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8 October 1789, to her mother

In October 1788 Elizabeth Veale, the daughter of a farmer in 
Devon, married John Macarthur, the son of a draper. Macarthur 
was an ensign—the most junior rank of officer—in the army. He 
had little money and few prospects of advancement. He may also 
have had a debt of some five hundred pounds that he had no way 
of repaying. So, when there was an opportunity to be promoted 
into a new regiment, he took it—even though it would mean 
service on the other side of the world, in the primitive conditions 
of a struggling penal colony.

When this letter was written, Elizabeth was the mother of 
Edward, a sickly boy of seven or eight months old. Apart from 
travelling to Chatham Barracks near London for John to take up 
his military service, she’d never gone far beyond the little village 
of Bridgerule where she’d grown up.

This letter—the earliest in the library archive—was a rich 
source for my exploration of the idea of false stories. Elizabeth 
describes herself as appearing ‘timid and irresolute’: could this 
really be so? Within a year she was throwing herself into a chal-
lenging life in New South Wales in a way that was anything but 
timid, anything but irresolute.

In A Room Made of Leaves I used, verbatim, several parts 
of this letter—they were the parts that sounded like someone 
embroidering an elaborate frill of language to prettify the truth. 
Elizabeth was trying to reassure her mother, not necessarily to say 
what she really thought. The crops she describes as ‘ flourishing 
in a way nearly incredible’ had in fact failed. To my eyes this was 
a lovely bit of doublespeak that she might have enjoyed devising. 
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Yes, the success of those crops was indeed ‘ incredible’—that is, 
not to be believed.

8th October 1789
Chatham Barracks

In my last letter I informed you, my dear Mother, of my 
husband’s exchange into a Corps destined for New South 
Wales, from which we have every reasonable expectation of 
reaping the most material advantages. You will be surprised 
that even I, who appear timid and irresolute, should be a 
warm advocate for this scheme. So it is—and believe me I 
shall be greatly disappointed if anything happens to impede it.

I foresee how terrific and gloomy this will appear to 
you—to me at first it had the same appearance, while I 
suffered myself to be blinded by common and vulgar preju-
dices. I have not now, nor I trust shall ever have one scruple 
of regret, but what relates to you.

Do but consider that if we must be distant from each 
other, it is much the same, whether I am two hundred, or 
more than as many thousand miles apart from you. The same 
Providence will watch over and protect us, there as here—the 
sun that shines on you will also afford me the benefit of his 
cheering rays, and that too in a country where nature hath 
been so lavish of her bounties, that flowers luxuriantly abound, 
in the same manner as with culture fruits will do hereafter.

By the last accounts from Port Jackson—where the new 
settlement is established—we learn that wheat which had been 
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sown, flourished in a manner nearly incredible, & that the 
Settlers are making rapid progress in building, so that by the 
time our Corps arrives everything will be made comfortable 
for their reception.

The new Settlement is an immediate object with 
Government, & every effort will be made to promote its 
success.

Your affectionate daughter,
Elizabeth McArthur.
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20 April 1790, to her mother

The Macarthurs sailed in November 1789, as part of the Second 
Fleet taking convicts to New South Wales. The first part of their 
voyage was a nightmare—John Macarthur had a falling-out with 
the captain of the ship and as a result Elizabeth became a prisoner, 
literally nailed into a cabin. (The nightmare was worse for the 
convicts on board, at least a quarter of whom died.)

The hostilities between John Macarthur and others on the ship 
finally blazed so hot that—in the middle of the Atlantic!—the 
Macarthurs were transferred to another vessel. This letter was written 
when the fleet later put in at the Cape of Good Hope for supplies.

When you compare the blandness of this account of the voyage 
with the next document, ‘An Account of the Voyage to New South 
Wales’, it’s clear just how good a fiction writer Elizabeth was. Of 
course she didn’t want to worry her mother—that explains the 
omissions and beautiful lies in the letter. But reading these docu-
ments one after the other shows that, when it suited her, Elizabeth 
was prepared to reshape the truth fairly radically.

One of the important omissions in this letter is that when 
Elizabeth wrote it, she was about six months pregnant. Depending 
on the speed of their passage, that meant there was a good chance 
the baby would be born on board—hardly ideal.

Reading Elizabeth’s letters, there were times when I found 
her unattractive—so much that I abandoned the novel more than 
once. The casual reference to enslaved men and women in this 
letter was one of those moments. Yes, that attitude was common at 
the time—but not universal. She could have had a more humane 
perspective, and I wish she had.
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Cape of Good Hope, 20th April, 1790

My dear Mother,
I have the happiness to inform you that we arrived safe, and 
are anchored in the bay, from when I date this on the 14th of 
this month, after a fine passage of just twelve weeks and three 
days, from the time we sailed from Portsmouth.

I wish I could also add that we arrived in perfect health, 
but my poor little boy is a melancholy proof, at this period, of 
the contrary. He has been very sickly through the passage, and 
unless a very speedy change take place I am well convinced he 
will shortly cease to be an inhabitant of this world. I believe 
I told you in Devonshire that he had nearly cut one of his 
teeth—I was, however, exceedingly mistaken, for he hath not 
yet cut any, although they appear very firm in the gums, and 
I am in hopes that if once one or two had made their appear-
ance, he might yet recover and get strength. He is not near so 
large as children generally are at four months old, although 
he is now upwards of twelve.

He is very sensible, very lively, and affords us much 
pleasure, but the trouble we have had with so delicate a little 
creature is indescribable, and I wonder my own health hath 
not suffered more through the attention I have been obliged 
to pay him. I may justly say with regard to him ‘that God 
tempers the wind to the shorn lamb’.

Mr McArthur has enjoyed a remarkably good share of 
health ever since we left England, and I trust will continue to 
do so. I was sorely tried with the length of the passage before 
we got into port, and stood in need of refreshment very much, 
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but now with the benefit of fresh meat and plenty of fruits 
and vegetables, I am quite recovered, and assure my beloved 
Mother that I never was in better health, and in very good 
spirits which are only damped by poor Edward’s illness.

You will expect some account of my voyage, but I scarcely 
know where to begin or what to tell you. I mean to write 
Miss Kingdon those particulars. It will be needless for me to 
repeat the same in both letters, particularly as I have but little 
spare time, being busy in seeing all our linen washed and got 
up, and in laying in stock and refreshment to take with us 
to Botany Bay. I am also advised by our surgeon to spend as 
much time as possible on shore, in order to get very strong and 
prepared for the remainder of the voyage. We are to stay here 
eight days longer and no more.

Tomorrow I go on shore to board during that time. I am 
to pay a dollar and a half a day, and live with a genteel private 
family. Mr McArthur cannot quit the ship entirely, but will 
visit me on shore every day.

You can have no idea of the extravagant charge of the 
inhabitants for almost all they sell. As an instance of these 
impositions I must tell you that they charge the ships for a 
cabbage 1s 6d each. Their bread is not good, being fermented 
with leaven. Fruit is to be had in great abundance. The grapes 
are fine—beyond what I can describe to you—you have no 
idea to what a pitch of luxuriance they arrive. It is here the 
season of autumn, and apples, pears and such fruits are now 
just in perfection. We get wine for about 1s the bottle.

The Dutch live very well at their own tables. I like their 
houses, they are spacious and airy, and their slaves keep them 
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remarkably clean. A man’s riches are here determined by the 
number of his slaves. If you go to a genteel house you will see 
a dozen of them attending in the hall. I had the honour to be 
received by the Governor, when the officers paid their respects 
to him, and was met by his daughter, who was dressed after 
our mode, but as she could not speak English, nor I Dutch, 
we could only exchange dumb civilities.

The face of the country is very romantic. Our prospect 
is bounded by the mountains, the lowest of which is much 
higher than any I ever saw before. Such walks as I have taken 
have been very amusing. In every plant I see something new—
these works of nature at the foot of the mountains represent 
a beautiful shrubbery—where innumerable beautiful flowers 
and plants delight the eye and regale the senses.

I have not yet seen any of the original inhabitants of this 
coast—the Hottentots—there are some, I am told, who reside 
about the mountains. They are a harmless set of beings and 
hurt no one. I have just given you this short account of the 
Cape of Good Hope, of which you have heard so much, little 
thinking that your daughter would ever write to you from 
thence.

I will now tell you of a few circumstances about our 
passage. We sailed from England with a fair wind, which 
carried us to the Bay of Biscay. We were there for the space of 
two days, and in the night had so heavy a gale of wind that I 
was most terribly alarmed. They told me however, there was 
no danger—after this storm we soon got into fine weather 
and constant fair winds.

I wrote to you from Portsmouth that we had a lady going 
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out with us, the wife of Captain Trail. She appeared a very 
agreeable woman, but her husband proved himself a perfect 
sea-monster—so much so, that I requested Mr McArthur to 
exchange duties with one of the officers in one of the other 
ships. It was accordingly so arranged, and when about six 
degrees from the Equator, on a very warm day, when it was 
quite calm, Mr McArthur, myself, Edward, and our servants 
left the Neptune and embarked on board the Scarborough, 
commanded by Captain Marshall.

Lieutenant Townsend was taken in the Neptune in place 
of Mr McArthur, and we found on board the Scarborough an 
officer of the Troops, Lieutenant Abbott, who from this time 
lived with us. This exchange took place on the 19th February, 
and hath proved in every respect satisfactory to me.

Captain Marshall was one of the Captains who 
commanded a Transport in the First Fleet that went to the 
New South Wales, and stayed in the Colony four months. He, 
therefore, frequently amuses us with accounts of the place, 
and in what state he left it, and upon the whole they are flat-
tering. He is a very humane man, and I am under the greatest 
obligation to him for his more than common attention to me 
and Edward.

If it pleases the Almighty that we arrive in safety at Port 
Jackson, I shall write you a long letter by Captain Marshall, 
but that letter you must not expect till next June, as the ship 
is under a charter to bring tea home from China for the East 
India Company. She therefore will from Port Jackson go on 
to China, and from thence return to England, which makes 
the home passage very long.
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Whether I may meet with a vessel that returns by the 
nearest way from Port Jackson to England is very uncertain, 
indeed I believe it very improbable, and therefore you must 
not expect it. I hope you will receive this letter in four months 
from this date, by which—and long before, I trust—we shall 
be comfortably settled in our New World. If we have a good 
passage from hence we hope to be at Port Jackson in seven 
or eight weeks from this time. You may be sure that I shall 
write to you by every ship that returns, and I pray that you 
will punctually write to me.

I have now to desire my particular remembrances to all 
my friends—and first of all, let me notice my Grandfather—I 
have in some sort a presentiment that impels me to believe I 
shall yet see him again. Be that as it may, a man arrived at 
his years, living regularly, and so perfectly weaned from the 
things of this world, will meet death as a friend when he shall 
appear. Tell him, with my love, that I have not forgotten his 
counsel to have ever present to my mind the duty due by us 
to our Maker.

Believe me,
Your affectionate daughter,
Elizabeth McArthur
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