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Sir Thomas Brisbane

(1 December 1821 — 1 December 1825)

Carol Liston

Major-General Sir Thomas Brisbane arrived in Sydney in December 1821
as the sixth Governor of New South Wales. For this soldier-scientist it
was an appointment long anticipated; for the colony, his arrival meant
change, not only because of the departure of the long serving Governor
Lachlan Macquarie but because of the recommendations that would
follow from the findings of Commissioner JT Bigge’s inquiry into the
colony in 1819-20.!

Gentleman, soldier, scientist, family man

Thomas Brisbane was born on 23 July 1773 at Brisbane House near
Largs, Ayrshire, a rural area on the south-western coast of Scotland. The
Brisbane family was neither rich nor noble but it was ancient and
respectable. An Anglo-French family from Shropshire, the Brisbanes had
arrived in Scotland in the early 12th century. William Brisbane was
Chancellor of Scotland in 1332 and the Brisbane arms symbolically
perpetuated the office of Chancellor with three woolsacks or cushions of
office, while the derivation of the name “to bruise the bone” was depicted
in the stork and snake on the crest.

The Brisbane family lands were principally west of Glasgow in Ren-
frewshire and Ayrshire. They had been landowners in the parish of Largs
since 1400 and, in the late 17th century, John Brisbane, great grandfather
of Sir Thomas Brisbane, sold the ancient family castle of Bishoptoun and
concentrated the family estates at Largs. John Brisbane and his wife
Margaret had two sons, James and Thomas, and four daughters. Perhaps
one incentive to move to the more isolated area at Largs was the unhappy
condition of their eldest son and heir. Described by the family as an
“idiot” since birth, James was severely handicapped and retarded, and
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The Duke of Wellington’s comment on Brisbane’s Government was that
“there are many brave men not fit to be Governors of colonies”.3° The
Duke of York sympathised with Brisbane’s anger and bitterness at his
recall and in December 1826 made Brisbane Colonel of the 34th Regi-
ment. The duties of a regimental colonel were ceremonial and provided
the officer with a comfortable income for life. This was the second regi-
ment to become vacant since his return and thus was a sufficiently
prompt and public gesture to emphasise that Brisbane’s recall had not
been due to misconduct or dereliction of duty. He was appointed GCH in
1831 and GCB in 1837.

Under the terms of his father-in-law’s settlement, Brisbane adopted
the additional name of Makdougall in 1826 and lived at Makerstoun, the
Makdougall home in Roxburghshire, where he built his third observatory.
An active patron of astronomy, he was president of the Royal Society of
Edinburgh from 1833 until his death. Brisbane’s health deteriorated in
1859 and he died at Brisbane House on 27 January 1860, aged 87. His
children had died earlier and Lady Brisbane survived her husband by
only a few years, dying in 1862.
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Collections, in the Glasgow Archives now at the Mitchell Library, Glasgow. For
footnotes to overseas manuscript collections, see the thesis which is available
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