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Lachlan Macquarie

(1 January 1810 — 1 December 1821)

Brian Fletcher

A controversial Governor

Lachlan Macquarie is perhaps the most extensively memorialised Gover-
nor of New South Wales. His name has, over the past two centuries, been
attached inter alia to a river, a geographical region, a coastal city, a
suburb, numerous streets, a high school, and, in close proximity, a uni-
versity, a psychiatric hospital, a cemetery, a shopping centre and two
railway stations. Bertram Stevens, the literary and art critic, and Sydney
Ure Smith, the artist and publisher, writing at the time of the centenary of
Macquarie’s departure, claimed that the Governor himself had done
much to ensure that he was widely remembered. “With the vanity that
frequently accompanies greatness”, they observed, he has “scattered his
name over the map”.! Since they wrote those words, institutions and
places have continued to be named after him. That his achievements are
again being recalled on the bicentenary of the opening of his Governor-
ship provides further evidence of his persistent hold over the public
consciousness.

Historical memories have been fed by the substantial literature that
surrounds Macquarie, initially by amateur writers, but more recently by
academic historians. Widely recognised as a figure of major historical sig-
nificance, Macquarie has also generated controversy dating back to the
period of his Governorship. “The references to this many-sided ruler”,
noted JP McGuanne, an officer in the Lands Department, “are either opu-
lent in praise, or too vindictive in condemnation for an open-minded
reader to follow with safety”.? These words were penned in 1917 and re-
flected divisions of opinion sufficiently strong to frustrate attempts three
years earlier to “erect a statue or some memorial building”, to mark the
recently opened Mitchell Library’s acquisition of an important collection
of Macquarie’s diaries and letters.3 Passions remained strong for some

107



This is a preview. Not all pages are shown.


This is a preview. Not all pages are shown.


MACQUARIE

were based on selective evidence that was not taken under oath. Not
surprisingly, many of his adverse comments failed to find support in later
scholarly research. Macquarie did have inadequacies, arising in part from
his dictatorial behaviour, but he was also a victim of changes in British
Government policy that to some extent cut the ground from under his feet.
He deserves to be remembered more for his achievements than his
personal shortcomings. His deep sense of duty, the comprehensiveness of
his policies and above all his singularly enlightened attitude towards
former convicts, alike stand out. So too does the way in which he guided
the destinies of a previously troublesome colony, helping create the
conditions that made for a period of unparalleled growth. Nor should it be
forgotten that he was an Army officer of some distinction and a devoted
husband and father who cared deeply for each of his two wives,
particularly Elizabeth who gladly shared his problems and gave him every
support, besides making contributions of her own to colonial life.”> The
longest serving Governor of New South Wales until the days of Sir Roden
Cutler, there is much to justify the attention bestowed on him by posterity.
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