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How to use these notes 

• Too much detail?:  Read the summary first, to get the essence of what this is all about - rather than getting lost in the 
details in the body of these notes.  

• Research:  The notes are not in a narrative style because it is not intended for general reading.  This is for serious 
researchers.  There are standardized headings and dot-points which are a framework into which new details can be 
placed so that the document can be occasionally updated.   

• Sources:  References quoted throughout these notes.  Much of it is from what is available on the internet - we have not 
yet directly researched original physical records. 

• Searching:  You can search this PDF document using Control/F, and then relevant key word. 
• Our other documents:  This is one of a series of research notes which are interconnected.  These can be found in the 

Small Print directory on the left of the homepage.  The notes that are most relevant to the Donald’s life around Adelaide:-  
                        C10 – ‘Setting the scene’:  Essential reading.  
                        G45 – ‘Migration of our McLeans on the Navarino in 1837’  
                        E51 – ‘Donald’s half acre in Hindley St Adelaide – town acre 57’  
                        E52 – ‘Donald’s 80 acre farm in Hilton, near Adelaide – country acre 50’  
                        G60 – ‘The first wheat grown in South Australia’  
                        G70 – ‘Donald’s life around Strathalbyn’ 

• Feedback:  Your corrections and comments will be welcomed - via ‘Contact us’ on the homepage. 
• Authors:  Don Gordon, in collaboration with Lorna McLean.  Don and Lorna are Donald’s and Christina’s GGG-

grandchildren. 
 

Summary 
Purpose and highlights 

 
• Arrival:  The McLean family disembarked from the ‘Navarino’ in Holdfast Bay in December 1837. 

• New colony:  These were the earliest times in the new colony - 12 months after Adelaide was decided as a townsite.  

• Hindley St:  Donald purchased half of town acre 57 in Hindley St in January 1838 – for £45. 

• Farm:  After a long wait, Donald was took possession of 80 acre country section 50 in Hilton in July 1838 – for £80. 

• Proximity:  The Hindley Street property was about 3 kms north-east of the Hilton property. 

• Constructions:  By 1842 there were at least 2 cottages built on the Hindley Street and a pise house on the Hilton 
property. 

• Wheat:  Donald and his boys were the first to have a crop of wheat in the colony - 20 acres. 

• Growth:  The family were in Adelaide for three or four years.  During this time the colony was rapidly growing 
around them.   

• Move:  The family moved to Strathalbyn in 1842. 
 

..ooOOoo.. 
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Events before the McLeans arrived  
• Financing the new colony 

 Target:  The South Australian Colonisation Act of 1834 of the British parliament set up the South Australian 
Commission to establish the colony. The Act required that the colony be self-sufficient and a £20,000 
foundation had to be created and also £35,000 worth of land had to be sold before the Crown would allow 
settlement in South Australia.  The Act specified that the selling price of land should not be less than 12 
shillings per acre, and that the price per acre should be the same for all land, irrespective of the quality. 

 Packages:   
 The Commission started by offering packages of 80 country acres together with an incentive of 

one town acre.  This was at £1 per country acre.  This amounted to 437 packages - ie 437 X £80 = 
£35,000.  People purchased these, site-unseen, before they pioneered to the distant colony. 

 “The Commissioners sold "preliminary land orders" each entitling the buyer to one town acre and 
one section of country land.  The holders of these preliminary orders could take first choice of the 
land when it had been surveyed and present their orders to the Resident Commissioner in the Land 
Office, to receive their title deeds or ‘land grants’, as they are called.”(‘The Measure of the Land’ 
by Primary Industries and Regions South Australia) 

 Slow:  The initial uptake for the land packages was less than was expected and so packages were increased 
to 134 acres, with the price remaining at £80, so effectively dropping to 12 shillings per acre – ie 134 acres 
X 12 shillings =£80.  This still included a town acre. 

 The original offer and the reduced cost per acre are documented in Regulations 19-vi-1835 (Book of 
Regulations for the disposal of land in S.A.C.O. 386/142) at the UK National Archives.) 

 Achieved:  The land still did not sell quickly enough, so George Fife Angas and some others raised some 
money, bought the remaining packages (more than 100) and then transferred the majority to the newly 
formed South Australia Company (different to the SA Commission).  This got the plan across the line, 
although it showed that the original plan of having the settlement funded by a range of middle class had 
already failed (Cyclopedia p94).   

 Use of funds:  The money raised by the sale and leasing of land constituted an Emigration Fund to pay the 
fares of the working classes from Great Britain and Ireland, in equal proportions of men and women 
(preferably married couples), under 30 years of age.  This was to avoid the situation in other colonies 
where there were not enough workers and they had to rely on convict-labour.  This concept was known 
as the Wakefield Scheme. 

 Donald:  If he had purchased his land order a few months earlier, for 80 pounds, Donald would have got 
one town acre and 134 acres of farmland instead of just 80 acres.   

• Most of the following is from www.pioneerssa.org.au/early_sa_history.htm 

• The Act – 1834:  The South Australian Colonisation Act was assented to. 

• Commissioners – 1835:  A board of commissioners was appointed to control land sales, revenue and the flow of 
emigrants.  

• Kangaroo Island - July 1836:  First settlers were initially on Kangaroo Island because of the moorings at Nepean Bay, 
and the island was more habitable.  No decision had yet been made about where the mainland settlement should 
be established. 

• Exploration – August 1836:  Colonel William Light, Surveyor General, arrived on the Rapid and began searching the 
mainland coast for a suitable harbor and a location for a permanent settlement.  

• Port – November 1836:  Light favoured a port at Adelaide River which was a small safe harbor.  It was adjacent to 
fertile plains, with the Lofty Ranges for water.     

• Holdfast Bay - November 1836: – First settlers from Kangaroo Island arrived at Holdfast Bay, which is 140 kms from 
Nepean Bay.  This included Robert Gouger, Colonial Secretary and Chief Magistrate, aboard the Africaine.  They set 
up camp at Glenelg.   

• Governor – December 1836:  The first governor, John Hindmarsh arrived on the Buffalo. 

• Adelaide - 28th December 1836:  The town of Adelaide was named, and the province was proclaimed on behalf of 
William IV. 

• Population:  By the end of 1836, nine passenger ships had arrived and there were 546 Europeans in the colony.  
There were about 12,000 aboriginals. 

• Surveying port – January 1837:  Col Light surveyed twenty-nine sections at Port Adelaide.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Gouger
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colonial_Secretary_of_South_Australia


 

G55 - Donald's life around Adelaide - 1838 to 1842 - page 3 of 18 
 

• Surveying town – 10th March 1837:  Light had surveyed the town and laid out its 1042 town acres (422 ha) on either 
side of the River Torrens.  Many of these were taken up by pre-purchasers in a meeting later in March and by 
auction  in April. 

• Food:  There was a real shortage of food – preserved or fresh.  

• Sheep & supplies:  “Eight hundred sheep were brought from Van Diemen’s Land and 5000 Pounds was voted for the 
purchase of supplies from Sydney. Vessels were also being chartered to bring in supplies of livestock from the Cape 
of Good Hope” (Harford).   

• Court – May 1837:  The first session of the Supreme Court of South Australia was held. 

• Streets – May 1837:  Naming of streets and squares of Light's plan was commenced. 

• Survey progress – June 1837:  Light continued surveying despite inadequate staff and equipment – and 
disagreements with Hindmarsh. 

• Newspaper – June 1837:  The first newspaper (Gazette and Register) was printed.  

• Hospital:  The public hospital on North Terrace was opened. 

• Survey progress - December 1837:  Light had surveyed 60,000 acres (24,281 ha) of farm land by the end of 1837.   
The McLeans arrived, just as this stage of the huge task was being completed but it was many months before these 
county sections became available for possession.  

• Migration:  12 ships had brought migrants to the colony during 1837.   
 

What it was like when the McLeans arrived in December 1837 
• The McLeans arrived just 17 months after the pioneers arrived on Kangaroo Island, 12 months after they moved 

to Glenelg, and 11 months after the declaration of Adelaide as the site for the settlement. 

• Population:  By the end of 1837 there were over 3000 settlers (excluding aborigines) 

• Development:  The situation was described as follows.  “By the end of 1837 there were about 50 substantial 
buildings erected, and thrice that number of inferior dwellings or huts.  New arrivals were agreeably surprised by 
the general air of prosperity that was visible. …. Within the city there was all this time considerable activity. …… 
Wells were sunk, which proved that good stone for building was available and tradespeople of many kinds were 
establishing themselves as fast as possible”  (Cyclopedia p94).  

• Mr Morphett sent a letter to England in December 1837 (the month in which the McLeans arrived) "It is not a 
twelvemonth since the Governor proclaimed the province on the plains of Glenelg, and very little more than that 
time since the first body of immigrants landed on the shores of Holdfast Bay - the forlorn hope, as it might be 
termed, of a large, wealthy and intelligent community of Englishmen, who had fixed upon the country as the scene 
of an experiment in colonization.  I recollect the disconcerted and dismal look with which most of the party regarded 
from the deck of the ship the dried and deserted appearance of the plains, which to their English ideas, betoken 
little short of barrenness. ….. All this has given way to approval of the place, confidence in the capabilities of the 
soil, and fitness of the climate, with the most perfect satisfaction at the steps we have taken, and a full confidence 
in the ultimate benefits that will be reaped by those who are pecuniary interested in our adventure. …. The activity 
which prevails in business is healthy and likely to last.  Business in Adelaide has already been systematized, after 
the fashion of large towns in England.  At first the retail trade was in the hands of half a dozen individuals, who 
both sold ‘the staff of life’ and prepared ‘the trappings of woe‘; now we have butchers, bakers, tailors, shoemakers, 
dressmakers, and a variety of tradesmen, each class following its own particular calling.  There never was a colony 
which, within the same time, had assumed one-tenth of the outward signs of an independent community that this 
has now done.  Visitors from the sister settlements in Australia are surprised at the forward state of our town, at 
the evidence of capital which they see, at the energy and spirit which prevail, at the amount and character of stock, 
and at the comforts which most have collected around them" (Cyclopedia p95).   

• Burgess commented about Morphett’s letter “Amid all the difficulties, a cheerful confidence in the future was 
maintained.  The brave and cheerful spirit which dominated the pioneers, and ultimately pulled them through, is 
admirably reflected in Morphett’s a letter …. which shows the situation in its most favourable aspect. …. There is 
no exaggeration in any of these statements.  The optimistic vein that pervades them is noteworthy, but it is evident 
that the vital importance of developing production had not been fully appreciated" (Cyclopedia p95). 

• Other views:  In contrast, it was described this way.  “In the month of November 1837, the population was 
estimated at 2,500, nearly the whole of it congregated in or near the city, producing nothing, because those who 
held land orders could not obtain possession of their land, and, as a community, steadily becoming impoverished.  
Such was the stagnant condition that agricultural implements and dairy utensils, instead of being put to their 
legitimate use, were sold at auction at ridiculously low prices, and the proceeds used for current expenses.  "The 
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majority of the settlers”, it is said, “were without income, and had to live upon their capital and by the sale of their 
town acres. Rents being very high, employment was given to artisans at extravagant prices to erect buildings in 
the city; but as houses soon increased and rents diminished, those who had embarked their capital in buildings had 
cause to regret making such investments".  Living was necessarily expensive, as provisions of all kinds had to be 
imported, and it was disheartening to persons of moderate means when they found their resources diminishing 
towards the vanishing-point” (Cyclopedia p94).    

• Food:   

 “The food supply became a pressing question at a very early stage” (Cyclopedia p93). 

 “It is certainly difficult to imagine the conditions in those early days.  From accounts I have read, food was 
extremely expensive, bearing in mind that it wasn’t being produced in South Australia, and much of it was 
brought in from Sydney, or indeed, overseas.  For a simple commodity like flour, they were paying 100 
pounds a ton” (Trevor McLean p11).     

• Roads: 

 In the earliest days, there must have been some kind of track for the 10 kms between Glenelg to Adelaide  

 Trevor:  “Winter time in Adelaide streets was apparently a quagmire”. (Trevor p 11). 
 

Disembarking 
• See more details of the embarkation and journey in our research notes G45. 

• The Navarino was the last of 12 migrant ships during the year. 

• The Navarino initially arrived at Kangaroo Island, on 30 November 1837 to drop off a few passengers and then 
finally to Holdfast Bay on 6th December 1837 – after a journey of 102 days.  

• It was a beach landing because there were no jetties or wharves at that stage.  Some passengers were carried 
ashore by sailors. 

• It is thought that they spent their first nights under an old canvass sail, possibly in the sand hills at Holdfast Bay 
(BRB p9).   This location had become known as Glenelg. 

• Over the next few months, they might have stayed at Glenelg or maybe somewhere in Adelaide.  These were 
temporary arrangements because they did not know where their own properties would be because these had not 
yet been allocated.       
 

What they did first 
• On the ship, Donald and the boys had plenty of time to imagine what it would be like in the colony and what they 

would be doing.    They did not know what would grow best in this new land, but they probably thought they could 
try to do the things which had worked well in Duisky – cattle, sheep, oats and barley.  They had heard stories about 
how desperate the settlers were for basic food.   They had heard that there were not many sheep or cattle in the 
colony – and these are slow work before they are right for slaughtering - so quick growing vegetables would be a 
good start – especially potatoes.   

• During the long journey they would have often talked about what they should do as soon as they arrived.  They had 
discussed what supplies they would need.  They had their plough and perhaps a pick and hoe in the ship’s cargo, 
but what else would they need?  They had to get some seed for oats or barley, and most importantly, a horse or 
bullock to pull the plough. 

• Morphett had penned his letter (see previous page) in the month that Donald arrived on the Navarino.  What were 
Donald’s thoughts with his first sights of the land from the deck of the ship?  How much of this spirit of optimism 
did he gather in his first weeks?  Did he perceive himself as having a ‘pecuniary interest’ in this adventure?  He was 
quick to appreciate the ‘vital importance of developing production’, because he immediately saw the need for Allan 
to go to Van Dieman’s Land to get supplies so that he could plant a crop as soon as possible. 

• As soon as they disembarked from the Navarino, they would have a quick look around to see what was available.  
If the colony did not have what they needed, they would have to wait for supplies to come with the next ships from 
England.  Or maybe from the other colonies.  Not much hope from the Swan River or Morton Bay.  They would find 
out about supplies from Port Jackson or overland from Port Phillip – but these colonies were all struggling and might 
not have extra supplies.  And anyway, it would take so long to order what they wanted.   Donald had £800 (or £300) 
[Research:  Check this] so money wasn’t the problem – but how could they get hold of the equipment they needed 
to get started?   

• They were confronted with reality.  In the months before leaving the home country, they had heard so many stories 
about how wonderful life will be in the new country.  Now the tedious time on the ship and their first days in Glenelg 
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revealed how difficult things will be.  The first big shock, was that the land they had paid for was not available –  
surveying and the necessary paper work will still take months.   And they were disappointed that it was so difficult 
to get hold of even basic items.   

• In the first few days in the colony, they heard about a solution to this dilemma.  Captain Warming was intending to 
sail the Navarino on to Hobart Town – leaving soon.  They thought that Hobart Town was better supplied than the 
other colonies and it would be handy to go and select 
the items themselves rather than ordering it all through 
someone else.  Donald had no intention of stepping foot 
on the ship again after just a month on dry land – so he 
decided to send his oldest son, Allan. 

• Ship to VDL:  After four weeks in Holdfast Bay, the 
Navarino was ready to set sail for Van Dieman’s Land.  
Allan re-boarded the too-familiar ship with five 
passengers – Allan would have known two of them well 
because they also came out on the Navarino from 
England - Richard Fitzsymmons and Peter Gough.  It is 
not known when the other two had arrived in South 
Australia - D Huges and Matthew Femmingham.  The ship departed Holdfast Bay on 6th January 1838 and arrived in 
Hobart six days later, on 12th January.  

• Return trip:  Allan stated that he returned in February (SA Register 11th Jan 1888 p7).  He did not return on the 
Navarino because this ship left Hobart Town for Valparaiso in Chile.  John Mathews has suggested that it might 
have been in the fourth week of January from Launceston on the Lady Emma which carried stock and passengers 
(Mathews p11).  However, there are questions about whether he got all his supplies from Hobart (where the 
Navarino had taken him) or Launceston – and also this might not have given Allan enough time to make all these 
purchases.  Alternatively, Mathews has noted that the Abedina returned from Hobart in May (Mathews p11) but 
this seems a bit late.  The following table is derived from details on Dianne Cummings’ website ‘Bound For South 
Australia’.  These are all the ships to Port Adelaide from VDL in the first part of 1838.  Nothing springs out as likely.  
[research:  All this needs to be checked out.]    

                                    Ship                      From               To                  Arrived                   Details 
John Dunscombe Launceston Port Adelaide Jan 19th Passengers - but not listed 

Hartley Launceston Port Adelaide Jan 26th 1000 sheep 

Waterwitch  Hobart Port Adelaide Jan 30th No details 

William Launceston Port Adelaide Feb 9th Passengers - but not listed 

Gem Launceston Port Adelaide Feb 10th Passengers - but not listed 

John Dunscombe Launceston Port Adelaide March 4th 1 passenger 

Eagle Launceston Port Adelaide March 7th Sheep 

Victoria Hobart Nepean Bay March 11th No details 

Lady Emma Launceston Port Adelaide March 13th Passengers - but not listed 

Hartley Launceston Port Adelaide March 16th No details 

John Pirie Hobart Port Adelaide March 27th Passengers - but not listed 

Emma Hobart Port Adelaide March 28th No details 

Lowestoft Launceston Adelaide April 1st Passengers - but not listed 

Gem Launceston Port Adelaide April 1st Passengers - but not listed 

Truelove Launceston Port Adelaide April 2nd Passengers - but not listed 

Eagle Launceston Port Adelaide April 2nd Sheep 

Elizabeth Launceston Port Adelaide April 17th Passengers - but not listed 

Black Joke Launceston Port Adelaide May 1st No details 

Abeona Hobart Port Adelaide May 15th 30 passengers 

Abeona Hobart Port Adelaide May 24th 18 passengers 

• Other journeys – per www.Jaunay.com 
Abeona, brigatine 105t Hobart Port Adelaide 17th March – arrived Adelaide   

Emma, Brigatine 161t Hobart Port Adelaide 13th April – arrived Adelaide  

 

• Ploughing:   

 When he was 76 years old, Allan wrote to the newspaper about his ploughing half a century before:-  
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 Before starting at Hilton:  “I arrived in South Australia by the ship Navarrino in January or February 1837, 
and immediately took up land at the Reedbeds, having brought my plough with me from Glasgow.  I 
commenced farming at once, only waiting for the soil to get soft for the plough.  In April or May 1837, I 
turned the first sod with the plough” (SA Register, 12th Dec 1887, p7 & Evening Journal, 12th Dec, p4). 

 Hilton:  The McLean’s harvested their wheat in December 1838, so they must have cleared, ploughed and 
seeded as soon as they knew what farmland they were allocated – so maybe by early July 1838. 

 After the Hilton crop:  “I did lots of ploughing afterwards on piecework at £5 an acre, my first job for wages 
being for Mr Leigh at the Sturt” - also Bay and port roads (SA Register 11th Jan 1888 p7 & Adelaide Observer 
14th Jan, p12). 

• Town acre 

 Now, to take a step back in our narrative, while Allan was in VDL, Donald purchased half town acre 57 in 
Hindley Street.  This was just five weeks after the family had landed in the colony.  It is detailed in our E51. 

 

The family 
• The McLean family group of parents and 10 children arrived safely, and apparently in good health.   

• At the time of migration, Donald was 58 years and Christina was 45 years.  Their children were Allan 26 years, Hugh 
23, John 19, Mary 18, Archibald 16, Ann 14, Rachel 12, Margaret 10, Jane 7 and Hugh the younger 1 year.   

• So, Donald being quite elderly, would have been looking to his four adult sons to do the heavy work and Christina 
was looking to the four older girls to share family chores as were the differential roles of men and women at that 
time.   
 

Social networks 
• The McLeans adventure started with a long voyage with strangers where enduring connections were forged – 

including Greig, Harford, Jefferys, Keating, Rains, Rankine & Teakle.   

• They landed into an unfamiliar environment and had to find their place with 3000 settlers who were all experiencing 
a mixture of confusion and excitement.  Alliances were quickly moulded into a community. 

• The McLeans would have been noticed because it was a large family. 

• Maybe it was true what Donald Henry McLean said that “Old Mr McLean often paid informal calls upon His 
Excellency” (The Register, 26th May 1923, page 15).  Governor Hindmarsh was recalled in July 1838 and Gawler 
came in Oct 1838 to May 1841.  
 

The girls & water  
• In 1888, William Sexton remembered:  “the McLean family just after their arrival in South Australia that it was a 

source of amusement to some of us— then young sparks— to watch the female portion of the family yoked 
together, pulling behind them a large cask, going to the Torrens for water and returning with their load— they 
were good pullers, stanch to the collar— to Immigration Square, where a number of wooden huts had been 
erected with ship-fittings for the accommodation of the newly arrived immigrants, on the South Park Lands, in a 
line with North-terrace. This was in the latter end of December 1837, and the beginning of January 1838” (Sexton, 
SA Register, 5th Jan 1888, p7).  

• Allan responded:  “As to Mr Sexton’s remarks about the girls, it’s perfectly true.  They did what they could, drew 
water themselves from the river, filled the barrel, and pulled the barrel on a sledge up to the camp where the gaol 
now stands, the motive power being themselves.  Mr Sexton may have been amused at the picture of seeing 
Highland girls working hard for their old father.”  (SA Register, 11th Jan 1888, p7) 

• Then TR Haldane commented: “Mr. Sexton's caustic remarks re the female portion of the McLean family has 
certainly done them no harm.  It is well known that every member of the old family— old Donald's family—had to 
work hard” (Adelaide Observer, 14thJan 1888). 
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Schooling 
A month or so after the McLeans arrived, in early 1838, a school was started in a wooden building in the parklands opposite 
Trinity Church on the corner of North Terrace and Morphet Street.  There were 83 children enrolled.  There would have been 
several hundred school age children in the colony at that time.   

• It is not known whether or not Rachel, Margaret Jane attended – or indeed we don’t 
know whether they had any previous schooling when they were living in Duisky, 
least of all on the ship coming out.    

• If they attended, they would have been learning the alphabet, spelling/reading 
words of two letters, or two or three syllables, and so on. Some were taught to write 
on paper, but most used slate. (News, Adelaide, 11 June 1936).   

• Kingston’s map of the corner of Morphet St and North Terrace in 1842 shows two 
small buildings on lot 8 across the road, west (left) of the Trinity Church.  Herbert & 
Stark listed a Manning house on lot 8.  However, the description of the school places 
the first school ‘in the parklands opposite Trinity Church’ which might be referring 
to the area to the north (above) of the church rather than to the west. 
 

Where they lived 
• Size:  It would have taken quite a lot to shelter such a large family – 7 adults and 5 children.  And they might have 

had to share with other families, at least for a while. 

• Type:  Maybe at first, it was a tent or a tarpaulin covering a framework - or something a little better. 

• Others:   

 When the McLeans arrived, there were about 3000 settlers, and many more were coming at an average 
of 250 per month in the McLeans’s first year.  These settlers were somehow accommodated in 50 
substantial buildings (including shops and offices) and about 150 inferior dwellings or huts (Cyclopedia 
p95). 

 This sketch is the first settlement of Adelaide, in 1837 
(SLSA PRG 280/1/43/242) before the McLeans arrived. 

 It was not true that, when the McLeans arrived, “There 
were no houses in South Australia at the time and 
Governor Hindmarsh was living in a reed hut on the banks 
of the River Torrens, Adelaide” (Mortlock notes, BRB p10 
& Northern Argus, 3rd August 1928, p6).   

 Rather than ‘no houses’ it was more accurate to state that “By the end of 1837 there were about 50 
substantial buildings erected, and thrice that number of inferior dwellings or huts” (Cyclopedia p95) 

 It was not true that ‘the governor living in a reed hut’.  The first Government House had three rooms made 
of hardened mud (pise), earth flooring, saplings for roof timbers, and the river supplied reeds for thatch 
(Cyclopedia p91).  Government Hindmarsh wrote in May 1837: "I have but one end of my mud hut finished 
and all my family lay on the floor of one room while two smaller ones serve for Mrs. H., myself and a female 
servant“ (ref ref ref)  Another description was that “The first Government House, the ‘Government Hut’ 
was constructed of timber slabs, wattle and daub, a thatched roof, calico ceiling, and external stone 
chimneys. It is believed to have been on a site between the present railway station and the River Torrens” 
(http://governor.sa.gov.au/node/21). 

 “Early in 1837 many of the 1000 pioneers moved their tents, goods and chattels from the Holdfast Bay 
sandhills to Buffalo Row and Coromandel Row, named for their ships which arrived in December 1836 and 
January 1837, respectively, and, soon after, Emigration Square. The hotchpotch of canvas tents and make-
do dwellings of mud and grass, saplings and river reeds near the River Torrens was west of the junction of 
North Terrace and West Terrace. The emigration agent, who oversaw the assisted migrants’ welfare, 
accommodation and employment, had his office and infirmary there. After the sale of town acres began in 
March 1837 and the opening up of country areas, many settlers left the square and new arrivals took their 
place” (Adelaidia website).   

http://governor.sa.gov.au/node/21
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 “It was usual for migrants to camp in Immigration Square while awaiting the clearance process with the 
South Australian Company. The arrival of large numbers of migrants made it necessary to have a depot to 
immediately accommodate them.  As described by Catherine Spence in 1890: “I lived with my family on 
West-terrace, close to the place where the Roman Catholic Church now stands. Just fronting our house, on 
the park lands, …. there lay a square of small wooden houses known as Immigration-square. These houses 
were erected for the accommodation of newly-arrived immigrants.  … The immigrants were provided with 
houseroom in Immigration-square, and a fortnight’s rations for themselves and their families. During that 
fortnight they were expected to find employment and lodgings, and they were then turned out to make 
room for fresh arrivals“ (Harford, quoting Catherine Spence, 
Charity in South Australia, First Australasian Conference on 
Charity, 1890) 

 This sketch is possibly the home of Colonel William Light in 
1837 (SLSA B6705) 

• Location: Where did the McLeans live? 

 Glenelg (Holdfast Bay),  OR  

 On Donald’s half acre 57 in Hindley Street.  OR   

 Near the gaol, on the banks of the River Torrens.  Allan’s letter (above) indicates this is where they were.  
OR  

 Emigration Square:  Sexton’s letter (above) indicated that this is where the McLeans were.  OR 

 The emigrant camp (at the current Grover Ave),  OR  

 In their first seven months or so, maybe they had to move between some of the above, for several months 
at a time.  In any case, the family would have been looking forward to eventually setting themselves up 
properly on Country Section 50 at Hilton (see our E52).  This might not have been until towards the end of 
1839 which could have been up to a year after they have arrived in the colony.  

• Hilton 

 For a detailed description of their house on the farm in Hilton, see our E52. 
 

The first wheat crop 

• See separate notes – our G60 ‘The first wheat grown in South Australia’ 
 

Other events during the McLeans’ first few years 
 
Most of the following is from www.pioneerssa.org.au/early_sa_history.htm 
 
Population:   

• 1836:  By the end of 1836, there were 546 settlers and 12,000 aboriginal people. 

• 1837:  By the end of 1837, there were 3000 settlers (not counting aboriginal people). 

• 1838:  Migrant arrivals of 3154 in 1838, bringing the population to 6000 settlers. 

• 1839:  There were just 477 arrivals of migrant during 1839, but the end-of-year population was 10,300 or 14,600 
(both these figures are puzzling). 

• 1840:  During 1840, there were 2992 migrant arrivals and the population was 15,485 by January 1841. 

• 1841:  There were 774 migrants in 1841.  There was a census in 1841.  [Research:  What can the census tell us about 
the demographics?] 

• In just five years, the aboriginal population had been surpassed 

• The figures for the arrivals of migrant totalled about 10,500 so it is not clear how the settler population got to more 
than 15,000, even allowing for those moving from other colonies, births, deaths and departures. 

 
1838 

• For the McLeans, the big events of the year were  

 They arrived at the end of 1837 

 Acquired their two properties – half town acre 57 in Hindley Street in January and lot 50 in Hilton in July. 

 Started working the farm – clearing, planting and harvesting the wheat crop. 

 Building a house 
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 In the meantime, the colony was growing around them.  

• Goverance: 

 In June, the police force was formed to replace the marines  

 Governor Hindmarsh was recalled in July  

 Governor Gawler came in October  

• Farming 

 Land sales for the year totaled 47,932 acres at £1 per acre 

 86 acres were cultivated – including 20 acres of wheat (ie the McLean’s crop) 

 Total livestock approximately 480 horses, 2,500 cattle and 28,000 sheep 

 First wool export of 4 bales to England in May 

• Population 

 Migrant arrivals of 3154 in 1838, bringing the population to 6000 settlers 

 Recorded 83 births, 67 deaths and 75 marriages 
 
1839 

• The McLeans 

 Wheat - It is assumed that they grew another wheat crop in 1839 (there were 120 acres in the whole 
colony) 

 Other crops – they might have planted other crops such as potatoes 

 They would have finished building their house – it was probably already completed by the end of the 
previous year. 

• Population 

 Police visited each house to collect the 'Population Returns' in January.  

 There were just 477 arrivals recorded of migrants during 1839, but the end-of-year population was 
10,300 or 14,600 (both these figures are puzzling). 

• Farming 

 Agricultural Society established in October 

 443 acres cultivated in the colony, including 120 acres of wheat 

 Maybe the McLeans were fortunate to have a successful wheat crop in late 1838 because there was 
drought in Tasmania (but not in SA) in early 1939.  The South Australian Gazette dated April 16th 1839: 
reprinted from the Launceston, Tasmania Advertiser.  The drought - “The drought still continues and the 
Colonists have before them every prospect of a famine - crops failed, on every side of the road bullocks 
have perished for want of sustenance.  The settlers of Argyle (Tas.) are harrowing in their wheat on the 
stubbles without any ploughing. The ground is like iron, as the Heavens are like brass. The ancient curse of 
Moses on the Jews when they should lapse into idolatry, has overtaken NSW and we fear South Australia.“  
However, the S.A. ‘Gazette’ Editor wrote:- "We have suffered though in an  exceedingly partial degree from 
the drought during the past season. It has, however only been felt during the last three months - the ‘dry 
season’ under any circumstances; and after the ordinary harvesting time. The samples of wheat, barley 
and oats ripened this season have all been excellent of their kind. Maize only has in some measure failed 
in consequence of the want of December rains" (supplied by the Mortlock Library). 

• Other  

 Branch of the Bank of Australasia established in January  

 Construction of the first road in the colony, linking the new site of the port to Adelaide, commenced in 
May. 

 The clock of Holy Trinity church was the only the public time piece  

 Edward John Eyre had arrived overland from Sydney with cattle and sheep 
 
1840 

● McLeans 

 The coastal shipping lists in the Hodge Index at Mortlock Library, Adelaide, show Allan and D. McLean 
returning by the Miniver from Launceston, Tasmania, on 15th Nov 1840.   This would have been Allan’s 
second trip (the first was in early 1838).  It was possibly to buy supplies for setting up in Strathalbyn.   

● Other 

 Edward John Eyre commenced overland journey to Western Australia 
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 Total debt chargeable on the revenue of the colony reaches £305,328 2s 7d in May 

 New Port Adelaide opened by Governor Gawler 

 The 14kms road between the port and the town was started in May 1839 and completed by October 1840  

 First wharf named McLaren Wharf. 
● Governance 

 Municipality of Adelaide was incorporated being the first in Australia (the Council went bankrupt in 
1843) 

 First Council election was held with James Hurtle Fisher elected Mayor – October (in 1848, Fisher was a 
lawyer when Spearman was convicted of highway robbery against Donald)  

 Settlement at Noarlunga laid out 
● Farming 

 Land sales reached 299,072 acres 

 2,503 acres cultivated including 1,059 acres of wheat 
● Population 

 Immigration was 2,992 persons  

 Population estimate - 14,600 persons  
 
1841 

• McLeans 

 This was the family’s last year at Hilton and the family were preparing for their move to Strathalbyn.  But 
they were still actively working their Hilton farm, as can be seen in the following details from the official 
returns for cultivated county sections, reported in the South Australian Register, 12th June 1841, p 4. (see 
appendix in our E52) 

 Cropping:   
 14 acres of wheat - sown in March – a very fair crop, slightly smutted 
 4 of barley - sown in April -  a very good crop 
 1 of oats - cut green for feed  
 1 of potatoes - planted in April – proved a failure  

 Water:  A well, forty feet deep, including six feet of water. 

 Fencing:  Twenty acres – with posts, two rails, and narrow paling.  And stockyard 

 Dwelling house of pise 

 Comments:   
 The McLeans’ wheat crop was disappointing - very fair and slightly smutted.  And they had planted a 

smaller acreage of wheat than they did in 1838.  We have no record of how much they planted in 
1839 and 1840.  This reduction in 1841 was at a time when others were planting wheat more than 4 
times the acreage compared to the previous year. 

 The fencing, stockyard and cutting the green oats indicates that they have some stock – probably 
sheep, although this is not mentioned.  

 They were still there, planting crops in April 1841.  Maybe they moved to Strathalbyn soon after that. 

• Population 

 Population at 1st January was 15,485 persons. 

 Immigration recorded was 776 persons.  

• Other 

 The first mine in South Australia, Wheal Gawler at Glen Osmond, commenced producing silver-lead ore. 

 First Savings Bank established - 6 March 

 Road tolls imposed on carriages and stock at Glen Osmond 

• Governance 

 Governor Gawler was recalled in May 

 Third Governor of South Australia, George Grey commenced in May 

• Farming 

 500,000 acres of land surveyed by mid-year 

 Shipment from Cape Town of 57,200 vine cuttings and a “choice variety of fruit trees” in October 

 4,721 acres cultivated for wheat, 1,000 acres for barley and 1,000 for oats 
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• Economy 

 Public expenditure cut, resulting in considerable unemployment 

 Nearly 2,000 destitute persons on government support in December 

 Economic depression led to the suspension of assisted migration 
 

..ooOOoo.. 
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referred to in 
this document 

  
How it can be accessed 
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Appendix A 

Map by Andrew McLean 

 
 

[Research:  Note that all the text boxes need to be updated to take into account recent research] 
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Appendix B 

The Cyclopedia of South Australia 
Vol 1, pages 92 to 95 
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