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Helen Dalley:  Who was Lachlan Macquarie?  And what sort of leader was he in only the third decade of the colony?

Harry Dillon:  He’d spent his career as a military officer for several decades before he came in, and he was still very much the military officer.  He had that approach to the job which was eminently suitable given that the governor’s role was still heavily military.  He was really something.  His role was inherently that almost of a dictator, because he had such wide sweeping powers.  But he himself had a lot of person qualities that he brought to it, for instance he was a born organiser, he was terribly ambitious both for himself and for the colony.  He had a very humane side which came out later on in his treatment of the convicts in particular.  All in all he was peculiarly well suited to a situation where the colony needed to consolidate at that stage, it was third decade.  If it hadn’t done so, the future would’ve been very much open to question.

Helen Dalley:  Why was he so loved and respected?

Harry Dillon:  He was particularly loved and respected by all the lower orders, who made up 90% odd of the population.  He was very much liked by the convicts and the ex-convicts, the emancipists, and everyone who didn’t live at the upper end of town.  He wasn’t so well liked by the upper end of town; the gentry didn’t particularly like him because he offended their notions of class based superiority.

Helen Dalley:  It must have been a very tough, intimidating job to come into this colony, particularly after Governor Bligh?

Harry Dillon:  Yes, and he had to sort out the Rum Rebellion leftovers as his first job when he arrived, and try and unite the warring factions, which in a relatively small colony were pretty extreme.

Helen Dalley:  Nothing much has changed with the Labor Party with the change of leadership that’s been going on.

Harry Dillon:  Yes.  The governor was inherently a political figure and he was subject to the whims and the changes of London, but not necessary aware of what was happening there.  He actually fell victim later on to the fact that really here in NSW it was very hard to find out what policy was in London in the colonial office.  The governor had to second guess what he was supposed to do a lot of the time.

Helen Dalley:  What were the key things that he set about doing that really pushed Sydney onto a higher plane?

Harry Dillon:  The first thing he did was simply to introduce some proper town planning.  What you see in Sydney today is essentially the streetscape that he instituted.  Really, before, there were no proper roads at all.  So he introduced proper streets and proper town planning for the first time.  Famously of course he started building the first decent civic buildings.  He also tried to institute policies of civic respectability and so forth, to turn what was essentially a pretty rustic, dishevelled kind of colony into something that was much more respectable in middle class terms.

Helen Dalley:  Surely population growth was a key factor, but also his progressive attitude and policies towards ex-convicts?

Harry Dillon:  Yes.  The growth of non-convict citizenry was both a problem and an advantage.  The problem it created was that essentially it was still a prison camp with a military garrison in place.  So the free citizens really were a bit out of place.  But as they grew in number, they had to be taken into account, and that eventually was what occurred.

Helen Dalley:  How did he get ex-convicts to be educated, to become skilled, to enable them to want to live a better life?

Harry Dillon:  He adopted a policy whereby everyone who served out their time or got a pardon was to be welcomed back into society on an equal basis, which was somewhat revolutionary for the time.  It ran against the grain of many of the gentry in the colony.  It was really the business of clemency and relatively kindly treatment that really got people onside I think.  I think convicts were made aware that they could be rewarded for simply being good citizens, and that wasn’t necessarily carried through by all of the other officials in the colony, but his regime tended to get the best out of the convicts.  That’s not to say he was able to reform them all, because that was impossible.  But he left open the notion that people, just because they’ve committed a crime, doesn’t mean they’re inherently evil, which was actually a common view of the time.

Helen Dalley:  Did he also make great strides in the relationship between the colony and Aborigines?

Harry Dillon:  Yes, he had a particularly benevolent policy towards Aborigines, and again somewhat unprecedented.  He understood that their real problems lay in the fact that they were losing their land, which meant they were losing their culture, and he did his best to remedy that by instituting closer relationships between the white and black communities, and actually set up a school at Parramatta for the children.  But in the end he was still an Englishman and he didn’t really understand that Aboriginal way of life was totally different and founded on different principles.  He still tended to regard Aborigines, like many of his countrymen, really as not really living a proper life because they weren’t cultivating the land and so forth.  But within that perspective, he did as much as anybody did, and no one really improved on it for many, many decades to come.

Helen Dalley:  What happened towards the end of his term?  Because he did have a great fall from grace, didn’t he?  

Harry Dillon:  Yes.  The policies that he instituted were controversial at the time, and I suppose remain somewhat controversial.  What the British government particularly was concerned about was his level of spending.  They had very unrealistic expectations that the colony could be run for next to nothing, and eventually they became concerned about the elevation of convicts to responsible positions in society.  And so eventually they sent out a Royal Commissioner who really undermined the success of those policies, and really set up a new era where convicts were supposed to be put back in their place and the spending on the colony was supposed to be less.  But it was an unfair situation because no real account was taken of the fact that Macquarie had created so much progress in the colony.  Really it was just a change of policy and he was made to look like he hadn’t been successful.

Helen Dalley:  Yet he really was successful?

Harry Dillon:  He was successful in his own terms, but they really weren’t the policies that the British government was particularly interested in at the time.  Yes, he advanced the colony to an unprecedented level of civilisation, but at the time the priority of the British government was to keep convicts coming out here and to make the place scary.  They didn’t want them coming out here and thinking that life was going to be very nice here.  So he was successful in the terms that he set up, but the terms changed, and changed externally, imposed from outside.

Helen Dalley:  Today, what is the legacy that he’s left us?

Harry Dillon:  Well as you look back on it, before he arrived the colony of NSW was pretty touch and go.  It needed someone to consolidate it and it needed someone to institute a whole range of civilising policies.  He did all that and he set up the colony so that it could be successful in the future.  He was never really rewarded for it at the time, and that’s an interesting part of the story, that he never really was rewarded.  But today of course we see his name all over the map and more so than any other governor.  He’s still remembered much more than any other governor, and you only have to look at what’s happening this year with all the Macquarie bicentenary celebrations.  I think as well he introduced the concept of a fair go, which still resonates in Australian culture.  He really gave Australians for the first time their sense of pride, and really in that way he laid the foundation for a modern Australia, which we still really pretty directly gain the benefit of today.

Helen Dalley:  Harry Dillon, thank you.

Harry Dillon:  Thank you.
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