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CHRONOLOGY

U otherwise indicated, entries refer to Thomas Alexander 
Brown (Browne from ) – ‘TAB’ – whose principal pen-name was 
Rolf Boldrewood (RB). Titles of his serialised novels are presented 
within inverted commas, but italicised when separately published. 
TCJ  is Australian Town and Country Journal (Sydney).

c.  February  Capt. Sylvester Brown marries Eliza Alexander 
in Mauritius.

 August  Claimed birth date, London.
Late ‒ Family’s return voyage to Bombay in Capt. 

Brown’s Proteus.
c.  April  Family leaves from Portsmouth for Van 

Diemen’s Land on Proteus with convicts as 
cargo.

 August  Proteus arrives in Hobart.
From  September Family in Sydney (Spring Street,
  Macquarie Place). Capt. Brown sets up 

whaling business.
c.  At William Timothy Cape’s Sydney 

Academy.
 At Sydney College (Cape as headmaster), 

living at Enmore till  or  April  in 
house designed by John Verge.

By October  Capt. Brown overlands to Port Phillip with 
sheep, cattle and convicts, then begins 



xiv

speculating heavily in land and buildings in 
Melbourne.

 April  Family arrives in Melbourne; TAB later 
continues his schooling in Sydney.

 Family moves to Hartlands at Heidelberg, 
overlooking the Yarra River.

By  Joins his family in Melbourne. To the Revd 
David Boyd’s school.

By  Family in severe financial difficulty as 
economic depression deepens.

Spring  To Grasmere near Belfast (later Port Fairy) 
surveying land with the Revd John Bolden.

 October  Arrives in Melbourne.
January  Droving cattle to Western District; takes 

up land temporarily on Merai River (near 
the later town of Warrnambool).

c. July  Moves to take up land that TAB names 
Squattlesea Mere (between Belfast and 
Portland).

By January  Joined by mother, six sisters and younger 
brother. Period of prosperity follows.

Spring  To Melbourne and then Ballarat goldfields 
with cattle for sale.

 Elected to the Melbourne Club.
 Purchases Murrabit (n. Victoria, s.e. of 

Swan Hill).
 June–December  To England; courts Miss H. Trench in 
   Ireland but is rejected. Leaves for 

Melbourne.
 August  Marries Margaret Mary Riley of Raby 

(Mulgoa, near Liverpool, NSW).
 June  First child, Rose, born.
By October  Low prices for livestock and mounting 

debts: loses Squattlesea Mere and 
Murrabit. Penniless.





xxvii

was) among others rose to the occasion. He first used the name Rolf 
Boldrewood for the narrator of ‘Incidents and Adventures of My 
Run Home’ in the Australian Town and Country Journal in . 
The story was based on his own return to England and Ireland in 
;4 it was written by ‘An Australian’. In  he took the next 
step, adopting the name Rolf Boldrewood as his own nom de plume 
for the serialising of ‘The Squatter’s Dream’. It is by this pen-name 
that he will now be referred to.

Probably through the efforts of a relative, but also no doubt 
because of his respectable background and industrious habits, he 
was appointed Police Magistrate in Gulgong, New South Wales, in 
, and later Goldfields Commissioner and Coroner there. He 
pursued this judicial and administrative career in various parts of the 
colony till he retired in . He saw his writing as a supplement to 
his official income. 5 Until  when he began receiving reviews of 
his first novel to be published as a book in London (Ups and Downs 
– see below) he seems to have thought of his writing as journeyman 
work. But on  September  he recorded in his diary: ‘now . . . 
I am an author’.6 Robbery Under Arms was one of the sixteen novels 
and four other books he would produce. It was written while he 
was performing his duties in Dubbo where he was transferred in 
December ; its dramatic title – which a reviewer would describe 
as ‘somewhat startling’ – was probably suggested by his knowledge 

4 After this trip, on  August , he married Margaret Mary Riley, daughter of a 
once-prominent Sydney merchant and landowner, having been rejected by a Miss 
H. Trench in Dublin. His first child, Rose, was born on  June .
5 See his letter to Lord Rosebery,  August : ‘[RB’s brother Sylvester] 
writes well & easily – and, had he been compelled – like me – as an overburdened 
paterfamilias – to write for a supplementary income, would have made a name in 
that section.’ (Letter owned by Graham de Vahl Davis; for the location of RB’s 
diaries, letters and other manuscript material, see de Serville –.)
 On  April  RB’s annual salary was £. By January  it was £; in 
his last position at Albury it was £ (diary for , ML MSS /, entry 
for  January ). There is an adjacent note in this diary in another hand that 
‘Uncle Fred got him the job at Gulgong, and paid off his debts, but took half his 
salary.’ This would be the money that he owed his brother-in-law, Frederick Darley, 
as a result of the failure of his grazing properties. If so, that would help explain 
Darley’s part in the plans to self-publish Robbery Under Arms (see below).
6 ML MSS /.
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of the law. It meant armed robbery, usually bushranging: a Victorian 
law of  defined it as a felony. 7

A friend, George Henry Cox, had suggested the idea of a bush-
ranger novel to Boldrewood. It was a promising subject. The exploits 
of the bushranging days of the s remained vivid in popular 
memory, reinforced by bushranger melodramas in the s, and 
recently piqued by Ned Kelly’s last stand at Glenrowan in June  
and his subsequent execution on  November in Melbourne, in the 
face of significant public protest. James S. Borlase’s novel Ned Kelly: 
The Ironclad Australian Bushranger appeared in London in , 
after having first been serialised there. Boldrewood began writing 
his novel in February .8 He submitted the first two chapters to 
various magazines but it was ‘refused’, Boldrewood later wrote, ‘by 
all the papers with which I had formerly had dealings’ – apparently 
on the grounds that they did not publish stories that made heroes 
of bushrangers or convicts.9 It found a home in the Sydney Mail 
whose editor had different views. 

Established in  by John Fairfax & Sons, the Sydney Mail was 
‘a sort of weekly resumé or echo’ of the Sydney Morning Herald and 
was ‘issued on Fridays, in time for the country mails, which were 

7 Act (Vic.)  Vict. no.  s. : see Australian National Dictionary, ed. W. S. 
Ramson (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, ), which also cites a use in the 
Illustrated Sydney News on  November . The review (from the Tasmanian 
Mail ) is quoted below, p. lxv.
8 ‘How I Wrote Robbery Under Arms’ (), reprinted in Boldrewood, ed. 
Brissenden, pp. – [p. ], from Life, .  (), –. For a bushranger novel 
published in  with a contemporary setting, see n.  below. In  a serialised 
bushranger novel in first-person narration, ‘The Bushranger’s Autobiography’ 
in her series ‘The Detective’s Album’ by W. W. [‘Waif Wander’ – Mary Helena 
Fortune], coincided with some instalments of Marcus Clarke’s His Natural Life 
in Australian Journal (from September ). The voice is formal and stilted 
(rather than idiomatic) and does not start with the bushranger in prison. (He is a 
clergyman’s son with an evil streak who goes from England to Victoria, is employed 
on gold-escort duty and then lured into bushranging.)
9 Letter to G. B. Barton,  August  (ML MS Q). See also Barton’s ‘The 
Status of Literature in New South Wales: III. How the Newspaper Proprietors 
Look at It’, Centennial Magazine,  (), – [p. ]. The ‘papers’ probably 
included Australian Town and Country Journal (Sydney) and Australasian 
(Melbourne): Bertram Stevens, ‘Rolf Boldrewood’, Lone Hand,  August , 
– [pp. –].
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then generally weekly’.10 Circulation grew rapidly, it was enlarged 
in size, wood-engraved illustrations were included from  and 
the number of serialised tales increased. By the s it was less 
a newspaper than an illustrated magazine with essays, stories, 
social news, sports, theatre reviews and so on. In  it gave full 
illustrated coverage to the sensational capture of the bushranger 
Captain Moonlight – together with a history of bushranging – and in 
 similarly reported the final stand of the Kelly gang. It sold for 
sixpence. Although James R. Fairfax was (or would soon be) opposed 
‘on moral grounds’ to the serialisation of Robbery Under Arms, the 
views of the manager, Hugh George, and its editor, Dr Frederick W. 
Ward – who had been a Methodist minister until  – prevailed.11 
The novel was serialised  July  –  August . 

The popularity of Robbery Under Arms would overshadow 
everything else that Boldrewood wrote, and a myth grew up that 
his career started with it.12 In fact, he was already a recognised 
writer in Australia before its publication. Several novels and other 
fictional pieces had appeared in the Australian Town and Country 
Journal: ‘The Fencing of Wanderowna’ (: it would later be 
included in A Romance of  Canvas Town), ‘Incidents and Adventures 
of My Run Home’ (), ‘The Squatter’s Dream’ (: it would 
be published in London in  by Silver & Co. as Ups and Downs), 
‘A Colonial Reformer’ (–), ‘The Wild Australian’ () and 
‘The Miner’s Right’ ().13 During this period he also wrote 
some series of sketches (sometimes over other pseudonyms), and 

10 Century of  Journalism, p. . 
11 ADB . . See also R. B. Walker, The Newspaper Press in New South Wales, 
– (Sydney: Sydney University Press, ), p. ; according to C. B. 
Fletcher (The Great Wheel, ), Fairfax was glad when the serialisation finished. 
In his letter to Barton of  August  (ML), RB implicitly credits George with 
the decision to publish. RB’s agreement to serialise with George is recorded in an 
autograph copy of a letter to him, dated Dubbo  June  (copy pasted into 
RB’s  diary at  June, NLA MS ): the payment is £, and RB had sent 
‘ or  pgs’ of a ‘tale lasting in weekly portions of three o[r] four columns abt a 
year . . . I will take care not to supply in arrears.’
12 Macmillan’s publication of RB’s previously written novels after the success in 
 of its edition of Robbery Under Arms – discussed below – might have given 
rise to the idea.
13 For dates of serialisation and bibliographical details, see Chronology.
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anonymously S. W. Silver & Co.’s Australian Grazier’s Guide () 
and its continuation No. II – Cattle ().14 

Writing about bushrangers
While Robbery Under Arms was being serialised, Boldrewood’s 
series of sketches ‘Old Time Sketches: Old Melbourne Memories’ 
was appearing in the Australasian ( July  –  April ). 
Whether he was writing them both simultaneously or only revising 
the sketches (at least some had been previously published) is not 
known.15 Writing from Dubbo to an old friend James H. Irvine of 
his Western District days as a squatter, Boldrewood referred to the 
sketches in which mutual friends appeared – ‘but not in a way to 
offend people I think’ – and also the serial. He was ‘scribbling for 
pay’. The letter is dated  December , in the middle of the 
period of serialisation of what he refers to apologetically as ‘rather 
a sensational novel . . . A man with eight children and a limited 
income must do all he can to supplement the income’.16 

Boldrewood’s later account of how he typically scheduled his 
writing shows that he was a hardworking man capable of attending 
to many things at once:

I arranged for a serial tale by sending the first two o[r] three 
chapters to the editor, and mentioning that it would last a 

14 A new edition in one volume, ed. J. S. Ryan (Armidale, NSW: Centre for 
Australian Language and Literature Studies, ): see pp. xii–xiii for anticipations 
of aspects of Robbery Under Arms in No. II. Silver & Co. (now a manufacturer of 
rifle accessories in Suffolk) published colonial handbooks, maps and a journal The 
Colonies and India (which also serialised ‘The Miner’s Right’), and were colonial 
outfitters.
15 RB’s next contribution to the Sydney Mail was ‘Country Sketches’ (also titled 
‘The Sketcher’ and most with the subtitle ‘Walks Abroad’), a monthly series that 
ran  August –  December . It was succeeded by ‘The Rambler: Walks 
Abroad’, which continued intermittently (five essays,  January –  December 
) during the serialisation of ‘The Sealskin Mantle’ ( February  –  
February ).
 Two sketches with the title ‘Old Melbourne Memories’ had appeared in the 
Australasian by ‘Pioneer’: ‘No. I’ on  July , ‘No. II’ on  August . ‘No. 
I’ is a version of ‘A.D. ’ in RB’s Old Melbourne Memories, published by George 
Robertson (Melbourne) in . See further, n.  below.
16 ML MSS //.



xxxi

twelvemonth, more or less. If accepted, the matter was settled. 
I had but to post the weekly packet, and my mind was at ease. I 
was rarely more than one or two chapters ahead of the printer; 
yet in twenty years I was only once late with my instalment . . . 
In this fashion Robbery Under Arms was written for the Sydney 
Mail after having been refused by other editors.

As early as five or six o’clock in the morning in the summer, 
and as soon as I could see in the winter, I was at my desk, proper 
or provisional, until the hour arrived for bath and breakfast. If 
at a friend’s house, I wrote in my bedroom and corrected in the 
afternoon, when my official duties were over. At home or on the 
road . . . I wrote after dinner until bedtime, making up generally 
five or six hou[rs] a day.17

In  upon the death of a squatter with whom he had been 
used to stay during his judicial rounds from Dubbo, Boldrewood 
recalled fondly the circumstances of his writing: 

I used to divide my valuable visits between Namina & Apsley . . . 
Both were very hospitable – used to put me up – lend me horses 
& do anything for me in a general way. After supper, Joe used to 
say – ‘You wont mind me, Mr Browne, I’ve got my accounts to 
do up’ – To which I answered, that suits me exactly. I’ve got my 
writing to do. So we used to go at it till half past ten or eleven 
– Then a glass of whiskey & water – a smoke & ‘so to bed’. Next 
day perhaps a ride over the hills to ‘Ironbarks’ – a small gold 
field & home to Dubbo the day after that – The Robbery Under 

17 ‘How I Began to Write’ (; reprinted in Boldrewood, ed. Brissenden, pp. ‒, 
from In Bad Company and Other Stories, ). RB comments: ‘I never but once 
completed a story before it was published; and on that occasion it was – sad to say 
– declined by the editor’ (unidentified). His diary for  confirms his practice, 
in relation to ‘The Miner’s Right’: on  September, he ‘Remained in the house 
nearly all day and wrote up part of “The Miner’s Right”, before lunch & teatime’; 
on  October he wrote ‘ sheets of copy’ and evidently sent it before recording 
on  November a ‘Letter from Mr. Heaton, who will take The Miner’s Right for 
T&C. [Australian Town and Country Journal]’. He must have immediately revised 
for, on  November, he ‘Sent down the first two chapters’. Entries for  and  
November, and  and  December record a chapter each; and on  December 
(‘Chapter VII’) he ‘Saw the announcement in the Town & C that they are going to 
print “The Miner’s Right”’ (ML MSS /).
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Arms chapters going on all the time. It was a life that suited me 
exactly & I never was happier.18

Such conditions did not make for deeply pondered or reflective 
writing; and much of Boldrewood’s other work is, in addition, 
marred by affected and overwritten prose. His diet of Sir Walter 
Scott’s romantic-historical novels as a young man, his ingrained 
respect for good breeding and his belief in the tell-tale effects of 
blood-lines gave his writing a class colouring and a period flavour 
that have not worn well. Boldrewood believed that the transplanting 
of British people to the Australian colonies had created, by virtue of 
the physical challenges, new growth for the common racial stock. But 
in particular he was at pains to show that the Australian gentleman 
had proved to be the equal of his British counterpart. 19 This was the 
mildest, most conservative form of the emerging nationalist protest 
of the s and s. It sprang from consciously anglophile 
sympathies that were in tune with those of the respectable classes 
in the Australian colonies: most thought and spoke of Britain as 
‘Home’. Reflecting those sympathies back to them and avoiding 
topics in his fiction that might offend Mrs Grundy seem to have 
come naturally to Boldrewood: intentional or not, they were 
a formula for success. As a magistrate and a gentleman, he was 
inevitably part of the colonial ruling class. His extant diaries for 
 and  show how assiduously he sought to position himself 
within the social web of old colonial families wherever he went on 
his rounds as police magistrate and Land Board commissioner. The 
addition of the final ‘e’ to the family’s plebeian surname Brown in 
 had been in keeping.

In the light of these leanings, the writing of Robbery Under 
Arms was all the more remarkable, for it tapped his underlying 

18 ‘Joe’ was Joseph Aarons who owned ‘Nanima’ station near Wellington: his 
obituary-clipping is pasted into RB’s diary for  (at  June, NLA MS ). 
The letter to RB’s daughter Emma ( July , in private hands) is quoted by de 
Serville at –; and cf. RB’s reply to a reviewer () quoted below, p. lxxv.
19 Cf. his objections to the portrayal of stock Australian characters in British 
novels: ‘It does not appear to this school of writers that in a colony, as in all British 
communities, there are “classes” and “masses,” diverse degrees, even shades of 
character much the same as in England’: ‘The Stage Australian’, Sydney Quarterly 
Magazine,  (), – [p. ].
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sympathy with the vigorous and predominantly masculine world of 
bush living and of its (mainly oral) culture. Feeding this sympathy 
were his undoubted skills as a listener to other voices; his creative 
mimicry of them reached their peak in Robbery Under Arms. Some 
of his pre- writings show an attunement to colonial Australian 
idiom and a relish of droll tale-telling and yarn-spinning; and they 
benefit, as would Robbery Under Arms, from the cases of horse-
stealing and violent death that he would have dealt with as magistrate 
and coroner.20 Boldrewood had also been an attentive student in 
– of Henry Kingsley’s ‘power of descriptive writing’ in The 
Recollections of  Geoffry Hamlyn (): a relative later recalled his 
‘always reading & “spouting”’ it and speculated that he ‘almost 
knew “Geofrey Hamlyn” off by heart’.21 

Political concerns doubtless heightened Boldrewood’s interest in 
the colonial voice of the new generation of native-born Australians. 
He had himself been held up by bushrangers in , and the 
following year he took the opportunity of interviewing one of them 
in Wagga Wagga gaol. A letter to his friend Edward Wortley, st 
Earl of Wharncliffe, on  February  shows that he could largely 
avoid the outraged hysterics of leading articles about bushranging in 
the colonial newspapers of the day. He was interested in observing 
and explaining the phenomenon. Convicts had been a normal part 
of his boyhood in Sydney: he felt no need now to melodramatise 
criminals: 

The old convicts have nearly all died out – and with them it 
was considered that this peculiar form of crime would cease 
and determine[.] The white natives of the colony – it was long 
supposed by philanthropists – would neither become drunkards 
or take to any of the practices of their ‘larcenous forefathers’ as 
Sydney[?] Smith called them. They certainly do not drink as 
a rule. But they have always shown a great aptitude for horse 
and cattle stealing. And within the last few years, by an easy 
transition from this form of horse exercise, they have commenced 

20 See further de Serville  and  n. . The sources of the stories in the 
novel, including the bushranging and gold rushes, are dealt with in Historical 
Background.
21 Letter from C. W. Darley to Cuthbert Fetherstonhaugh,  August  (ML 
B/). 


