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Chapter 3

THE VON BIBRAS IN
I

VAN DIEMEN'S LAND:
and details of those who returned to and remained

in England

AFfER A FAST VOYAGE of three and a half months the Morley arrived at
Hobart Town on the tenth of January, 1823. The township, dwarfed by the

bulk of Mt Wellington, seemed to the newcomers to be just a large village.
The ship dropped anchor beside a small tied-island that proved to be

connected to the mainland at low water. They were told that in earlier years
captured bushrangers had been hanged there in chains, but now they saw that

Hobart Town, 1823. Watercolour by Joseph Lycett.
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it was used by the government for a different purpose, as was evident by the
presence of a commissariat store.'

After finding suitable lodgings in the town Franz Ludwig's concern was
how he could contrive to receive a grant of land. This presented real
difficulties, as regulations decreed that the acreage of land granted to each
settler must equate with the amount of cash and goods owned by him.
Although Franz Ludwig had neither cash nor goods, through the years he had
accumulated a good deal of experience in persuading people to favour him, so
he made an appointment to see the Governor.

Lieutenant-Governor William Sorell had been appointed to his position in
1816, the year Franz Ludwig had previously visited Van Diemen's Land. He
was an affable man who loved company and was often to be found lingering
about the gateway of Government House chatting to whoever happened to
pass along that end of Elizabeth Street. There was no difficulty in the new
arrival presenting himself for an interview.

Franz Ludwig frankly admitted his position, but lost no time in presenting
his letters of strong recommendation from Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg,
Victoria, the Duchess of Kent, and Mr Mellor, the Charge d'Affairs in
Hamburg. He was also quick to draw Colonel Sorell's attention to the fact that

Old Government HouseJrom the river, c.1829.
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Settlers in 1823.
Franz Ludwigs
property is towards
the bottom of the
map.

he had served Eng-
land for sixteen
years during the
Napoleonic Wars.
He left Govern-

ment House with the promise of a grant of a thousand acres to the north of the
colony 'for length of service'? and ten assigned servants to assist him on the
property.' One of these was to act as tutor to the younger children, some were
to be house servants, and the rest would attend to the multitude of tasks that
awaited them.

When, at the end of a long journey through the island, the von Bibra family
inspected their grant, they found that it promised to be all, they had hoped for,
and 'offered nothing less than a refuge of peace and independence': It was on
level ground, the soil was good, there was an abundance of grass for the cattle
they intended to purchase, the Macquarie River which formed the northern
boundary, though narrow there, ensured a permanent supply of water, and
there was a road in process of being formed in front of the property'. They
decided to name the grant 'Coburg' , after the principality of Prince Leopold
of the House of Saxe-Coburg.

In the months that followed Franz Ludwig was busier than he had ever
been in his life. There were cattle to buy and certain of the ten convicts to
direct and oversee as they made sure these animals did not stray; he had to be
sure that the other men of the party did not fell the trees near the river that the
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government had reserved to provide masts for the ships of its navy;" it was
necessary for him to arrange for the remaining convicts to start building the
house, and there were also his duties as Chief District Constable? to carry out
- these being not inconsiderable. For the salary of £8.2.3d per annum he was
expected to find and arrest runaway convicts and sheepstealers, hold a
monthly muster of all assigned servants in the district of Lennox, sign orders
to allow any of them to move out of their area, check that the settlers confined
their stock within their often unfenced grants, as well as seeing to many minor
duties.

The German newcomer had been given the position of Chief District
Constable because of his previous military experience, but some of the local
settlers resented his appointment, and, suspicious of anyone who was not
British, at first kept him at a distance. However, when it was evident that he
did not treat his position as a sinicure and that he was untiring in his exertions
in establishing himself, 'the frankness of his character and manners ...
remarkably reconciliated the respectable inhabitant to whom he became
known, and his own neighbours" and he was soon accepted as one of
themselves.

But life was not all smooth sailing for Franz Ludwig. Elizabeth (now
called Eliza), had become pregnant soon after leaving England and
arrangements had to be made for her confinement, and on the 9th July 1823
her ninth child was born - a son whom they named Leopold after the Prince
of Saxe-Coburg and Ernst after one of Franz Ludwig's brothers. The
regulation six months' supply of rations allotted by the government had been
exhausted, so food now had to be bought for themselves and ten hungry
convicts; other expenses involved furniture for the new house that was being
built within sight 'of the river, and more cattle in order to make the property
viable. He could think of a hundred other expenses that demanded money, but
as he had none he was forced to borrow in order to survive."

However, there were plenty of other things to take his mind off his
troubles. Occasional trips had to be made to Launceston, his new house
demanded his constant attention, assigned servants in the district still kept
absconding, settlers continued to complain of sheep and cattle rustling,
musters still had to be attended and recorded; also, while the road was being
constructed he had to arrange for some of his servants to join with those of
other setters to bridge the Macquarie River with a makeshift construction -
one which was nevertheless to last for fourteen years."

A necessary task which to Franz Ludwig was a form of recreation was the
shooting of birds and animals to supplement their food supply. Early in the
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spring he took his gun and set off - and did not return. Eliza grew alarmed as
time passed and alerted the neighbours. Arrangements were made for a search
party to be assembled, and five days later, on the 14th September, Franz
Ludwig's body was found in the swollen Macquarie River, entrapped at the
ford at a place where the water was normally only ten yards or so wide; now,
however, the river was in flood and the current strong.

On the 16th instant the Coroner's Inquest in Launceston returned an open
verdict: 'Found drowned, and suffocated in the Macquarie River'." He was
buried two days later - eight months after he had arrived in the colony in
search of Utopia.

* * * * *
Even before Franz Ludwig's body had been found the Hobart Town

Gazette had launched a public appeal to assist 'the widowed and fatherless
Family'. The immediate response raised £165, five guineas of which was
contributed by Lieutenant-Governor Sorell, and this even before the Northern
subscriptions had been received.

Every penny contributed was needed by Eliza, who was bound by law to
settle all Franz Ludwig's debts." At this time she was still battling with her
grief and was at the same time appalled by the reality that presented itself. As
well as supervising her domestic staff and seeing to the care of her young
family, the management of 'Coburg' now became her responsibility. Benedict,
her eldest son, was only fourteen and his brother Friedrich Ulysses had only
had his twelfth birthday the day before his father's body had been found;
however, they were both strong and willing lads, well used to hard work on
the property. Mary - now known as Maria - was a capable girl, though not
yet eleven years old, and when not studying could be relied on to help with the
younger children, and even some of the older among them must be allocated
their own chores. As to the convicts, she must manage them as well as
possible, and direct and oversee their work to the best of her ability. Somehow
they must muddle through.

Muddle they did. At first their neighbours helped her with advice and
assistance, and among these was Lieutenant Sam Lucas, who owned a fine
farm nearby. Although he had the reputation of being rather wild," Eliza
accepted his help gratefully and he became a constant visitor. Less than two
years later he married the twelve and a half year old Maria at Launceston.

Eliza took advantage of this opportunity to have her youngest child
baptised, and the christian name of Samuel was now added to those of Leopold
Ernst. Samuel Lucas sold his farm to the Rev. Mr John YouI and became the
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manager at 'Coburg'. Seven months after he had married the child Maria their
daughter was born.

Eliza was no stranger to bushrangers. Franz Ludwig in his capacity as
Chief District Constable had often been forced to secure them overnight in the
farm buildings, and sometimes for a longer period if the river was in flood and
the nearby ford - known as 'von Bibra's Ford' - impassable. But one day in
1825 when Sam Lucas was not at the house she came in close contact indeed
with the most famous of them all - Matthew Brady himself.

The gang, roaming at will throughout the island, was on its way to the West
Tamar. They called in at 'Coburg' in passing, well aware that a woman was in
charge of the property and that Sam Lucas was absent at the time. The episode
is recorded as follows:" 'The Brady gang one morning put in an appearance
at the residence of a widow named Mrs Von Bibra, stating that they were
constables and had been on the march all night, and that they would trouble
her for some refreshments .... They sat down to a meal provided them by Mrs
Von Bibra. When the repast was proceeding, naturally on the general topic of
the day, viz.. Brady and his doings, the widow remarked that she hoped Brady
would not trouble her, as she had enough to do with her misfortune, having
lost her husband, also a large number of cattle which had strayed away and
could not be found anywhere. Brady informed the widow that there was no
need for any alarm, that the bushrangers would not hurt her. Her eldest son,
a lad of 14 years of age, hereupon got his father's sword saying he would show
Brady what the "Vons" were made of if they came there. After a hasty repast,
the Brady gang quickly left.

'When evening came a party of real soldiers and policemen arrived at Mrs
Von Bibra's, and she could hardly credit that her morning visitors were Brady
and his party, as the leader was so courteous and respectful. While the
servants were preparing the breakfast Brady took her youngest child on his
knees, and sang a simple ditty, and upon leaving he thanked the widow,
mentioning his regret that they had made a mistake in calling there, as they
thought it was Mr. Corney's, and also promising that they would see that
Brady and his companions gave her no annoyance. '

They did, however, take the sword that Franz Ludwig had used in his
campaigns and which young Benedict had vowed to use should he come in
contact with Brady and his gang. It was found some years later near the
Macquarie River, rusted in the sheath but still something of which to be proud.
It is still in the possession of the family.

Things went from bad to worse under Sam Lucas's management, for, like
Franz Ludwig, he had been trained in military pursuits, not agriculture. Unlike
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Franz Ludwig von Bibra~ sword which he used in the Napoleonic Wars.
(Photo courtesy Ken and Marion von Bibra, Queensland.)

Hilt of sword.
(Photo courtesy

Ken and Marion
von Bibra,

Queensland.)

the German, however, he did not possess a superabundance of energy. In 1826
the Land Commissioners visited them, their official duties being to call in at
every property in the colony and report their findings to Governor Arthur.
Roderic O'Connor, from Ireland as was Eliza von Bibra, was one of those
Commissioners.

In 1823 the O'Connor brothers had applied to Lord Bathurst for
permission to proceed to Van Diemen's Land, Roderic stating that any part of
the globe was preferable to his 'miserable, distracted country'. On arrival in
the colony he had taken up his land on the Lake River, not far from the newly-
occupied 'Coburg', (15) so he was well aware of all the local gossip.

The report he submitted to the Governor after visiting the von Bibra farm
was scathing: '26th August. We rode to Bibra's which is a very goodfarm, Mr
Bibra had been an Officer in the German Legion for some time, he became
involved in debt, and after having endured the miseries of a poor Settler for
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some time, he drowned himself. his Widow and Children live on the farm,
together with her Son in Law (Lucas) he has sold his fine farm, and if report
be true, is leading a very bad life, they are a lazy, indolent, good for nothing
set, and how they contrive to live, is a mystery which remains to be cleared
up.'?

They contrived to live for several more years, but things did not improve.
Indeed, they worsened, and to add to Eliza's difficulties, in 1828 the freedom
of the grant from 'all rents, taxes and services' had expired and she was
obliged to pay for what had up till then been free.

The following year, rebelling against her servitude to the land, she
arranged for Roderic O'Connor to act as her agent for 'Coburg' - wrongly
believing that the property belonged to her - and on the 25th January 1830
sailed on the Prince Regent, taking with her the fourteen-year-old Carl (whose
name had been anglicised to Charles), young Franz Ludwig (11), Amelia
Caroline Louise (10), Wilhelm Carl (8), now known as William, and Leopold
Ernst Samuel (6). Jane, to her family's great sorrow, had died at 'Coburg' in
the intervening years.

Eliza and the children went to Altona, near Hamburg, (that great German
city containing more canals than Venice), where she and Franz Ludwig had
lived when he attended the lecture about Van Diemen's Land that had caused
him to emigrate to the colony. This breakaway branch of the von Bibras
continued to live at Altona for quite a number of years, but without Charles
and Franz Ludwig, jnr., who were sent to England to be educated to a far
higher standard than they had attained under their convict tutor at 'Coburg'.

Back in the island colony, Benedict (20), Friedrich Ulysses, now eighteen
and universally called 'Fritz', and Maria Lucas (16) remained at 'Coburg'.

In the foreword of his book Franz Ludwig had warned his fellow Germans
that they should not think of settling in Van Diemen's Land 'without a
passionate love of farming and without a certain skill in mechanics'. Benedict
certainly possessed a skill in mechanics, but any enthusiasm he might once
have had for farming was at low ebb. However, a break from the monotony
was welcomed in 1831 when Governor Arthur, deciding that something would
have to be done about the danger the aborigines had become, ordered that
arrangements be made to drive them right through the island and then capture
them.

The aborigines had long been a source of trouble at 'Coburg' with their
raiding and plundering and several of Benedict's acquaintances had been
murdered by them, so when he was chosen as one of the leaders in the Black
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Drive for the Campbell Town District he set off with no hesitation, leaving
Sam Lucas in charge of the property.

The directions given to him were 'to enter the Lake opening, Scouring the
Top of the Western Tiers, Coming out at the Blackman River opening - halting
on the 12th with his right on No.2 (on the map)'.

For weeks he and his men fought their way through the almost
impenetrable bush in their allotted area. They were but chasing shadows. At
last, bearded and long-haired, their boots worn out and their clothes tattered,"
they returned home, dejected at the news that in the whole island the only
captives had been an old man and a boy.

Benedict, like his mother before him, was tired of 'Coburg'. From the age
of thirteen he had laboured on it with no apparent reward. The last few weeks,
desperately hard though they had been, had nevertheless been exciting, and his
unusual childhood had given him a taste for movement and change. Without
letting Roderic O'Connor know, he sold the property to his sister Maria,
knowing that his father had died intestate and that he was heir to the property.
He then left the island and sailed for the newly-settled colony of Western
Australia.

Maria and Sam Lucas found life at 'Coburg' very different now that the
energetic Benedict was no longer there. Fritz, too, had left, having gone to the
New South Wales town of Maitland. It was not long before they sold the
property to a Mr Beamish on.condition that they should be allowed to continue
to live there for a while. This sale, too, went through without Roderic
O'Connor's knowledge.

Mr Beamish did not keep the property for long. Andrew Gatenby became
the new owner, and by April of 1835 the Lucas family were still living there-
on sufferance. With them by now were Charles and young Francis Louis von
Bibra, returned from England with their schooling completed and fully
expecting to work at 'Coburg'.

They were aghast when they found what had happened to the place during
their absence and lost no time in writing to their mother - remarried, and now
Mrs Eliza Harwood." She was furious. She at once wrote to officials and
people in high places complaining that Roderic O'Connor had failed in his
duty as agent for 'Coburg' - which she still erroneously thought belonged to
her. Upon receiving a letter from Hobart enquiring into the affair, Roderic
O'Connor wrote to Andrew Gatenby, who answered his questions briefly and
clearly: 'I duly received yours of the 30th July 1835', he wrote, 'requesting me
to answer the following questions:-
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First. Whether I informed you that I was about to purchase Von
Bibra's farm? Most certainly not!

Secondly. Whether I ever paid you any monies on account of Mrs.
Von Bibra's dower? Certainly not!

Thirdly. The last of the notorious clan have left here and where
they are gone? I know nothing of them!'

The affair dragged on for another nine years, during which time 'Coburg'
became the property of Roderic O'Connor. At last Eliza realised she had no
option but to accept the fact that she had never owned the place, and ceased
pursuing the matter. With a pension from the government of £40 a year she left
Germany in the 1840s and went to live in Hull in England, all but one of her
family accompanying her.

AMELIA CAROLINE LOUISA, who had been born in Holstein, (then
part of Denmark), had been ten years old when she left Van Diemen's Land
with her mother and settled near Hamburg. When she was twenty-nine she
married a widower, Bernhard Sommerfeld, who, although he had been born in
Prussia in 1823, was nevertheless a British subject, as his father had been
employed in Germany during the Napoleonic Wars.* Amelia and Bernhard
had six children. The first was named Francis and was born in 1850. Elizabeth
Ann was born four years later, to be followed by Alfred Carl in 1856 and
Leopold Bernhard about three years after that. The fourth son was Frederick
(1861) and the fifth, William Henry, was born in 1863. Their mother Amelia
died in 1879, a year after her first grandchild was born."

Amelia's brother, WILLIAM CARL, who had been born in 1821, was the
only one of the family who did not go to England with his mother when she
left Germany to live in Hull. He joined the Austrian Army. As so many of the
half-German children of Franz Ludwig and their descendants were to do, he
married a German, choosing Josephine van Unger as his bride. The couple had
no children. In 1857 they visited Australia, where his brother Benedict found
him a position in the police force. He stayed in Western Australia for two years
and then returned to the Continent, where, once again taking the German form
of his name, Wilhelm Carl, he returned to military life and became a captain
in the Imperial Royal Gemsdarmerie Number 6.19He died in Vienna.

The youngest son of Franz Ludwig and Eliza, LEOPOLD ERNST
SAMUEL, had been the only one of the family born in Van Diemen's Land.
He left Germany with his mother and soon afterwards moved from Hull to
London. In 1846 at the age of twenty-three years he married a German

*During World War One the family changed their name from Sommerfeld to Summerfield.
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William
(Willhelm Carl)

von Bibra.

woman, Gesine Wilhelmine- Catherine Runge, who came from near Bremen,
the region in Germany in which Altona, where Elizabeth and her family had
lived, is situated. The wedding was held at St Anne's Church, Soho - then a
much more respectable suburb than now - his sister Maria and her husband,
Sam Lucas, being present as witnesses. Four of Leopold and Gesine's six
children were baptised at the same church and were given mostly von Bibra
names - Ernst Friedrich Wilhelm, Louis Frederick, Carl Leopold, and Leopold
William. Later, in 1858 and 1859, William Bernhard and Gesine Louisa were
born, the latter living for only a short time. Their father, LEOPOLD ERNST
SAMUEL, by this time had moved to a different suburb of London and was
no longer a decorative artist, as he was when married, but a Master
Tobacconist. He died at the age of thirty-six from tuberculosis and pneumonia
in 1860, leaving Gesine to bring up her five sons alone after having been
married for only twelve years." She succeeded well in this undertaking, as the
children grew up to be comfortably situated financially and were devoted to
her. When she died they saw that she had the best funeral possible, engaging
two fine carriages upholstered in velvet and accompanied by two pages; two
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more pages walked at the side of the hearse and three coachmen were hired,
all attendants being outfitted with black silk armbands, with gloves, and
with truncheons. Right to the end the boys had done all they could for
Gesine."

The eldest son, Ernest Frederick, was forced into independence early in
life, for he was only twelve when his father died. He received a good
education, learning both French and German - the latter no doubt due mainly
to his German mother's wish and tuition. When he was eighteen he worked in
London as a translator in those two languages. When he reached the age of
twenty-one he resigned from his position, and with the security of a reference
which spoke of his diligence and integrity he signed on as an Assistant Purser
on the Oneida, a ship employed on the mail run between London and South
America. When he landed at Uruguay he resigned his post, and in 1872
obtained work as a clerk for twelve months, leaving with a glowing testimony
as to his 'zeal, probity and integrity'. Back in London once more, he married
Jemima Cox. They had six children in quick succession, always hoping for a
son, and after Louise, Alice, Bertha, Mary, Marguerita (Margery) and Evelyn
were born they at last became parents of a boy, born in 1881. They named him
Ernest John Leopold. Ernest Frederick William died in 1906 at the age of fifty-
eight. The son, Ernest John Leopold, married Dolly ewell and had two

children, Joan in 1907 and John
Ernst two years later. Then he
left Dolly and went to Canada
with his second wife, Alice
Emily Sturman. They had six
daughters, Josephine Mary being
born in 1913 and Betty Jane
(Mrs Phil Magwood), the
youngest, in 1920. Ernest John
Leopold, like his father, had six
daughters and a son. In later life
he went to America and died
there at Pasadena, California.

Louis Frederick Henry was
the second son of LEOPOLD
ERNST SAMUEL. otbing is
known of Louis except that he
was present when his German
mother, Gesine, died in 1879,

Ernest Frederick von Bibra, son oj Leopold
Ernest Samuel.
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and that he himself died ten years later in Bordeaux and was buried in the
Protestant cemetery there.

Carl Leopold, who was the third son of LEOPOLD ERNST SAMUEL, in
1876 married Mary Ann Brewes at Bethnal Green, Middlesex. He was listed
on the marriage certificate as a victualler, and gradually earned enough money
to buy his own restaurant. Four children were born to them, Louis Frederick,
Bertie Carl, (who lived only two years), William Ernst and Mildred Maud. He
died in 1903. Louis Frederick, his eldest son, was born in 1877 and when he
was only thirteen moved to Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). He worked for the
British Government there and became Native Commissioner. In the South
African War he fought against the Boers and was awarded two medals. He
married Luina Haywood and had two children, Luina Mary and Norman
William Law, born in 1912. Louina (Ina) married LOllis Beck, and Norman,
after completing his degree at Cambridge, returned to South Africa and
married Muriel Sambrook. Louis Frederick, their father, died in 1957. Carl
Leopold's other son, William Ernst, was born in 1880. When he left school in
England he attended finishing schools in Belgium and France. Winifred
Blaubaum (nee von Bibra), wrote of him: 'William von Bibra owned a big
hotel in London. He married the Head Manageress. During the War the
Government bought the hotel for the troops so he moved to the Isle of Wight.
He had a sister; Mildred, in London and a brother; Louis, in Rhodesia. He was
very good to my brothers Elb and Eric when they were in England during the
War. He mentioned to me in a letter that one of the Bibras was German
Embassador to Rome and a friend of 'Carmen Sylvia', the late Queen of
Rumania, who wrote, 'From Memories' Shrine', in which she mentions that in
her childhood she used to play with Baron Bibra.' In 1918 William Ernst
married May Cormack and together they extended hospitality to visiting
soldiers. Eight months after their wedding .May died. Her widower wrote to
Reinhard von Bibra in Germany, 'While on leave from the Front, one of my
soldier relations arrived at my house with the influenza, from which my dear
wife and the soldier died within a week of each other. ' May had been seven
months pregnant at the time. By now a company director, he travelled a great
deal. In 1920, a year after May's death, he was in New York and there met
Edna Kammerer, who had been born in America of German parents. They
became engaged, and the thirty-five-year-old Edna (always known as Mabel),
with German thoroughness presented him with a medical certificate stating
that she was in good health and all her 'vital organs' were in a satisfactory
condition. In spite of this they had no children. William Ernst made a point of
contacting as many von Bibras as he could while on the Continent. After he
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and Mabel had visited some Gleicherwiesen members of the family in Vienna
in 1922 Gabriel van Bibra wrote of them, 'J have the warmest liking for
Cousin William, as he has such a great likeness to my dear good brother
Alfred. J have enclosed the good Mabel entirely in my heart.' In the Isle of
Wight William often invited German relations to stay at their guest house. He
was the family historian and compiled both early and up-to-date information
from these relatives. A friend of Will van Bibra's in Tasmania visited him and
reported back that he was a real van Bibra and was like Will's son Frank in
face and figure. After World War I Germany was left in a desperate financial
position and several of the German van Bibras, hearing of their rich English
relation, asked 'Revered Mr Cousin' for help, two of them offering to sell him
their properties, one of which contained a castle. He was very generous to
them, but did not take up their offer. He died at the age of sixty, leaving many
to mourn his passing, among them his cousins, Florrie and Edith, the
daughters of his uncle, William Bernard van Bibra, (the son of LEOPOLD
ERNST SAMUEL) as well as his sister, Mildr.ed Maud. This sister married a
Swiss with the unlikely name of Henry Moosebrugger, whose brother was one
of the principal Advocates of Switzerland. He and Mildred had one child, a
daughter whom Mildred had to bring up alone, for her husband died four years
after their marriage. She, too, kept up a correspondence with the van Bibras in
Tasmania, thus strengthening the bonds between the great-grandchildren of
the ancestor who had left for Van Diemen's Land so long before.
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