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Sir David Martin

(20 January 1989 — 7 August 1990)

Ian Hancock

Sir David Martin, the 34th Governor of New South Wales, held office for
just 565 days, from 20 January 1989 to 7 August 1990. Yet, in that short
time, “the people’s Governor” touched so many in New South Wales that
his resignation, and death three days later, triggered notable displays of
public grief. Martin’s openness about his terrible asbestos-related illness,
which struck him down so swiftly at just 57 years, partly explains the
reaction. More likely, it was the mettle of the man himself, and the man-
ner in which he deported himself as Governor, which so affected those
who knew him, and those who merely knew of him.

He did have one prior claim to fame, or notoriety. His great, great,
great grandfather on his mother’s side was George Johnston, the one-
time commander of the “Rum Corps”.! Young George, whose Scottish clan
records can be traced to Annandale in the 13th century, had fought with
the Royal Marines in the American War of Independence at the age of 12,
and later battled against the French in the East Indies. Sailing with the
First Fleet on the Lady Penrhyn, he was reputedly the first man ashore at
Port Jackson in 1788. Major Johnston of the NSW Corps played a key role
in quashing the Castle Hill Rebellion of 1804, and in January 1808
arrested Governor Bligh at Government House, thereafter ruling the
Colony for three months with his assumed title of Lieutenant-Governor.
Cashiered while in England for deposing Bligh, he returned to New South
Wales, married Esther Abrahams — the Jewish milliner and unmarried
convict mother he had met on board the Lady Penrhyn — and lived out his
days as a farmer and grazier. Robert, one of his three sons by Esther, had
joined the Royal Navy in 1805, the first Australian-born man to do so.
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