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Sir Richard Bourke

(3 December 1831 — 5 December 1837)

Frank Bongiorno

Imperial career

Richard Bourke has figured in NSW history as the epitome of the “good
Governor”, recalled as a kindly friend to the people in their struggles
against official tyranny and the greed and snobbery of an exclusive caste.
In this story, Bourke played the part of midwife in the birth of a modern,
secular, democratic and free society. A reaction was perhaps inevitable:
and as a new generation of academic historians cast a more sceptical eye
over Australian colonial history after the Second World War, an exercise
in the debunking of Bourke’s heroic reputation followed.? More recently,
scholars have moved beyond any simple dichotomy of “good” and “bad”
Governors, laying greater emphasis on Bourke’s Whig ideology, his sym-
bolic performance of authority, the influence of Irishness, the Imperial
span of his career, and the role of religion, kin and patronage networks in
shaping its contours.3 Bourke’s service in New South Wales constituted
just six years in a long life as a reforming landowner, soldier and Imperial
administrator. While this chapter will necessarily emphasise his Aust-
ralian career, in making explicit connections with other phases it will
suggest that New South Wales of the 1830s belonged to a “British World”
partly constituted by administrators like him as they pursued Imperial
service across the globe.4

Irishman and soldier

Although of some import to his enemies in New South Wales, Australian
historians have not quite known what to do with Bourke being an
Irishman.5 So complete has been the identification of Irishness with
Catholicism in the national historiography, that it has been easy simply to
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were not simply the captives of party spirit, and he also claimed to be
guided by the wishes of the majority of colonists. These were steps in the
direction of representative government and even popular sovereignty, for
they at least registered the need for popular consent. But as a good Whig
who believed in hierarchy and order, Bourke refused to unleash popular
impulses against his local opponents, and he continued to claim scope for
personal discretion and initiative within the bounds of justice and im-
partiality. He believed that he should not be hemmed in on every side by
the self-interested obstruction of others. Richard Bourke’s growing
inflexibility in dealing with his local opponents was not a personal quirk,
but came out of a larger understanding of his role, as a Christian ruler
within the British Empire, to bring regularity, order and civilisation to a
colonial wilderness.
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