2128

”Inauguration of the School of Arts.” Rockhampton Bulletin and Central Queensland Advertiser, 25

February 1865
2129

Ibid.

2130

Mason, p. 69.

2131

Borchardt (1978), p. 13

2132

Ibid., p. 16

2133

Ibid.
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Chief Officer of the “Commodore Perry,” Queensland
2134
Parliament
1866

Deputy Foundation Provincial Grand Master of the
District Grand Lodge under the Scottish
2136
Constitution

24/01/1866

Member, Intercolonial Exhibition Commission

1/2/1866

Minister of the Queensland Legislative Council without
2139
portfolio

1/2/1866

Member, Diamantina Orphan School Committee

22/02/1866

Member of the Legislative Council, Queensland.

1/03/1866

Postmaster-General, Queensland

11/04/1866

Member of the Standing Orders Committee,

1870

2137

2138

2140
2142

2144

28/02/1866

1869

2141

25/07/1866
20/07/1866
20/9/1866

2143
2145

2147

2134

Ibid.

2135

Ibid.

2136

Lauder (1990)

2137

Ibid.

2138

Queensland Government Gazette, vol 7 no 15, 3 February 1866, p. 160

2139

“Weekly Epitome.” Brisbane Courier, 3 February 1866, p. 5; Queensland Government Gazette, vol 7

no 13, 1 February 1866, p. 156
2140

“Report of the Committee of the Diamantina Orphan School Upon the Working of the Institution During

the Year 1866.” Queensland Legislative Council Journals, vol 11, 1867, p. 993
2141

Douglas resigned this position when he went to England in October 1869 as Agent-General for

Queensland.
2142

Statistical Register of Queensland for 1866. Brisbane, Government Printer, 1867, p. 27; Queensland

Government Gazette, vol 7 no 23, 22 February 1866, p. 222
2143

Queensland Government Gazette, vol 7 no 75, 25 July 1866, p. 673; Statistical Register of

Queensland for 1866, p. 27. It was incorrectly recorded in the “Register of Attendance of Members of the
Legislative Council During the Session of 1866,” in Queensland Legislative Council Journals, vol 9.
Brisbane, Government Printer, 1866, p. 169, that Douglas had resigned on 20 September, the day the
Council reconvened. There was some confusion as the Brisbane Courier was still referring to him as John
Douglas, M.L.C. on 22 August 1866. (Brisbane Courier, 22 August 1866, p. 2)
2144

Queensland Government Gazette, vol 7 no 23, 22 February 1866, p. 222; Queensland Blue Book for

the Year 1876. Brisbane, Government Printer, 1877, p. 3
2145

Queensland Blue Book for the Year 1876. Brisbane, Government Printer, 1877, p. 3; Queensland

Government Gazette, vol 7 no 68, 20 July 1866, p. 625
2146

“Select Committee Appointed During the Session of 1866.” Queensland Legislative Council Journals

vol 9, 1866, p. 167
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Queensland Legislative Council

2146

11/04/1866

Member of the Joint Library Committee, Queensland
2148
Parliament

20/09/1866

11/04/1866

Member of the Joint Parliamentary Buildings
2150
Committee, Queensland Parliament

20/09/1866

26/04/1866

Chairman, Joint Select Committee on the Defence of
2152
the Colony, Queensland Parliament

12/07/1866

25/07/1866

Vice-President, Brisbane Philharmonic Society

19/12/1866

Colonial Treasurer, Queensland

4/01/1867

Member for Eastern Downs, Queensland

17/01/1867

Member of the Scab Commission, Queensland

21/05/1867

Secretary for Public Works, Queensland

24/06/1867

Chairman of the Board of Water Works, Brisbane

5/07/1867

Member for Eastern Downs, Queensland

2149

2151

2153

2154

2155

21/05/1867
2157

21/05/1867

2156
2158

2159

2160

15/08/1867
2162

2164

15/08/1867
27/8/1868

2147

Ibid.

2148

Ibid.

2149

Ibid.

2150

Ibid., p. 168

2151

Ibid.

2152

Ibid.; “Report From the Joint Select Committee on the Defence of the Colony.” Queensland

2161
2163

2165

Legislative Council Journals vol 9, 1866, paper no 34
2153

“Select Committee Appointed During the Session of 1866.” Queensland Legislative Council Journals

vol 9, 1866, p. 168
2154

Brisbane Courier, 26 July 1866, p. 2

2155

Queensland Government Gazette, vol 7 no 163, 19 December 1866, p. 1265

2156

Queensland Blue Book for the Year 1876. Brisbane, Government Printer, 1877, p. 3

2157

Queenslander, 5 January 1867, p. 4

2158

“Ministerial Changes (Privilege.)” Queensland Parliamentary Debates, vol 4, 1867, p. 189

2159

Queensland Government Gazette, vol 8 no 6, 19 January 1867, p. 44

2160

Queensland Government Gazette, vol 8 no 39, 21 May 1867

2161

Queensland Blue Book for the Year 1876. Brisbane, Government Printer, 1877, p. 3

2162

Queensland Government Gazette, vol 8 no 51, 29 June 1867

2163

Statistical Register of Queensland for the Year 1867. Brisbane, Government Printer, 1868, p. 66

2164

Queensland Government Gazette, vol 8 no 53, 6 July 1867, p. 598

2165

Brisbane Courier, 27 August 1868, p. 3
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2167

18/09/1867

Member Standing Orders Committee, Queensland
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15/05/1877

Member, Committee for drafting the Address in Reply
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Maintaining an Adequate Supply of Locomotives and
2251
Railway Tolling Stock, Queensland Parliament

23/09/1879

7/08/1879
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Legislative Assembly
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1895

Foundation Master of Lodge Torres Straits no. 820 of
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President, Torres Straits Hospital Committee of
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Appendix 3: Illuminated Address by the All Saints Church
Congregation, Brisbane, to John Douglas on 27 September
1869 2294
To the Honorable John Douglas, M.L.C.
Dear Sir, - We, the incumbent, warden, and members of the congregation of All
Saint’s Church are anxious to take this opportunity of assuring you of our
grateful appreciation of your efforts to promote the interests of this
congregation throughout the period of the last seven years.
We trust that you will receive this address as an expression of regret that we
are now to be deprived of your active co-operation and sympathy, and as a
slight acknowledgment that we are not insensible to your constant efforts in our
behalf.
In the new church recently built we have a substantial, and not unworthy,
memorial of your love for, and fidelity to, the branch of the Church of England
planted in this colony, and of your special attachment to the congregation of All
Saints.
In thus sincerely tendering you our thanks, we are pleased to have the
opportunity of expressing our grateful sense of the equal interest taken by Mrs.
Douglas in the welfare of All Saints’ Church, and of her ready and active
sympathy in every work of Christian charity.
Feeling assured that whenever and wherever our common prayer is offered up,
you will not be unmindful of those who worship at All Saints’ Church, earnestly
we pray that every blessing may attend both you and yours, and that you may
have health and strength faithfully to fulfil the important duties with which you
have been entrusted.
Heartily and in all sincerity wishing you God speed, we are, dear Mr. Douglas,
very sincerely and faithfully yours. T. Jones, Incumbent; James R. Dixon,
Warden; and a number of members of the congregation. Brisbane, September
27, 1869.
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Appendix 4: Notice on Bishop Quinn Fined for not Registering
the Marriage of Sarah and John Douglas. 2295
H. Jordan (Registrar- General) v. James O’Quinn – neglecting to register a
marriage.
Mr. Pring, Q.C., appeared for the plaintiff, and Mr. Thynne for the defendant.
The information set forth that
James Quinn, otherwise James O’Quinn, of Brisbane, commonly reputed as a
bishop of the Roman Catholic Church, or denomination, resident in Brisbane,
and being registered as James Quinn under the provisions of the marriage Act
as a minister of religion duly authorised for celebrating marriages within the
colony, having on or about the 30th day of July, 1877, at Dara, within the
Registration District of Brisbane, celebrated a marriage between two persons –
to wit, John Douglas and Sarah, otherwise Sara, Hickey, did fail within one
month thereafter to transmit to the said Henry Jordan, as Registrar of the
District of Brisbane, a declaration of such marriage in the form of the Act.
Mr. Thynne admitted the charge, and said that it had been caused from lapse
of memory, and that a declaration had been sent, but reached the RegistrarGeneral a day too late for him to receive it according to the Act, which only
allowed one month for the sending in of such declaration.
Mr. Pring objected to Mr. Thynne making any explanation of the matter, and
thought it would be better for him to plead guilty and say nothing, otherwise he
should have the whole case heard. He was quite willing to accept Mr. Thynne’s
explanation that it was an omission.
The Bench inflicted a fine of £10, the minimum penalty allowed by the Act, and
costs of Court. 2296
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The costs were five shillings and four pence.
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Appendix 5: The Steel Rail Committee 2297
Sir, Disapproving as I do of any secret legislative committee except when very
weighty public considerations and the cause of morality demand secrecy, I now
transmit to you the following brief report of the Hemmant petition Committee on
the 23rd July.
I do this in the belief that the public take a very deep interest in the proceedings
of that committee and in order to test the question of parliamentary privilege
connected herewith.
I am solely responsible for the contents of this communication and if its
publication is a breach of privilege I accept the consequences, and shall
endeavour to maintain my position thus asserted in the cause of truth and of
honest administration, which is now in grievous peril.
I am sir,
Your obedient servant
John Douglas
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Appendix 6: Letter Following Douglas’s Death 2298
17 Telegraph Chambers, Queen Street, Brisbane
25th July 1904
My dearest (Annette Power)
I must write to you tonight and yet I do not know where to begin. It is
almost too difficult to bring myself to express my feelings. A
thousand times would I prefer to be able to talk but I must accept the
heavy task of trying to put something upon paper. You will judge
from the tone and expression of my last letter how utterly unexpected
was the news which so shortly came upon me whilst returning on
Saturday evening from the golf links. My brother telegraphed at 11
am the hour of my dear father’s death but the telegram did not reach
Brisbane until the afternoon and the first intimation that I had of the
event was the flags at half-mast on the government buildings and
even then I never suspected it until I asked and was told in the street.
I had only just time to send one telegram. Fortunately I was
consoled by the fact that my brother writes that nothing could be
more peaceful and happy than his death and that he suffered no pain
whatever. He simply faded away and God took him to his arms as
he slept after his long and faithful career of duty nobly followed.
I can hardly speak of him without feeling how impossible it is for me
to express my feelings towards him. I revered him and loved him as I
feel I never could regard any other being. He was my ideal from my
earliest years. His influence has been the guiding spirit of my short
life. How much I regret that fate so ordained it that since I grew to
manhood my lot has been cast in a sphere do far removed from him.
Alas I have seen but little of him, I who was so close to him, who
always felt the deepest sympathy the most intimate alliance with that
great and noble spirit. I have seen virtues exemplified in him that I
never hope or expect to see equaled by any man. You may think
that I exaggerate but you would not wonder if you had known as I
have known that Christ like enduring patience and pity that filled his
whole soul and that unflinching determination which fought and
overcame difficulties which would have taxed the most valiant heart.
Year after year, year after year, still at his post through storm and
calm he fought a great fight until he saw us all firmly launched on the
road of life and I rejoice to think that he has passed in the fullness of
time covered with years of honour in full mental vigour, possessing to
the last his physical powers and as he wished in harness. Truly how
can I sorrow for him when I think of the manner and time of his death.
He felt and knew that he could say “I have lived my life and that
which I have done may he within himself make pure.” He was ready
to go. The poor body was worn out with the weight of years and with
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the long incessant work of life. We have often talked and written
upon the subject and he had such a divine trust in the overwhelming
goodness of God that death had no terrors for him. He was true to
the most noble ideals and had a profound belief too in the essential
goodness of our poor weak human natures. How often I have
thought that I would fulfill a great destiny if I could but follow some of
the examples which he has set me in his life. I can at least strive for
his that his presence shall be always with me encouraging and in
inspiring me in the struggle of life and that I can endeavour to keep
unsullied that name which he has handed down in so much honour
and love.
Every one who came in contact with him were drawn towards him by
that frank and almost boyish playfulness and that delightful charm of
manner, always serene and dignified carrying himself as a natural
leader of men. I say nothing of his public virtues, they were known to
all. But only those who experienced his tenderness as a father
combined with a strict regard for duty can ever estimate his capacity
and his love. We were his joy and pride. Above everything did he
rejoice that in the later months of his life that you and I should have
been so happily engaged. It pleased him more than anything else for
he felt that it was a pledge of our future happiness. I regret indeed
only that you should never have known something more of him for he
would have loved you with a father’s heart and you could have given
some of that devotion which he was ordained to receive from any
daughter of his own. I did at first feel keen regret also that I had not
gone to Thursday Island when I hesitated and finally decided not to
do so. How much I would have given to have been able to say
goodbye and yet even now I cannot understand how it was I did not
by instinct feel that the end was coming. The attack which finally
lead to death was first developed during a cruise in a small schooner
called the Ventura amongst the islands for a week. He was
determined to be up and doing and insisted on going out and
personally interviewing and looking after the people of the islands.
On returning he complained of acute indigestion which would not
give way but he expected to recover soon. He seems to have had
several spells and rallies and after a bad turn on Sunday he removed
to the home of my brother and mother and there he at first
progressed most favourably but it was [not] to be. I am so pleased
too that he passed away surrounded by those he most loved and that
all the trials of estrangement which he so much lamented were
closed in one perpetual reconciliation. Everything leads to make me
thank God for his goodness.
And now my eyes have grown dim. I cannot say any more. Keep
him in your prayers and may he unite us all, both those that have
gone before, and those that remain, in his everlasting love.
I have been the recipient today of so many kind expressions of
sympathy. Sir Samuel Griffith wrote me a most touching and noble
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letter which I shall always value and which I must show you shortly.
Everyone has been most kind. I went out and stayed with the aunts
yesterday. It was so peaceful and quiet. With most tender love to
you my dear.
Your most affectionate, Edward
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Appendix 7: Douglas Genealogy
Ancestors
Ancestors of John Douglas

John Douglas
b: 1708
m: Abt. 1730
d: 13 November 1778 in Drumlanrig, Scotland
William Douglas
b: Abt. 1731
m: 11 M arch 1772 in Edingburgh, Scotland
d: 16 M ay 1783
Christian Cunningham
b: 23 April 1710
d: November 1741
Henry Alexander Douglas
b: 7 October 1781 in Scotland
m: 31 August 1812 in Scotland
d: 16 M arch 1837 in London, England
William Johnstone

Grace Johnstone-Douglas
b: Abt. 1746
d: 25 M arch 1836

John Douglas
b: 6 M arch 1828 in Soho, London, England
m: 22 January 1861 in Sydney, NSW
d: 23 July 1904 in Thursday Island, Qld, Australia
Alexander Dalzell
b: 2 February 1721/22
d: 3 April 1787 in Kirkmichael, Dumfries, Scotland
Robert Dalzell
b: 7 January 1755 in Scotland
m: 18 M arch 1783
d: 13 February 1808 in Glenae, Dumfries, Scotland

Elizabeth Jackson
Elizabeth Dalzell
b: 20 October 1790 in Glenae, Dumfries, Scotland
d: 1837

Anne Armstrong
d: 21 February 1797
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Descendants
1

John Douglas

..

+Mary Anne Simpson

1828 - 1904
1827 - 1876

*2nd Wife of John Douglas:
..
.....

2

+Sarah Hickey

1844 - 1931

Edward Archibald Douglas

1877 - 1947

.........

+Annnette Eileen Power

1885 - 1966

.............

3

John Power Douglas

1907 - 1931

.............

3

Edward Sholto Douglas

1909 - 1997

.................

+Mary Constance Curr

.............

3

Evelyn Clare Mary Douglas

1911 -ca1985

.............

3

Robert Alexander Douglas

1913 - 1923

.............

3

Francis Hugh Douglas

1914 - 1984

.............

3

David Alistair Douglas

1917 - 1921

.............

3

Kenneth Maxwell Douglas

1921 – 1972

.............

3

Helen Cecilia Douglas

1924 - 1965

.............

3

Gavin James Douglas

1926 -

.................

+Clare McHugh

.............

3

Clare Catherine Douglas

1929 - 1932

.............

3

Andrew Brice Douglas

1931 -

.................
.....
.........
.....
.........

2

+Lorraine Lawson
Henry Alexander Cecil Douglas

1879 - 1952

+Flora Isabel Macdonald

- 1910

*2nd Wife of Henry Alexander Cecil Douglas:
+Catherine Cecilia Beirne

1893 - 1977
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.............

3

.................
.............

Mary Beirne Douglas

1915 - ?

+John Peter Fihelly
3

.................

Sybil Catherine Douglas

1918 - 2003

+Alan B Bryan

.............

3

Henry Beirne Douglas

1921 - 1941

.............

3

Alexander Michael Douglas

1926 -

.................
.....

2

+Morna Therese O'Rourke
Hugh Maxwell Douglas

.........

+Hannnah Elizabeth Thornton

1881 - 1918
- 1950

.............

3

Henry Alexander Douglas

1908 – ca1999

.............

3

Margaret Douglas

1909 – 1939

.................

+Ethel Audrey Malaher

.............

3

.....

Robert Johnstone Douglas

1883 - 1972

+Alice Mary Ball

1882 - 1954

Robert Andrew Douglas

1915 - 1998

2

.........
.............

3

.................
.............

3

3

.................

1917 - 1984

Beatrice Rose Mary Douglas

1919 - 2004

+Cornelius James Howard
3

.................
.............

James Archibald Douglas
+Marjorie Mary Ramsay

.................
.............

1913 – ca1992

+Barbara Shaw

.................
.............

Edward Octavius Douglas

Hugh Maxwell Douglas

1920 - 1985

+Jean Duncan Love
3

Alice Mary Douglas
+Thomas William Capell

1922 - 1983

