
Charles Swanston Way 

 

Charles Swanston Way in Seabrook was named to recognise 

Captain Charles Swanston's affiliation with the establishment of 

the Port Phillip Association's settlement, which subsequently 

developed into Melbourne in 1835. Charles Swanston (1789-

1850) was born in Berwick upon Tweed, Northumberland, 

England, to Robert and Rebecca Swanston. At 16, Charles was 

appointed as a lieutenant in the Madras establishment of the 

East India Company’s army. He served intermittently in India 

until 1828, earning recognition for his leadership and 

effectiveness in military actions. 

At St George’s Church, Choultry Plain, Madras1, on 26 February 1821, Swanston married 

Georgiana (1804-1867), the third daughter of civil servant Robert Sherson and his wife, 

Catherine (née Taylor). Georgiana was seventeen years old, making her fourteen years 

younger than Swanston. By the age of twenty-two, she had given birth to the first five of their 

eight children, including twins, in India. By October 1827, Swanston was considering leaving 

India. One of his senior officers, Sir Lionel Smith, advised him to wait until the new Charters 

were revealed, as there was a possibility of improved pensions for everyone after twenty-two 

years of service. He added that if Swanston was in good health, he should continue working 

for the benefit of his own happiness and his children's interests.  

Swanston, who continued to suffer from a bullet wound in his left arm and had taken extended 

sick leave, to consider his health and that of his family. He arrived in Hobart Town on 4 January 

1829 with his wife Georgina and their family aboard HMS Success. Deciding to settle, he 

bought Fenton Forest on the River Styx2, Newtown Park at New Town, land at Kingborough3, 

and 4200 acres in Westmorland County4. He briefly returned to India in 1830 but resigned 

from the army and came back to Van Diemen's Land in May 1831. 

Once settled in the colony of Van Dieman’s Land, Charles Swanston became acquainted with 

Lieutenant-Governor (Sir) George Arthur, who recognised Swanston’s ambition, competency, 

and business skills. Besides being a military commander, Swanston was skilled in surveying, 

mapmaking, engineering, classical studies, and horticulture. As Paymaster of the Madras 

Presidency, Lieutenant-Governor Arthur recognised Charles’ administrative abilities. 

 
1 Madras is now known as Chennai, which is the capital of Tamil Nadu, the southernmost state of India. 
2 Fenton Forest is located at Glenora, a rural locality in the Derwent Valley region of Tasmania. The locality is 
about twenty kilometres north-west of the town of New Norfolk on what is today the Derwent River. 
3 Kingborough is now classified as an urban local government area that covers the transition from the southern 
urban areas of Hobart through Kingston, as well as encompassing Bruny Island. 
4 County of Westmoreland, bounded on the north by the river Meander, on the east by a portion of the river 
South Esk and the Lake River; on the south by a line from Wood's lake to the Shannon at St. Patrick's plains, 
and on the west by the river Nive. 



In November 1831, Swanston became managing director of the Derwent Bank, which was 

established as a partnership by a group of Hobart citizens, including several officials, and 

began operations in January 1828. Besides the bank, he engaged in activities as an import and 

export agent, investment agent, and wool broker. He imported rum, tea, and other goods in 

enormous quantities, serving as an agent for Jardine, Matheson & Co. of Canton and firms in 

Madras, Mauritius, Calcutta, Manila, and the Netherlands Indies, distributing these goods in 

Hobart, Sydney, and Adelaide. 

In 1835, John Batman formed the Port Phillip Association with Swanston and Joseph 

Gellibrand to colonize Port Phillip. Swanston managed finances and functioned as commercial 

manager. In 1844, Swanston and his son-in-law Edward Willis started a merchant business in 

Geelong, which lasted until 1854. They held pastoral properties in Murgheboluc, Paywit, 

Ocean Grove, Point Lonsdale, Gnawarre, Native Creek No. 3, and near Harrow, retaining the 

Koolomurt section after selling others. 

In October 1841, Swanston turned Derwent Bank into a mortgage bank. As the 1840s 

depression worsened, overseas investments dwindled, land values plummeted, wool prices 

fell, and debtors struggled to pay interest. Despite support from the Bank of Australasia and 

Union Bank, Derwent Bank liquidated in 1849 when their backing ended. Swanston's liabilities 

amounted to £104,375, including £58,504 owed to the bank. His creditors received ten 

shillings in the pound. Exhausted, he sailed to America in 1850 but shortly afterwards, set sail, 

aboard the Raven, for his return to Van Dieman’s Land. He died at sea on 5 September and 

was buried, at sea the following day. 

Charles Swanston had five sons and three daughters. His eldest son, Charles Lambert, took 

over his father's interest in Swanston & Willis in 1850 and managed the properties near 

Geelong. What Swanston’s wife, Georgiana, did after her sad final withdrawal from Van 

Diemen’s Land in 1850 has not yet been discovered. It is possible that she lived with her eldest 

son in the mainland colonies. It is known she died in Middlesex, England, in 1867. In Tasmania, 

Swanston was a controversial figure, running the Derwent Bank autocratically and influencing 

the colony through his financial dealings and close contact with colonial administrators. His 

relationship with the Legislative Council and Governor Arthur was friendly, but it turned bitter 

under Sir John Franklin's rule. 

Swanston recognized the significant potential of the future Victoria yet gracefully accepted 

the failure of his Port Phillip scheme. Unfortunately, economic conditions beyond his control 

led to the collapse of his bank and his personal financial ruin. 

 

Research: Graeme Reilly (ALHS 2024) 

  



Locations 

Paywit: was located in the area of, what is today, St Leonards. 

Murghebuloc, Gnawarree, Native Creek: are all located on the Hamilton Highway, about 18 

to 25 kilometres west of Geelong. 

Koolomurt: is located about 391 kilometres northwest of Melbourne, south of the township 

of Harrow.  
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