Charles Grimes Place

Charles Grimes Place, Seabrook, was named to honour the achievements and his connection
to the western area of Port Phillip Bay and the fact that he was possibly one of the first
Europeans to walk and survey this area of the bay. Charles Grimes was born at Aylesbury,
Buckinghamshire, England on the 22 February 1772 to parents Joseph Grimes and Esther
Grimes (nee Joyeuse). During Charles’ early school days, he showed an attitude for surveying,
and after initial training he was appointed in 1790 to the position of Deputy Surveyor of Roads
on Norfolk Island. Within four years Charles had become assistant to Augustus Alt, who was
the first Surveyor-General of the colony of New South Wales.

At the age of twenty-nine, Charles succeeded the then
Surveyor-General, Augustus Alt in 1801, and he was
finally recognised for his surveying ability. Government
officials, including Governor Philip Gidley King, respected
Grimes’ work. At the request of Governor King, Charles
Grimes departed from Sydney Cove on 23 November
1802, aboard the 29-ton schooner Cumberland heading
toward Port Phillip. Also, on board the Cumberland,
commanded by Acting Lieutenant Charles Robbins, were
surveyor James Meehan, surgeon Dr McCallum, and
gardener James Flemming. Flemming kept a journal

documenting the voyage and their land surveys.

Charles Grimes, Surveyor-General, Governor King directed Grimes to conduct a survey of the
New South Wales (courtesy of State

. harbour. The expedition had two objectives, one of which
Library of NSW)

was motivated by reports that a French expedition
intended to establish a settlement in Van Diemen’s Land. Upon departing Sydney Cove,
Robbins navigated towards the Kent group of islands and subsequently set sail for King Island,
arriving on 8 December 1802. There, Robbins encountered the French ships Le Geographe,
commanded by Captain Nicolas Baudin, and Le Naturaliste, commanded by Captain
Emmanuel Hamelin. Robbins delivered a letter from Governor King to Baudin and conveyed a
warning that any French occupation of British territory would not be tolerated. Earlier that
year, Matthew Flinders had also encountered the two French ships and communicated with
Baudin and Hamelin.

The French ships were conducting surveys of the coastline and collecting specimens of plant
and marine life, without any intention of claiming land. Le Naturaliste left for home on the
same day Robbins arrived, while Baudin stayed in the area for three more weeks to complete
his surveys. Baudin’s ship, Le Geographe, departed for home on 27 December, at which time
Lieutenant Robbins began his exploration of the waters around King Island. Robbins and
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Grimes undertook their survey work, of the island, for three weeks until 18 January 1803,
when the Cumberland set course for Port Phillip Bay.

The schooner Cumberland entered Port Phillip Bay on 20 January 1803, and for the next two
weeks, the crew explored the bay, with a smaller party rowing ashore, each day, to investigate
inland areas and the coastline. The Cumberland was the first ship to anchor in present-day
Hobson's Bay and in many other parts of the bay. Around the area of, what is today Point Cook
and Altona Bay, the party went onshore about seven o’clock to continue the survey from 30
January. There they saw a “slip of trees from four to six chains from the beach within which is
poor sandy land with short brush, and no trees inwards for several miles. In the afternoon the
country more woody and land something better. The day very hot, and found no water. Saw
two large emus.”

On 2 February 1803, again went ashore, possibly between where Altona and Williamstown
are located, where they reported “went on shore; for about a mile the land dry, a light sandy
soil; afterwards a large swamp, with three lagoons in it, all dry. The land appears to be covered
with water in wet seasons. Came to a salt lagoon about a mile long and a quarter of a mile
wide; had not entrance to the sea. Soon afterwards came to a large river.” This would have
been where they encountered the mouth of the Yarra River and here, they decided that due
to the time of day, they would return to the Cumberland for the evening, before returning to
the river and navigate their way as far as they could with their rowboat. A little way along, the
river divided into two and here they chose to follow the river’s left branch (the Marybirnong
River). The land they observed was very different from what they had previously encountered,
being higher, richer soil but still very few trees. They followed the river until they came to
rocks® which they could not get they boat over. Here the party left the river, on foot, travelling
for about two miles where the land was “full of stones”, the soil was poor and still few trees
could be seen, but in the distance, they did observe mountains that appeared to be well
covered in large trees. The also observed that the river above the rocks contained excellent
fresh water.

The following day, they retraced their journey on this river back to the point it branched into
two. Here they then followed the right branch, being the Yarra River, which they followed and
noted that the land was much better with larger trees, and they also noted a hill?> which they
scaled and from which they noted the state of the land as far as they could see. They returned
to the Cumberland for supplies and retracing their exploration up the right branch of the river.
On this occasion they explored both sides of the river, noting the quality of the land and its
vegetation, and the availability of fresh water. They also noted, by observing the damage to
nearby trees, that this river appears to flood, at times, rising to about eight or ten feet from

! This point in the river is potentially what is now known as Solomon’s Ford, Avondale Heights.
2 This hill would be later named Batman Hill after John Batman and is located near where Southern Cross
railway station is located.
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its current level. Again, the cam to a rocky waterfall® over which they could not navigate their
boat and so they continued they exploration on foot again noting the land quality and that at
one point the river splits around an island. They continued exploring the river and the land as
far as the present Studley Park, Kew.

On 9 February the party continued its way around
the bay. The shore party were not impressed with
the Werribee: “Could see about 10miles around us
a level plain with a few straggling bushes. The face
of the ground is one-third grass, one—do. Stone,
and one—do*. Earth, mostly newly burnt“. The
survey party remained in Port Phillip until 27
February when they completed their mapping of
the bay and exploration inland and cleared the
Heads and turned to follow the coast back to New
South Wales.

The Cumberland’ expedition returned to Port
Jackson on 7 March 1803, with the expedition
leader reporting that he felt that Port Phillip was

Schooner Cumberland

unsuitable for a settlement. Interestingly, neither
Charles Robbins, the leader of the expedition, nor
the surveyor, Charles Grimes, appear to have named any of the landmarks, bays or rivers
during their expedition within Port Phillip.

But before Governor King's report could reach England, Lieutenant Governor David Collins had
sailed from Spithead with 470 people aboard HMS Calcutta, commanded by Captain Daniel
Woodriff, and the transport ship Ocean, led by Captain John Mertho, to establish a new colony
at Port Phillip. Among the passengers were approximately 300 convicts, along with settlers,
women, children, and military personnel.

David Collins arrived during October 1803 and selected land at Sullivan Bay, near the present
town of Sorrento for the settlement. Within four months, David Collins had abandoned the
settlement, and Port Phillip was to lay unwanted until the cutter Rebecca, of thirty tons, with
John Batman aboard, sailed through the Heads and anchored in St Leonard’s Bay more than
thirty years later. The aim of this expedition was to acquire large tracts of land from the
indigenous tribe/s on behalf of residents in Van Diemen's Land, the Port Phillip Association.

3 Dight’s Falls, at Studley Park on the Yarra. A substantial cairn, unveiled on 19 February 1937, indicates this
spot as

the limit of Grimes’ navigation of the Yarra River. The Falls were named after John Dight, a miller, who erected a
water-powered mill there in 1839. The mill was operated by a company for a short period, but not successfully,
and

was then destroyed by fire.

4 Do means ‘ditto’.
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Obtaining a leave of absence, Charles returned to England in August 1803. He was to be away
from the Colony for three years. In 1807 Charles was sent to Port Dalrymple (in the north-east
of what is now Tasmania) where he made a survey of the district using the advice of Thomas
Laycock. Returning to Sydney, Charles became involved in the mutiny against the then
Governor, William Bligh, in what would become known infamously as the Rum Rebellion
(making Bligh the only man to have been mutinied against on both land and sea).

Grimes was an efficient surveyor and a conscientious administrator but politically he was not
‘with’ the establishment. He sided with John Macarthur in his quarrels with Governor King
and Colonel William Paterson, and in 1808 he joined the rebels in deposing Governor Bligh.
The usurpers appointed him Judge Advocate, in which post he participated in the examination
of the pro-Bligh officials, and at the trial of Macarthur. He had no qualification for the post and
was completely ignorant of the law. Brought to realise this, he resigned his post and was sent
to England with despatches concerning the Bligh affair. As the British authorities did not
recognise the government that had taken over from Bligh, Grimes was therefore considered
to be absent without leave and his salary was ceased. All applications for his return to New
South Wales were ignored. This stranded him in England and in July 1815 he resigned his post
as Surveyor-General.

He married Cassandra Atkinson at Woodford, Essex on 29 July 1815. Charles Grimes, bachelor
of the Parish of St Paul, Covent Garden, was married by licence to Cassandra Atkinson, spinster
of this parish, at the church of St Mary the Virgin. While Charles and Cassandra had four
children together, he was also known to have fathered two sons, John, and George, while in
the colony of New South Wales. Their mother was the convict known as Elizabeth Allen, aka
Elizabeth Walker, aka Elizabeth Matthews, who later married John Bolger.

Charles Grimes passed away on the 19 February 1858, at Milton-next-Gravesend, Kent,
England, just five days before his 86th birthday.

Research: Grame Reilly (ALHS 2025)

Editor: Adam Virgona
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Charles Grimes Survey May of Port Phillip - 1803
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"The Cumberland was the schooner on which Matthew Flinders sailed on his return to England. However, he
was forced to make a stop at Ile de France (present day Mauritius) for urgent repairs. At the time Britain and
France were at war and, despite the scientific nature of Flinders voyage, he was detained as a spy, by the
French, for the next six years. While interned he wrote up the detailed notes of his voyage with the intent that
his book would be published. His book was published on 18 July 1814 and Flinders passed away the following
day, aged just 40.
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