
Sergeant William Masland 

Royal Marines 

 

The following is a series of letters written by Sergeant Major William Masland who was 
one of the Royal Marines stationed at Port Essington in the Northern Territories during 
the period of 1844-1849. William arrived on the convict ship “Cadet” which sailed from 
Dublin harbor on April 9, 1844. He was with the group that left Port Essington on the 
“Meander” when the settlement was abandoned on November 30, 1849. 

William Masland, born September 26, 1812, was from Arnold in Nottinghamshire, 
England, the third son of James and Mary Ann Masland. The family were framework 
knitters but fell on hard times in the early 1800’s. The two oldest sons, John and Charles, 
enlisted in the 32nd Cornwall Regiment and went to Canada. William served for twenty 
one years in the Royal Marines and was stationed in South America and at St. Jean 
D’Acre as well as his stint at Port Essington. After retiring from the Marines in 1854, 
William joined the staff of the Royal London Militia at Finsbury.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The first letter is from William at the Royal Marine Barracks in Woolwich, England, dated the 
10th of March, 1844 to his younger brother, Alfred, living back in Arnold Nottingham. 
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"Dear Brother and Sisters,"  
 
 "I send these few lines to you hoping to find you in good health, and thank God it leaves 
me at this time.  I received your welcome letter and am thankful to God for the news that it 
contained and I hope that you will endeavor to keep a good understanding with the old lady. 
(apparently his mother?) 
 
 "I have also to inform you that I am under orders for embarkation for the North Coast of 
New Holland. (Australia)  We leave on Saturday morning next for passage to Dublin to join a 
ship called 'The Cadet', which is going to Sydney with convicts and we are going as the guard, 
and then we shall go on to our own destination called Port Essington.  We are to have shore pay 
and ship's provisions.  The place is healthy and I expect to make a good thing of it.  There is 
about sixty men going, all artificers or tradesmen except the noncommissioned officers.  There 
only will be three sergeants, three corporals, and two officers besides a captain who is out there 
now.   
 
 "But, I am sorry to say that I cannot take Ann – (his wife) -- with me, but if the place 
answers, I shall send for her.  In the meantime, I want her to come to Nottingham, as her friends 
and I have had some words, and I shall leave her half pay which will be about six shillings per 
week, but she has not made up her mind about that at present.   
 
 "Give my love to my Aunt Masland and to Ann and Sarah and all inquiring friends, and 
write back by return of post, and then I will be able to send you more particulars.  Tell Aunt that 
I am sorry that I could not get to see her before I go, but that is impossible.  See them all as soon 
as you can and be sure to write so that  I shall get it on Friday at the latest.  Till death, William 
Masland, Sergeant, Royal Marines" 
 



 
 
The next letter is from the convict ship Cadet in Kingston Harbor in Dublin, Ireland, dated the 
5th of April, 1844 from William Masland to Alfred and his sisters back in Nottingham. 
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 "Dear Brother and Sisters, I send these few lines to you hoping to find you in good health 
and thank God it leaves me at present.  I should have wrote much sooner but I really have not 
had time until this May. Dear brother, the vessel that I'm going out in is what is called a barked, 
rigged vessel, about 500 tons burden.  We take out 160 convicts, and our detachment consists of 
two first lieutenants, one assistant surgeon, three sergeants, three corporals, one fifer and forty 
privates.   
 
 "We expect to be about eight months before we get clear of the ship and probably seven 
or eight years before we return to England.  We are to have our full pay and allowed ship's 
provisions, which is one and a half ounces of sugar, one quarter ounce of tea, one ounce of 
cocoa, one pound of bread, one pound of fresh beef, one half pound of vegetables, a half a pint of 
meal per week and vinegar and a quarter pint of rum daily, which is plenty for any man unless he 
got a constitution like a horse for eating.   
 
 "I am the senior sergeant and have plenty of work as we are obliged to be constantly on 
the alert. My old friends, Major Leonard's family, have interested themselves very much in my 
favor and both them and the adjutant of my division have wrote to Captain McArthur, the 
governor of the place, about me and his lady has wrote to him also to give me some staff 
appointments if he possibly can. And there is no doubt but he will, as it is a new colony and he is 
appointed commandant. Indeed the whole government of the place will be in his hands.  And the 
commandant at Woolwich has promised that I shall have the colors when it comes to my turn.  
Though I am away, I am acting sergeant major at present, but there is no pay for it or anything 
else except plenty of work.  But, thank God, I feel myself quite competent to do it. 
 
 "Give my dearest love to Aunt Masland and to my sisters Ann and Sarah and to my 
brother and brothers in America when you write to them.  Give my regards to all inquiring 
friends, I will write you again from the Cape" – (Cape of Good Hope). Ann will write to you.  
She was well when I heard from her last.  We sail on Sunday next so there will not be any chance 
of answer, so God bless you all.  Til we meet again, your loving brother, William Masland, 
Sergeant, Royal Marines."  
 
 “Write to me in the course of a month and then I shall get it soon after we arrive. Direct 
as follows: Sergeant William Masland, Royal Marines, Victoria, Port Essington, North Australia, 
New Holland”  
 



 
 
The next letter is dated June 11th, 1844 from Rio de Janeiro to Alfred and his sisters back in 
Nottingham. 
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 "I send these few lines to you hoping to find you in good health, and thank God it leaves 
me well at this time.  I did not expect to be able to write you so soon but the Surgeon 
Superintendent has decided to call at this place instead of the Cape of Good Hope as first 
intended.   
 
 "We have been nine weeks on the passage which is three weeks longer than when I was 
when I came here in the Cleopatra.  Our duty is very harsh and we have a very bad set of fellows 
amongst the prisoners.  My duty is very severe.  I have to parade every relief throughout the 
twenty-four hours.  At one-half past eight o'clock I turn into my hammock and turn out again at 
twelve and keep the middle watch. I have to remain on deck til the incoming watch are called out 
and parade them, and then before it is relieved it is one bell or half past four.  I then go below 
and turn in and then turn out at a half past six and get all the hammocks lashed up and carried on 
deck and from that time til half-past eight at night I am on my legs.  
 
 " But the officers are as bad off as myself.  The junior one keeps the first watch, I keep 
the middle, and the commanding officer, the morning.  Besides, there is a sergeant, corporal and 
twelve privates and this will last for three months longer before we get to Hobart Town as the 
vessel is the worst sailor that I ever saw.   
 
 "I have no news to send you.  When you write to America, give my dearest love to 
mother and brothers John and family, Charles and Henry.  I can give you no account about how 
things will answer at present.  I will write again when we arrive at Hobart Town. Send me all the 
news you can and write as soon as you receive this.  I shall write to my wife in the same packet.  
Give my dearest love to my Aunt Masland and to Ann and Sarah and I accept the same from 
yourself.  From your loving and affectionate brother, William Masland, Sergeant, Royal 
Marines"  
 



 
  
The next letter is from William to Alfred in Nottingham. It is from Victoria in Port Essington, 
North Australia, December 8, 1844 on Sunday evening: 
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 "My dear brothers and sisters, I take this opportunity of writing these few lines to you, 
hoping to find you all in good health and thank God that it leaves me at this time.  We arrived 
here, after long passage from Ireland of more than eight months, on the 22nd of November and 
landed on that day, the relieved detachment embarking the same day and the ship sails for 
England via the Cape of Good Hope tomorrow. This is a very warm place, but I think I shall 
have my health pretty well as I have not much work to do. I was sworn in as Chief Constable on 
the 28th of November, but there is no remuneration for it at present, but the Commandant is 
going write to the Governor of Sydney about it and I have no doubt but that there will be in a 
short time.   
 
 "The Commandant has also been pleased to put me on orders as Sergeant Major, but this 
is also nominal and there is no extra pay allowed for it at present.  There is certainly the rank and 
quarters, but what is that without the money.  It has a high sounding name, but I would sooner 
have the cash."  
  
 “The following is a copy of the letter:  Garrison orders, Victoria, Monday, November, 
25th. 1844. 
 "Sergeant Masland having been highly recommended from Headquarters and Lieutenant 
Lambrick having expressed his perfect satisfaction with his conduct, the Commandant is pleased 
to appoint him to the duties of Sergeant Major and he will henceforth be obeyed by all 
subordinates to that rank as a Sergeant Major by which title he will be distinguished."  And this 
is signed by the Commandant, John McArthur, Royal Marines. 
 
 "Though, my dear Alfred, I may have to do the duties without any emolument at present, 
there may be a chance for me in some further period, and I know that I have a good friend at 
Headquarters in Major Leonard, who will never let anything pass that will be of service to me 
that he can do.  Anyway, it will be the means of allowing me to become Color Sergeant at home 
which is equal to Troop Light (Lieutenant?) Major in a Cavalry regiment and will give me 
sixpence a month more pay.  We expect to be here about five or six years and with full pay and, 
with what more I shall be able to pick up,  I hope to be able to bring home a round sum.   
 
 "Please let Ann know all particulars of home when you write, how my sisters are, and if 
ever you have heard from America, when you write, please give my dearest love to brother and 
brothers.  And if Charles is still in the service, tell him how happy the thought makes me when I 
think that at some further day we shall all meet again, not in the unthinking manner in which we 
parted, but with  sense and feeling to profit by each other's counsel, and spend the remainder of 
our days near our native place.  For I still think that if the Lord spares his health, that he will 
come to Old England again.  Let me know if my wife has wrote to you and when.  Give my love 
to Aunt Masland and say that I hope the Lord in his infinite goodness will spare both me and her 
to see each other again. 
 
 “There are several kinds of fruits down here, but being but a short time in this place, I 
cannot give you any comment on it at present. But in my next you shall have a full detail. Give 
my respects to all my old acquaintances and let me know if Henry Johnson is married yet. I am 



very glad that I did not bring my wife with me for the natives here go entirely naked as when 
they come from their mothers’ womb. Women and children the same, nor can you get them to 
wear anything, so you must fancy what a sight it must be for an English woman! So with my best 
wishes for your welfare, I remain your loving brother, William Masland.” 
 



 
 
The next letter is from William Masland from Port Essington, Australia, dated October 5, 1848 
and it was sent to Alfred Masland in Arnold, Nottingham.  
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 "I embrace the opportunity of sending a few lines to you as there is a ship put in here for 
water, but I'm sorry to say has not brought the mail.  But expect another in a few weeks with it. 
My dear brother, I received a letter from you in June last which I answered, and I wish you 
would write oftener as I am always happy to hear from you. I have nothing in particular to send 
at this time. We expect our relief out in twelve months from this date and I hope to be in England 
in 18 months time. 
 
 "I thank God I am in good health, which I hope you both are.  Let me know the news 
from America and when you write give my dearest love to Mother and all there.  I hope she is 
resigned to the loss of poor dear Charles, but I know her affection for him and can well enter into 
her grief.  Poor fellow, I trust he is where sorrow never enters and may we endeavor to lead such 
a life that we may hope to meet him in the realms of bliss." 
 
 "Dear Alfred, when you write, let me know if you have any family, also if John or Henry 
have any, and if boys or girls.  If you have any, you may tell my nephews and nieces if their 
uncle Bill lives to see them, they shall have a fine present.  Let me know if poor old Aunt 
Masland is still living, also how the Hillarys and Paulsons are getting along and if Matthew has 
left the service yet and what he is doing. 
 
 "I have wrote to me wife by the same ship.  I hope you write to her.  She writes regular to 
me, but I am much grieved to find that her health is so bad and she is getting despondent on 
account of my long stay in this place.  God bless her, she is not more anxious for my return than 
I am to be with you once more. 
 
 "We are told that all things work together for our good and I am very willing to believe it 
is so, and that this trip will be my last station from England during my services.  I shall soon 
complete my sixteenth year, so that I have little more than five years more to serve. I shall have 
been 7 years as Sergeant the 10th of next month and I hope to continue till my time is out as it 
will be all the better for the pension.  
 
 “Give my respects to John Moore and Charles Smith and tell him I shall be most happy to 
pass a few days with him when I come to old Arnold again, also to C. Atherley and his wife. In 
fact to all  who may care to hear of my welfare, not forgetting the old Watchman.  So having 
spun out my suale (?) as long as I can, I must conclude with my dear love and sincere prayers 
and wellwishes for your welfare and happiness and I remain, dear brother and sister, yours truly, 
William Masland.” 
 



 
  
The next letter is from Ann Masland, William's wife, writing from Greenwich, England.  Says 
she is alone for the present.  She is writing on July the 8th, 1850, and she writes to the family in 
America:   
 

 
 

Page1 



 
 

Page2 



 
 

Page3 



 
 

Page4 



 
 
 "My dear mother, sisters and brother, I hope you will excuse my long silence but I have 
been expecting to hear from brother Alfred and his wife as I have not heard from them since they 
left England. I cannot think the reason.  I hope he and his family are well.  Hope dear sister Ann 
is quite recovered.  I hope dear Sarah is well and likes America better than England, and also 
Henry and his wife.  Likewise, brothers John and family. 
 
 "I have not heard from my husband since October but have been informed that they left 
Port Essington the last day in November and proceeded from there to Sidney and instead of 
coming to England as they had expected, was sent from there to Hobart Town and will proceed 
from there to South America and will not be in England for eighteen months or two years longer.  
He has made Color Sergeant eighteen months but will not know before he arrives in England.  
He is quite well, he desires to be remembered to his dear mother, brother and sisters.   
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