Early recordkeeping
Prior to 1810 few records survive. One factor was the lack of stability in the office of
Secretary to the Governor. Ten different men had served as Secretary to the Governor, or to
the colony, or “to Government” since 1788. Most had served less than two years. The
Secretary to the Governor following the arrival of Macquarie was John Thomas Campbell.
Campbell was to hold the office for eleven years. The improvements made to the public
records at this time have resulted in the greater part of the early records of the colony
surviving from 1810 onwards.[1]

Stationery supplies
Shortages of stationery continued to plague the colony. In 1816 Macquarie directed the
Deputy Commissary General David Allan to send to the Governor’s office a complete case of
stationery Allan had received from England per Elizabeth as his own and the secretary’s
office was ‘much in want of every kind of stationery for the use of the Public Service’.[2]
In practice many early Governors did not distinguish between official and private documents.
Hence when they departed from the colony they took many official records with them. Indeed
in 1822 Earl Bathurst wrote to Macquarie’s successor Sir Thomas Brisbane correcting ‘an
erroneous impression, entertained by Officers administering the Government of these
Possessions, that my official correspondence with them was liable to be removed by them …
upon their retirement from the Government’.[3] These three factors, the brevity of office of the
secretaries, the scarcity of stationery and the removal of official papers, may account in part
for the paucity of records prior to 1810.

Destruction of records
It should also be kept in mind that many records were destroyed as a result of the Rum
Rebellion and the chaos of the following years. When Macquarie arrived he opened the room
in Government House in which Governor Bligh’s papers were said to be sealed. ‘It has since
been opened by himself, but no papers of any importance were found in it, and I understand
they were all taken to England by Lieu’t Col. Johnston and Mr McArthur.’[4] Macquarie with
the help of the methodical Campbell set about restoring order in the colony and regulating the
conduct of public business.[5]

Taking charge of recordkeeping
Macquarie was very much involved in the administration of the colony. While Governor most
public correspondence, proclamations, government and general orders, memorials,
instructions, etc were either addressed to him or issued in his name, and frequently drafted in
his hand. The vast majority of the correspondence from this period is annotated with the
initials ‘LM’ showing he had personally considered the matters raised.[6] In 1822 a claim of
verbal approval from Macquarie to cut cedar was thought improbable because ‘Macquarie
[was] very particular in giving written Documents for the most trifling things’.[7]

Setting rules

When Macquarie took office on 1 January 1810 he set about correcting irregularities caused
by the dissenting government which had replaced Governor Bligh. On 2 January 1810 he
issued a government and general order which requested Colonel Paterson, the late
Lieutenant-Governor of the colony ‘to give necessary directions for all the public records,
official books, and papers belonging to the Government to be sent to the Government House
to-morrow morning at 10 o’clock, accompanied with an inventory, or list, of them’.[8] On 4
January 1810 he issued a proclamation revoking all appointments, trials, and grants of land
since the arrest and removal of William Bligh and also commanding those who had held such
appointments to deliver ‘all papers, records and documents belonging to them … to those
persons who respectively exercised the duties of the same [offices] at the time of the arrest
and removal of William Bligh’.[9] On 10 January 1810 he issued another proclamation
declaring void all appointments, land grants and trials since the arrest and removal of
Bligh.[10] Most of the land grants and pardons he revoked were later confirmed. Macquarie
personally examined pardons and certificates of freedom surrendered which had been issued
during the administration of Johnston, Foveaux and Paterson and he re-issued those which he
regarded as valid or warranted.[11]

Office business
On 8 January 1810 by a government and general order Macquarie fixed days for the speedy
dispatch of public business. At ten o’clock every day but Sunday he would receive reports
from civil officers, at eleven he would receive military reports, from twelve till two every
Tuesday he would receive such gentlemen as may have occasion to call upon him on
business. All applications for either grants of land, or of stock, or leases were ‘to be made in
writing, in the form of a petition or memorial, addressed to the Governor, and sent in weekly
at twelve o’clock at noon every Monday’.[12] Macquarie issued a further general order in
1813 which stated that petitions and memorials would only be received on the first Monday
of each month, those for land and cattle on the first Monday in June, and those from convicts
for indulgences on the first Monday in December.[13]

Organising the chaos
A major reorganization of the early Colonial Secretary’s records took place in 1888-90 in
connection with the publication of the History of New South Wales from the Records. Papers
were ordered into bundles. For the period 1788-1809 there were only three bundles. For the
period 1810 to 1821 there were bundles for each year.[14] Macquarie also was diligent in
keeping copies of out-letters. Regular series of out-letter books exist from his arrival.Copies
of letters sent: local and overseas (NRS 935) exist from 28 December 1809 and Copies of
letters sent to Van Diemen’s Land, Newcastle and Norfolk Island (NRS 936) from 6 January
1810. In 1814 the local letters were included in Copies of letters sent within the Colony (NRS
937) and the overseas letters in Copies of letters sent outside the Colony, “Foreign” (NRS
939). From 1817 many important documents were included in the series of Copies of letters
sent and received, mainly within the colony, or “Document books Nos. 1-3”.[15] This system
of out letter books was to continue well past Macquarie’s time.

Public vs private records
When Ellis Bent, the Deputy Judge Advocate who had accompanied Macquarie to New
South Wales died, Macquarie was concerned that the records of his office should remain. On

18 December 1815 Macquarie requested all official documents of the Judge Advocate’s
department, left in Jeffery Hart Bent’s care by Ellis Bent, be handed over to Frederick
Garling, now appointed Deputy Judge Advocate. Jeffery Hart Bent reported that all such
records had been handed over to James Foster, Clerk to the late Judge Advocate.[16] When it
was found that some documents had been withheld on the grounds that they were private
Macquarie again requested that they should be delivered to Frederick Garling.[17]

Setting standards for the future
On 18 January 1817 Macquarie issued a proclamation that deeds and conveyances be
registered and records kept. He established the Judge Advocate’s office as the proper ‘public
office for the registration of all deeds, mortgages and conveyances.’ He further provided that
certificates of registration issued by the Judge Advocate’s office were to be allowed in all
courts as evidence of the registration.[18]
Among the earliest registers of convict administration are series which begin in 1810 and
were recorded in [4/4427]. These include: Registers of certificates of freedom, 4 Feb 1810-26
Aug 1814 (NRS 12208); Copies of returns of Absolute and Conditional Pardons granted,
1810-29 (NRS 1165); List of Tickets of Leave issued, 2 Jul 1810-3 Oct 1814 (NRS
1166); Returns of Pardons and Certificates of Freedom surrendered, 29 Jan 1810-18 Feb
1811 (NRS 1167). One of those mentioned in the last series is Edward Dillon, whose
conditional pardon signed by Macquarie has survived as a rare example in the Colonial
Secretary’s later correspondence.[19]
Macquarie thus took care that the records of the colony during his governorship should be
kept in the colony and held by the responsible public office. The systems in place for the
proper maintenance of the records would continue into the 1820s. It would not be until the
governorship of Ralph Darling in 1826 when a major reorganisation would again take place
in the office of the Colonial Secretary.
State Records is fortunate that Macquarie’s care and concern that records be made and kept
resulted in these important public records surviving into the twentieth century and beyond. In
1988 as a Bicentennial project the papers of the New South Wales Colonial Secretary 17881825 were microfilmed and extensively indexed. The online index and microfilms have
opened up a wealth of information on Macquarie’s governorship to the people of New South
Wales and indeed the world.[20]
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Below is a rare example of a Macquarie pardon. Edward Dillon’s conditional pardon No.
1216 signed by Governor Lachlan Macquarie, registered 31 January 1820
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