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JAMES CAMPBELL 1 8 4 5 - 1 8 9 3 

An Admirable Type of Australian Scot' 

Alison Goding 

UNKNOWN TO-DAY, James Campbell was one of the most inter-
esting of politicians of the late nineteenth century, churchman, 
entrepreneur, philanthropist, twice Minister of the Crown, lingu-

ist, writer and adventurous traveller. On his death in 1893 the Argus 
declaimed 'he should have died hereafter'; his place in historical texts is 
limited to a few brief references and footnotes in the stories of other men. 
I discovered him when tracing the history of Lake Tyers House; he proved 
to be the bold entrepreneur who had financed this large guest house in 
East Gippsland in 1886. The Biographical Index at the State Library led 
me to his obituaries and revealed a man of varied and unusual gifts. Only 
two letters and no diaries or other private papers appear to exist but three 
pamphlets, eight long travel articles, two interviews, records of Parlia-
mentary Debates and the obituaries give us insight into his character and 
diverse interests and achievements. 

The only child of Mathew Campbell and Ann Wood, James was born 
in Millport, Scotland in 1845. His father was an engineer with experience 
in iron foundries and ship-building and in his twenties the successful head 
of the firm, Campbell, McNab and Co. of Greenock. His mother died 
eight days after his birth and his father married for a second time; his 
second wife, Isabella had no children. 'Taken with gold fever',1 Mathew 
left Scotland in March 1853 with his wife and eight-year-old son and 
sailed to Australia. Leaving them in Geelong he travelled to Ballarat in 
July and worked at the diggings at Sailor's Gully. Meeting with little 
success he returned to his old occupation and built up a lucrative business 
manufacturing machinery for mining, swamp drainage and agriculture. 

The three-month trip to Australia must have been an exciting experi-
ence for young James, an adventure which was to continue in Ballarat 
with its volatile population from Europe, America and China. With his 
stepmother he joined his father there late in 1853, first camping in a tent. 
In 1854 the family was living within hearing distance of the Eureka 
Stockade and James and his father were said to have been among the first 
people to enter it after the fighting ceased. As James grew up Ballarat 
also grew, developing from a muddy settlement of tents and rough slab 
huts into a large city of imposing brick and stone buildings, hospitals, 
libraries, hotels and public gardens. 



James attended the Christ Church School for some years but his 
formal education was brief as he appears to have left school early to work 
in his father's business. Informally his education continued throughout his 
life: 'he was to a great extent indebted to his own study for his fund of 
knowledge and information on all general topics that he unquestionably 
possessed'.2 He commenced the study of French and German in Ballarat, 
and his parliamentary speeches, pamphlets and travel articles provide 
evidence of his wide reading. 

Although his father's allegiance was first to Presbyterianism, then 
Anglicanism, James showed his independence by becoming a Methodist 
early in life. As Weston Bate3 points out, Methodism flourished on the 
gold fields, being particularly suited to conditions there. The Wesleyan 
tradition of open-air services and lay preachers was well suited to a settle-
ment lacking churches and qualified clergy; the young Campbell no doubt 
found its emotional fervour and informality appealing. He was to become 
an active member of the Lydiard Street Church. According to the Argus 
he was 'an ardent and sincere worker and worshipper, holding in turn the 
several positions of librarian, secretary, teacher and superintendent of the 
Sunday School' until he entered Parliament and moved to Melbourne. On 
his death the Rev. Samuel Knight declared: 'His influence over the young 
was in a manner marvellous and not a few persons now occupying high 
and honorable positions in society owe their success to his kindness and 
counsel.' 

With his adventurous spirit and sense of civic responsibility, Mathew 
provided a model for his son. He was the first Captain of the Ballarat 
West Fire Brigade, Captain of the Ballarat Rangers, and Mayor of the 
Ballarat West Council. From an early age James no doubt listened to 
lively discussions of the issues of the day — Protection versus Free Trade, 
the powers and methods of election to the Upper House, the future of 
the mining industry. Apparently he also received a sound business train-
ing since he was able to take over the engineering firm when his father 
died in Scotland in 1863. 

Financially secure, Campbell married at twenty-two, wedding Eliza-
beth Coltman in 1867. She was nineteen, born in Melton Mowbray, 
England in 1848 and the daughter of William Coltman, an auctioneer. 
Their first child, Helen was born in 1869. Campbell soon became known 
as 'a hearty supporter of all the charitable and educational institutions of 
Ballarat and large sums were also distributed by him annually for the 
relief of the poor who did not seek assistance at the various asylums'.4 

This generosity apparently continued throughout his life. 

In 1870, aged twenty-five, Campbell returned to Europe for the first 
time, taking his wife and child with him. By this time he was in a business 



partnership; records show he was at one time involved in the firm, Camp-
bell, Pawsey and Co., at another, Campbell, Wilson and Menzies. Appar-
ently leaving his wife in Glasgow where their second daughter, Florence, 
was born, he 'travelled all over various Continental countries with lengthy 
stays in the Holy City and in Russia.'5 In 1871 Campbell visited the 
United States where he covered many miles by train and also carried out 
an investigation into spiritualism, attending seances conducted by noted 
mediums. He returned to Ballarat later that year. 

In the following year, within seven weeks, he addressed 7,000 people 
at twenty-eight meetings in and around Ballarat and published a shilling 
pamphlet in which he attacked spiritualism, decrying it as 'a poor mixture 
of gross imposture on the one hand, and where genuine, a pecualiar 
disease on the other,' but admitted that 'some mediums might possess a 
very curious form of psychological power as evidence of scientific truths 
we are as yet merely on the edge of.'6 He was to publish another in 1878 
based on a lecture delivered in Ballarat. Campbell was back in Europe 
again by 1873, this time for three years, staying mainly in Lausanne and 
Dresden where he was reported to have continued his study of French 
and German, 'in which he has obtained considerable proficiency.'7 It was 
probably at this time that he also studied the political systems of eleven 
European states, which he was to cite in the pamphlet published in 1878. 

In 1877, aged thirty-two, Campbell entered the political arena, stand-
ing for the seat of Ballarat, when the main issues were Free Trade versus 
Protection and the powers and methods of election to the Upper House. 
Taking a stand for Free Trade, the opposite position to that of his fellow 
manufacturers, he was defeated. In spite of being a city dweller he con-
tinued to support Free Trade, acquiring a number of country properties 
and consistently identifying with the interests of the man on the land. 

To publicize his views on the other vital issues of the time Campbell 
issued his free pamphlet in 1878, titled 'What Shall We Adopt? A Few 
Words on Constitutional and Electoral Reform'. In this article he 
advocated the retention of the Upper House while extending the fran-
chise, lowering the monetary qualifications of members and limiting its 
powers. In his conclusion he made an idealistic plea for the tolerance for 
which he stood throughout his political life: 

'What is implied in self-government? It is that enlightenment which 
is ever ready to receive what is best, because unfettered by those 
prejudices that will only accept improvements when coming in a 
certain way; that large minded toleration that where other men of 
equal intelligence see differently, their views should be respected and 
carefully enquired into; that wisdom . . . that avoids extreme courses 
where sincere and honest convictions are held by opponents.' 



In 1879 Campbell made another attempt to enter politics, challenging 
Thomas Bent for the seat of Brighton. Again he failed, but in November 
1882 he won a seat in the Legislative Council and was appointed 
Postmaster-General in the Service Government in 1884. In his obituary 
in the Age his achievements were described: 

'During this time he manifested a capacity for hard and useful work 
which was amazing. Thoroughly conscientious and punctilious in all 
he did Mr Campbell instituted many reforms in the work and policy 
of the Postal Department. Among the chief features of his labors in 
this connection may be mentioned the organisation by him of the six-
penny telegraph services, the preparation of a scheme for penny 
postage and the parcel post and the arrangements necessary for the 
establishment of an intercolonial Postal Union and for affiliating with 
the International Postal Union.' 

In December 1884 Campbell was also appointed Vice-Chairman of the 
Royal Commission on Water Supply, of which Alfred Deakin was Chair-
man. This was a demanding position, requiring travel throughout 
Victoria; by August 1885 the Commission had heard evidence from 
eighty-seven witnesses and visited fourteen country centres. Twelve of 
these sessions were chaired by Campbell. James Campbell played a 
prominent part in Parliamentary debates, speaking on a wide range of 
topics. According to his colleague, Sir Frederick Sargood, 'he was always 
in his place, and always took an active and very intelligent interest in all 
measures that came before the House'8. The Honourable James Balfour 
described him as 'a man who had remarkable powers of expression, . . . 
one of our very best debators', adding that 'While he could use sarcasm 
and invective, he was most fair to an opponent, and that is a very uncom-
mon qualification'9. 

According to Geoffrey Serle, although James Service shared Camp-
bell's belief in Free Trade, 'the urgent developmental tasks of railway con-
struction and land settlement dominated the Government's thinking at 
this time.'10 Both issues were of great interest to Campbell who saw the 
development of railways as essential to the opening up of the land: 
'Nothing in the world does more to develop the resources of the district 
than the running of the iron horse to and from it'. He spoke with 
enthusiasm of the agricultural potential of areas he knew well; 'Look at 
the hundreds and thousands of valuable acres in Gippsland that are at 
present unopened'.11 He put forward proposals for the building of tram-
ways in some rural areas as a cheaper method of providing transport than 
railways, and spoke of inexpensive methods of construction he had 
observed in the United States. 



Campbell spoke strongly in favour of the Land Act of 1884 which, 
according to Serle, aimed at 'continuing the trend of encouraging small 
farmer graziers,'12 introduced the systematic classification of land and 
provided for the leasing of rich swamp land after drainage. He maintained 
his interest in electoral reform, and strongly supported the Electoral Law 
Amendment Bill, increasing numbers in the Legislative Assembly from 86 
to 96. However throughout his life he opposed the principle of 'one man, 
one vote' believing it to be against the interests of landholders who were 
to him the most important group in the community. 

Although Campbell was in 1892 to criticize the programme of the 
Trades Hall, in 1885 he strongly supported the Factories, Workrooms and 
Shops Bill which provided for the supervision and regulation of factories 
with six or more employees, specified closing hours and increased the 
powers of inspectors, including their right to interview workers without 
the employers being present. Campbell pointed out 'one of the objects of 
the Bill was to minimize the evils of "sweating" as much as possible.'13 His 
negative attitude to the Chinese was expressed in his support for a clause 
for the branding of furniture as made by European or Asiatic labour: 

'He believed that in Victoria alone there were four hundred Chinese 
engaged in the manufacture of furniture . . . it was for the Legis-
lature to say whether the manufacture of shoddy and slop articles by 
foreigners of inferior race was to be encouraged to the detriment of 
the European operative, because it was a fact that these articles were 
palmed off on the public as of European manufacture'.14 

Campbell took a consistent stand on a number of moral issues. In 
1883 he introduced the Bill for the Protection of Women to the Legis-
lative Council, a bill designed 'to make further provision for the protection 
of women and girls, the suppression of brothels and for other purposes'.15 

He spoke strongly in support of the clause to raise the protected age to 
sixteen, pointing out, 'We take from a girl the power of consenting to her 
marriage till she is twenty-one, yet allow her, at the age of twelve to con-
sent to her own ruin.'16 He was realistic: 'I don't for a moment imagine 
. . . that we can put down brothels by the force of law, . . . but if we can-
not suppress brothels we can put a finger on those who make a traffic 
in such places'. The Bill provided for 'the punishment of such persons by 
a fine or imprisonment'. 

Campbell's pride in the development of Victoria and belief in continu-
ing progress was expressed in a number of speeches in the Legislative 
Council. Moving the second reading of the Railway Construction Bill in 
November 1884 he pointed out that the year was the Jubilee of the 
Colony's foundation. He quoted the pessimistic views of Tuckey cited in 
Labilliere's Early History of the Colony of Victoria and of Oxley in 



Wood's Exploration of Australia, and asserted that there was 'then not 
a sign of what we now view with such pride — our population, our settle-
ment and social and political organisation not to be surpassed within 
British dominions'. At the same time he looked beyond Victoria to 
Federation: 

'I believe Federation is coming by the sheer force of the increase in 
the native-born population . . . My hope is that the scheme [Federa-
tion] will go on, that the several states will be welded together, that 
more and more the great idea of Australian legislation will take the 
place of Victorian or N.S.W. legislation, that more and more there will 
be a broadening influence in our minds, that the question to influence 
us shall be not how we restrict ourselves or tie our hands, but how 
we may break down barriers and give ourselves liberty, to which, we 
as Australians are at present strangers.'17 

After a period of relative stability the Service-Berry Government was 
defeated at the end of 1885 and Parliament was dissolved. Gillies became 
Premier with Deakin as Chief Secretary; Campbell and five other 
ministers lost their positions in Cabinet. Apparently unwilling to serve as 
an ordinary member, and eager to travel, Campbell resigned in June. 

In 1886, at the age of forty-one Campbell set off on his last and most 
adventurous journey. His friend and parliamentary colleague, James 
Balfour was surprised and possibly disapproving: 

'I rather wondered at him throwing up his position in politics and his 
seat in this House, and leaving his friends and family to go to a strange 
land at his time of life; but he said to me "I am very desirous of seeing 
countries that I have not yet explored, especially countries that are 
not so well known".'18 

Campbell was to cover 47,490 miles in eighteen months, and record his 
travels in a series of twenty long articles which were published in the 
Melbourne Daily Telegraph between 30 October 1886 and 2 July 1887.19 

In the first he pondered on the future of travel: 'There are dreamers who 
see visions and dream dreams about the future of aerial navigation. I con-
fess I love them and find myself occasionally indulging in pleasant reveries 
of the good time coming, when men, starting in the morning from 
Melbourne, wellnigh racing the sun, will land in London in the evening, 
or by the next day at the farthest'. While he took a keen interest in build-
ings, infrastructure, colonial administration and people, his chief delight 
was to be in the natural beauty and varied scenery of the countries 
through which he passed. 

Campbell sailed first to Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and then to India where 
he spent eight months, visiting Bombay, Ajmer, Jeypore, Dehli, Lahore, 



Rawul Pindi and Murree (now in Pakistan), 'one of the most favourite 
resorts of Anglo-Indians and is in a certain sense the gateway to Cash-
mere'. Eager to explore Cashmere, Campbell soon set off on horseback. 
'Having provided myself with all necessaries and a good many unneces-
saries, I set out for Srinagar with a retinue of ten coolies to carry tents 
and baggage, one henchman as cook, and another as general utility man 
— a very modest equipment as compared to many.' 

Riding down the valley of the River Shellum, Campbell entered Cash-
mere and was inspired to write effusively of the wild torrent. He then 
went to Domel and on to Banamula where he found the wild Shellum 
had become 'a wide, placid stream, navigable for large craft till within 
comparatively a few miles of its source'. There he hired two large boats, 
each about sixty feet long, 'one large boat for eating and sleeping, the 
other for servants and to do the cooking'. The crew consisted of four men 
and four women, accompanied by a few children. 

'Once on the river', wrote Campbell, 'the real pleasure of travel in 
Cashmere commences. The boatmen either pole along with poles about 
fifteen feet long, or they paddle with short paddles shaped like a heart 
. . . or they tow with long ropes wherever the banks will permit of their 
doing so. . . . You glide along so smoothly, that if you close your eyes 
you are absolutely unaware of any motion whatever but as you open your 
eyes you see the river winds through beautiful meadows, through fields 
highly cultivated, and from time to time you pass under the shadow of 
some of the most richly foliaged trees I have seen in any part of the 
world'. Passing through Sopar which had been heavily damaged by a re-
cent earthquake, the boats crossed the wide Lake Wular with miles of 
yellow water-lilies, the nut-bearing singhari plant and occasional island 
villages. Across the lake houses and bridges appeared and the travellers 
reached Srinagar, 'the City of the Sun', where Campbell camped 'in a 
charming little tent overlooking the Dahl Lake famous for sentiment, 
poetry and love'. 

From Srinagar, Campbell travelled forty miles down river to 
Islamabad — 'the very perfection of indolent travelling. You are towed 
gently up the stream, and float lazily down it', a three-day journey. On 
the way back he paused to explore the ruined temples of Avantipur. He 
went on to reflect that a time would come when the people of his own 
generation would be forgotten although traces of their buildings would 
remain, and from there to consider the Australian Aborigines whom he 
speculated would die out and leave no trace of their existence. 

Still eager for more experience and a greater challenge, Campbell then 
set out on the journey to Sonarmarg, which was 'exceedingly rough', 



travelling up the wild valley of the Sindh on 'the instrument of torture, 
known locally as a pony'. 

The detailed articles describing the journey from Srinagar to Darjeel-
ing have been removed from the files of the Daily Telegraph; we catch 
up with Campbell seven months later in an article titled 'The Return from 
Kinchinyunga\ Fortunately Campbell referred to his attempt to reach the 
Kinghinjunga Glacier when interviewed on his return home: 'from 
Sandakphur... I gained a view of what I consider the most magnificent 
sight in the universe. From this place, a height of about 12,000 feet, one 
sees 400 or 500 miles of the Himalayas, Mount Everest appearing close 
at hand, although it is a hundred miles distant . . . and Kinchinjunga is 
towering up before us.' He asked himself: 'Will these heights ever be 
scaled?' and replied: 'Yes, though the day may be far distant . . . it will 
require a combination of means, courage and endurance — means in 
order to provide the necessary stations and to maintain communications, 
courage to face the perils of such an enterprise and endurance to stand 
the arctic cold of the high altitudes.' 

With some pride, Campbell went on to describe his most hazardous 
expedition: 

'After this I went on alone to explore Kinchinyunga. The Government 
resident warned me that the journey was a dangerous one, and at first 
refused a pass, but I got over this and I must say that I found his 
fears groundless, though I had been told that there was every chance 
that I would be robbed or murdered. The people were friendly and 
kind, though they were wild in appearance. We got up 15,000 feet 
and then ran into a snow and rain storm which lasted four days, 
nearly freezing us. It was a frightful experience, the cold cutting into 
us like lances, while icicles hung upon us'. 

Campbell described the return journey at length, his delight in the moun-
tain views contrasting with his misery in the cold nights. In retrospect 
the magnificence of the scenery far outweighed the discomforts. 

Campbell returned to India and visited Benares, Jhubblepore, the 
Marble Rocks, the Ellora Caves, Bombay, Poona, Hyderabad, Golcunda, 
Madras, Ootacamund, Mkmurti Peak, and the Madura Temple. Alto-
gether he spent eight months in India, including in it Cashmere and 
Sikkim. 

While he delighted in the varied scenery of the countries through 
which he passed Campbell's attitudes to their inhabitants were typical of 
his time. He had nothing but praise for British colonial rulers, telling an 
interviewer from the Pall Mall Gazette, 'For capacity and integrity . . . 
I don't believe there has ever been an association of men more distin-



guished than the men who are governing India this day'. Campbell recog-
nized the poverty and oppression under which most people lived, but cast 
blame on the victims: 'a sweeping generalisation will always do wrong in 
individual cases, but there seems little doubt that the Cashmeries as a 
race, are untrustworthy, grasping and dishonest even beyond the average 
of the Indian races.' He did feel pity and a grudging admiration for his 
bearers: 

'Sometimes as I looked on the toiling coolies, trudging along with 
heavy burdens of baggage on their heads or shoulders weighing from 
501b to 801b burdens which they would carry from twelve to thirty 
miles a day, and up hills which made me gasp and pant to climb unen-
cumbered — I was filled with pity for the hard lot of men compelled 
to earn their bread by such sweat of their brow.' 

But he went on to say: 'The thought came to my mind and I almost gave 
it utterance — "You are slaves, voluntary slaves, but slaves all the same. 
And you deserve it. This penalty of such slavish toil rests on all races 
who are like yours".' 

Native rulers, 'half barbarian potentates,' also came in for criticism for 
corruption and exploitation. Comparisons were often made between their 
administration and that of the British. Campbell quoted the porters: 
'Sikkim Rajah will spend all the money he gets on himself and his women, 
but he will never make roads,' and went on to say: 'On the British side 
of the Runjeet splendid tea estates, giving employment to thousands, well-
made roads and solid bridges; on the Sikkim side, scanty cultivation, 
wretched villages, infamous roads and bamboo bridges.' Describng the 
singhari, a nut-producing plant, Campbell said the Maharajah took half 
the produce: 'by the fiction of these plants being the Maharajah's property 
he taxes the boatmen 50% of their labour.' He heard that after a devastat-
ing earthquake, 'the Indian Government sent some trains of grain to 
afford relief to the starving population but certain of the Cashmere 
officials tried to obtain the grain to make money out of it for their own 
benefit.' 

In February 1887 he paid a brief visit to Colombo before sailing to 
Singapore and Java, where he visited Sourabaya and climbed the volcano 
of Mount Bromo. Hong Kong was his next call, followed by Canton and 
a six-hundred mile journey up the Yangtze Kiang River. He described it 
to a reporter: 'it is a great stream and nothing I can tell you can give 
you an idea of it.' A five-day journey took Campbell to Beijing, which 
he found 'wonderfully interesting'. 

By chance Campbell then assumed the role of diplomat and had a long 
interview with the Marquis Tseng, said to be one of the most influential 



men in China at the time. In a long letter published in the Ballarat 
Courier of 1 July 1887 he gave a detailed account of his meeting. In 
answer to searching questions from Tseng, Campbell had said that apart 
from 'some honourable exceptions,' the social position of the Chinese in 
Australia was low, 'partly from causes they could not control; few reput-
able women would marry them and therefore they were compelled to take 
the lowest class.' But they were also at fault: 'the majority were not such 
as Europeans would care to mingle with.' He admitted that the Chinese 
were maltreated by 'the larrakin class and on rare occasions by men who 
ought to know better,' but asserted that they were fairly treated by the 
Courts. No mention was made of the obvious disadvantages they would 
have suffered through inadequate English, lack of legal representation and 
knowledge of the legal system. Campbell did not believe it was necessary 
to appoint Chinese protectors, and said that the Marquis agreed that such 
appointments might lead to trumped-up grievances which 'would probably 
be a source of constant annoyance to the authorities in Pekin.' On the 
other hand he suggested that the Chinese Government should send an 
official delegation to Australia to investigate the treatment their people 
were receiving. 'We have nothing to fear from the fullest inquiry through-
out the length and breadth of our land.' 

After visiting the Great Wall and adding it to his catalogue of 
'wonderful sights in Asia', Campbell went to Korea and then to Japan, 
visiting Nagasaki, Kyoto, Nagoya, Yokohama and Tokyo, travelling with 
great enjoyment. 

We owe a detailed description of the last stage of Campbell's Asian 
journey to interviews published in the Pall Mall Gazette of 30 September 
and the Daily Telegraph of 24 October 1887. In June 1887, after a leisurely 
trip, calling at ports in Korea again, his ship took him to Vladivostock. 
The Russian naval base was of particular interest to him at a time when 
the Victorian Cabinet was preoccupied with schemes for defending 
Melbourne against possible attack from the squadron based there. He dis-
missed these fears, pointing out that the port was vulnerable to attack 
from the sea, presumably expecting the British Navy to avert any threat 
to Australia. 

From Vladivostock, Campbell embarked on the last stage of his 
journey, taking the route described by Jules Verne in his novel, Michael 
Strogoff, published in English in the previous year. At first accompanied 
by a Russian officer, from whom he soon parted, Campbell set out on 
the long journey to Europe in a tarantass, a four-wheeled covered wagon, 
drawn by three horses. 

Reaching Lake Khanka, Campbell crossed by steamer and travelled 
down the Sungacha and Ussuri Rivers to Khabarovs, a journey of 630 



miles. He then travelled 1,300 miles westward on the River Amur on 'a 
fairly good steamer, 200 feet in length, navigated by a Captain who spoke 
English perfectly.' After what must have been a pleasant interlude, he 
took to the tarantass again for 1,700 miles to Irkutsk, on Lake Baykal, 
then on to Tomsk by road, 1,800 miles down the Obi River by steamer 
to Trumen, across the Ural mountains by road to Moscow, St Petersburg, 
Warsaw and London. The journey was said to have taken two and a half 
months at a cost not exceeding a hundred pounds. 

Travelling in summer, Campbell experienced Siberia as a land of 
scenic beauty, even regarding the country east of Lake Baykal as potenti-
ally 'a great tourist resort in the future'. He found the scenery on the 
Amur 'magnificent . . . , more beautiful than anything I have seen in 
Europe'. The people interested him too. He found villages and small 
towns every few miles along the Amur on the Russian side, and many 
rafts 'laden with all manner of merchandise which they retail to dwellers 
on each bank, anchoring for the night'. 

He learned that the Russian Government was attempting to colonize 
the relatively sparsely populated land 'by allowing every settler, who is 
approved by the local authorities . . . thirty acres and a cow and plough 
and other necessitates of life, together with a free passage out'. The 
Chinese were employed as coolies and not allowed to own land. He 
believed there were few convicts, although he did not visit the area where 
the 'worst convicts were kept'. 

On 24 October 1887 the Daily Telegraph reported: 'Forty-seven thous-
and, four hundred and ninety miles is the record of the Hon. James 
Campbell . . . a distance covered since he left Melbourne in June, 1886. 
Mr Campbell stepped out of the Adelaide express on Saturday with a 
small Gladstone bag in his hand, and went away to his home, Himalaya, 
as cooly as if he had just been up to Ballarat addressing the electors on 
a subject as dry as the telephone question.' 

There is little information on the next five years of Campbell's life. 
Presumably he spent more time with his family, which now consisted of 
eight children — Helen, Florence, Rosie, James, Jessie, Norman, Clara 
and Allan — their ages ranging from two to eighteen. He must also have 
spent time visiting his country properties. According to the Gippsland 
News he was involved in 'many speculative schemes' and owned a 
number of properties in Gippsland. One of these was Clifton Park, near 
Bairnsdale, where he 'converted an extensive area of almost useless 
morass land into a fertile agricultural area.' Another was at Lake Tyers 
where the erection of the guest house was a venture in keeping with 
Campbell's love of scenic beauty and interest in tourism. A large dining 



hall was added in 1887 and the guest house attracted a varied and affluent 
clientele until the First World War. 

During this time Campbell was President of the Melbourne Philhar-
monic Society and edited a Missionary Magazine, China's Millions. He 
gave many lectures on his travels and taught in the Sunday School of the 
Wesleyan Church in New Street, Brighton. 

In 1892 Campbell re-entered Parliament, this time as the member for 
Benalla and Yarrawonga in the Legislative Assembly. He faced a very 
different political climate to that which he had experienced six years 
before; most businessmen, including members of Parliament, had engaged 
in wild speculation and public debt had increased from £19 million to £43 
million. By this time the boom had collapsed, banks and other financial 
institutions had closed, speculators were bankrupt and there were large 
numbers of unemployed. When parliament opened in May 1892 the 
Governor's speech emphasized that there was 'depression in all branches 
of business, much suffering, severe unemployment,' and called for 'serious 
attention to the state of finances in the confident belief that you will 
provide measures to deal satisfactorily with the necessary questions of 
retrenchment and increased revenue'.20 

In his maiden speech in the Legislative Assembly, his last long speech 
in Parliament, Campbell castigated those who sought to put all the blame 
on the Munro Government: 

'With something like sublime impudence, certain persons in this 
colony have had the temerity to declare that all the evils that have 
fallen on the country are to be attributed to one Government and one 
party in the State . . . Could any statement be more monstrously 
unjust? . . . Was it not a fact that all the members of this House practi-
cally backed up the Government in what is now described as its course 
of extravagance? . . . Was it not also a fact that in the midst of all 
that extravagance no voice was raised in this House against it, and 
that every member took his railway, his irrigation scheme and every 
other gift and bonus, thanked heaven for it, and regarded the Ministry 
as a very kind Ministry? . . . I was not in the House during the regime 
of the Government, but I would be very sorry to cast a stone at 
honorable members who were here then. Were we not all mad, more 
or less?'21 

On the defeat of the Shiels Government, J.B. Patterson became Premier 
and early in 1893 he appointed Campbell as Minister of Public Instruction 
and Commissioner for Customs, posts he held until his death. There were 
no longer grounds for optimism or opportunities for improvements; 
Campbell's main task was to cut expenditure, an undertaking which must 



have been onerous for an adventurous spirit with an enthusiasm for learn-
ing. In the view of the Argus, 

'the department [of Education] had been allowed to drift into a 
deplorable condition of extravagance, and yet it would be ruin for any 
Government to be suspected of a desire to undermine the system, and 
it is no small thing to say that the largest economical reforms of any 
have been effected in this department of the Public Service with the 
least outcry. His [Campbell's] task was carried out with impartiality 
and the utmost possible consideration for the officers affected.' 

Parliament met for relatively short periods in 1892-1893, so there was 
little opportunity for Campbell to engage in debate. He did make several 
contributions arising out of deeply-held convictions. He strongly sup-
ported reductions in parliamentary salaries in line with those in the Public 
Service and in a debate on religious education showed that his intolerance 
of Asians did not extend to other minorities in Australia. Members of the 
Jewish community were described as 'representatives of that venerable 
race which is in many respects one of the wonders of the world,' and he 
claimed that 'he had the greatest regard for that highly intellectual body, 
the Unitarians.'22 

Campbell's parliamentary career was cut short when he developed 
cancer of the stomach. By the middle of 1893 he was seriously ill and 
he died on 16 September at the age of forty-eight while still a Minister, 
the Premier having rejected his offer to resign. Apparently as a result of 
unwise speculation and generosity to others he died a relatively poor man; 
his short and simple will bequeathed his entire estate to 'my dear wife, 
Elizabeth', but it amounted to £2,063 when debts were paid. 

Most of Victoria's leading citizens attended Campbell's funeral where the 
eulogy was delivered by his close friend the Rev. W.H. Fitchett, the Prin-
cipal of the Methodist Ladies College and Editor of the Daily Telegraph, 
who described how his religious belief had 'enabled him to bear a long 
and painful illness with fortitude.' Both Houses of Parliament were 
adjourned on 19 September and a number of long speeches were made 
by Campbell's colleagues, some of whom had been opposed to his policies. 
Even allowing for the eulogistic excesses of the nineteenth century, they 
showed an extraordinary respect for his character and ability. Sir Graham 
Berry asserted, 'he was a gentleman who by his courteous demeanour, his 
intelligent application to business, and, above all, his fair mindedness, 
gained the respect and esteem not only of his political friends, but also 
of his opponents.'23 The Premier, J.B. Patterson declared: 'This com-
munity as a whole will miss him, because if he had an enthusiastic desire 
to obtain knowledge and information, it was for the purposes of dis-
seminating that knowledge for the general advantage of the community 



in which he lived. This House will feel his loss, because I believe that men 
of his class would elevate any Legislature in the world.'24 Campbell's obitu-
ary in the Gippsland Times of 18 September described his personal quali-
ties: 'He had a host of friends throughout the district, for not only did 
his kindly and genial disposition ingratiate him in the high esteem of all, 
but very many generous actions, prompted by a large and sympathetic 
heart, have left monuments in memories of many to endear his name in 
their affections for all time.' 

We can only speculate on what James Campbell might have achieved 
had he lived to old age. Would he have had a distinguished career as a 
Federal politician, written a travel book, regained a fortune, or again 
abandoned a comfortable existence for further adventures overseas? 
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