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Glimpses of the early University

Part 1: The First Matriculants

The purpose of this article is briefly to explore
what is known about the first matriculants to the
University of Sydney in 1852. It is fundamentally
based on the Matriculants, Graduate and Postgraduate
Degrees Register in the University Archives. The
Register lists the names of the matriculants, and for
each provides the father’s given name, the student’s
place of birth; where educated; age; and place of
residence (i.e. whether living with family or boarding
with a tutot, etc.).! For many of the matriculants
this is the only information available, but others,

ot their family members, appear in the Awstralian
Dictionary of Biggraphy and for these, very brief notes
have been included on their family backgrounds
and/or careers.?

The first matriculation examination was held in

the first week of October, 1852. The number of
students who sat the examination is not clear, but the
subjects were:

¢  Greek — the 6th book of Homet’s I/iad and
the 1st book of Xenophon’s Anabasis

*  Latin — the 1st book of Virgil’s Aeneid, and
the Bellun Catilinae of Sallust

*  Arithmetic, Algebra, including simple
equations, and the first book of Euclid.’

Twenty-four candidates were successful and thus
were eligible to take their places at the Inauguration
of the University, held in the Hall of the former
Sydney College in Hyde Park, on 11 October, 1852,
where their names were “entered in the Album” by
the Registrar.* They were (in the order in which they
appear in the Register):

Fitzwilliam Wentworth (19 yrs)

Son of William Charles Wentworth,® founder of

the University, Fitzwilliam had attended the classical
school conducted by the Reverend Henry Cary.® He
left the colony to go to the United Kingdom with his
father in 1853 and entered Cambridge. Heir to the
Wentworth estates, he lived in England and Australia.

George Leary (22 yrs)

Son of John Leary (and, it seems highly likely,
brother of Joseph - see below) was born in Sydney
and attended the Sydney College.

Joseph Leary (21 yrs)
Born at Campbelltown, son of John Leary, Joseph
received his schooling at St. Mary’s Seminary and
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the Sydney College. After studying for two years at
the University, he returned to Campbelltown, and in
1860 he won the seat of Narellan in the New South
Wales Legislative Assembly. He took up law and was
admitted as a solicitor in 1866. At the same time he
maintained an interest in politics, and was re-elected
for Narellan in 1869, having lost the seat in 1864.

Leary continued to pursue a legal and political
career, and in 1878 he became Minister for Justice
and Public Instruction. In 1880 he unsuccessfully
contested the seat of Camden, and in the following
year he died at his home in Macquarie Street at 49
years of age.’

James William Johnson (18 yrs)

Son of Robert Ebenezer Johnson,® a solicitor and
politician, James Johnson was born in Sydney and
educated at the classical school of the Reverend
Henry Cary.

Charles Allen (15 yrs)

One of the younger matriculants, Charles Allen
was the son of a solicitor, George Allen,” who was
a founder of the Sydney Free Grammar School

in 1825 and a trustee of its successor, the Sydney
College. Charles had attended a school conducted
by Dr. William Woolls,"” a Church of England
clergyman, schoolmaster and botanist. He followed
his father into the law and became a solicitor.

Alexander Raby Riley (19 yrs)

Riley was born in Sydney and had attended the
school conducted by the Church of England
clergyman, Dr. William Woolls.

William Charles Windeyer (18 yrs)

To become the University’s first graduate, Windeyer
was educated at William Timothy Cape’s'! school and
later at the King’s School Parramatta. He graduated
B.A. in 1856 and M.A. in 1859, and in 1857 he was
admitted to the Colonial Bar.

Windeyer developed an abiding interest in education.
In 1855-56 he was Esquire Bedell in the University,
and in 1866-97 a member of the Senate. He was
Vice-Chancellor in 1883-86 and Chancellor in 1895-
96. An advocate of higher education for women,

in 1891 he was founding chairman of the Women’s
College in the University of Sydney.
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Windeyer had a distinguished career in politics and
the law. He entered the Legislative Assembly for the
first time in 1859 as Member for the Lower Hunter,
and in 1876 he was returned as first Member for the
University of Sydney. He held the university seat
until he resigned from parliament in 1879 to accept
appointment as a puisne judge of the Supreme
Court, where he proved controversial in criminal
cases.!?

James Wilson (16 yrs)
James was born in Sydney and was educated at the
Sydney College.

William Henry Hirst (15 yrs)

Hirst was born in Sydney. The son of a wine
merchant, he had been educated at the classical
school of the Reverend Henry Cary.

William Hale Forshall (22 yrs)
One of the older matriculants, Forshall was born in
London and had attended the Westminster School.

William Andrew Moore (18 yrs)
Moore was born in Sydney and had attended the
Sydney College.

James Kinloch (20 yrs)

Kinloch was another of the older matriculants. Born
in Dublin, he had been educated in the colony at

the school of the Presbyterian minister, Reverend
James Fullerton.” Kinloch became a tutor and
schoolmaster.

William Cyprian Curtis (19 yrs)

Curtis was another of the older matriculants. From
a prominent Roman Catholic family, he had been
educated at St. Mary’s School and later at Lyndhurst.
He entered the legal profession.

Robert Sealy (21 yrs)

Along with Joseph Leary (q.v.), Sealey was one of
the older matriculants. He was born in Cork and
educated at Trinity College Dublin (presumably
without receiving a degree).

Robert Marsden Fitzgerald (16 yrs)
Fitzgerald was born in Sydney and educated at the
Sydney College.

Alexander Oliver (19 yrs)

Oliver was born in Sydney and educated at William
Timothy Cape’s, Henry Cary’s and George Taylot’s
schools. He worked as an articled clerk and, at 21

years of age, he went with his family to England and
entered Exeter College, Oxford (B.A. 1860). In 1856
he was admitted to the Inner Temple and was called
to the Bar in 1862. He practised as a barrister in
England until he went to Sydney in 1864.

Oliver graduated M.A. from the University of
Sydney in 1869, and from 1879-1901 he was a
Fellow of the Senate of the University. He enjoyed
a distinguished career in the public service of the
colony.

Rodney Riddell (16 yrs)

Son of the Colonial Treasurer, Campbell
Drummond Riddell,' Rodney was born in Sydney
and educated at William Timothy Cape’s school
His great grandfather was Sir James Riddell (d.
1797), first baronet of Ardnamurchan, Argyleshire,
Scotland, and Rodney Riddell became the fourth
baronet in 1883. When he died in 1907, he left no
successor to the title."®

Marshall Burdekin (15 yrs)

Burdekin was born in Sydney and educated at
William Timothy Cape’s school. His father,
Thomas Burdekin, had arrived in Sydney in 1828
and established a branch of Burdekin and Hanley,
ironmongers and general merchants of London.
He had acquired “a vast amount” of real estate in
Sydney and other parts of the colony.

Marshall graduated M.A. in the University of Sydney
in 1859 and pursued a legal and political career. He
was called to the Bar in New South Wales in 1859
and to the Bar of Queensland in 1861. He was
elected to the New South Wales Legislative Assembly
for Liverpool Plains in 1863, but held the seat

for little more than a month. From 1867 to 1869

he represented East Sydney, but most of his life
thereafter was spent abroad.'s

Robert Speir Willis (15 yrs)

Robert was the eldest son of the merchant and
businessman, Joseph Scaife Willis, prominent in
Sydney commercial circles. Robert was born in
Brixton and educated in the colony at William
Timothy Cape’s school. One of the first graduates
of the University of Sydney, he became an Anglican
clergyman — the first graduate to do so."”

Edward Lee (15 yrs)

Son of William Lee, Edward came from a pastoral
family in the Bathurst district and was educated at
William Timothy Cape’s school.
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David Scott Mitchell (16 yrs)

Son of Dr James Mitchell, physician and
industrialist,'® David Scott Mitchell was born in
Sydney and educated at the school conducted by

the Reverend J.C. Grylls. Although his academic
progtess was not without blemish,” Mitchell won
scholarships in mathematics, and prizes in physics
and chemistry. He graduated B.A. in 1856, and M.A.
in 1859.

Mitchell was admitted to

the Bar in 1858, but never
practised; he preferred books
and intellectual interests to
business or politics. Aided by
wealth and leisure, he pursued 3§
every document related to i
Australia (as well as to the
Pacific, the East Indies and
Antarctica). When he died
in 1907, Mitchell bequeathed
his entire collection with an
endowment of £70,000 to
the Public Library of New
South Wales, and his books
and papers now form the
basis of the Mitchell Library
in Sydney.?’

Henry Wyat Radford (17
yrs)

Born at Newcastle,?! son of
Henry Wyat, he was educated at Dr William Woolls’
school. He became a squatter in Queensland, and

then clerk-assistant, and clerk in the Queensland
Parliament in 1862.

Thomas B. Clarke (20 yrs)

Son of Thomas Clarke, he was born at St Lucia
in the West Indies. He had attended the school
conducted by Dr William Woolls.

Thomas Henry Coulson (18 yrs)

He was born in Sydney, son of Thomas Coulson,
and attended the Sydney College. He became a
merchant and a prize donor to the University.

~~

Two aspects of the composition of this group of
students are worthy of remark: the wide range

of their ages and the nature of their educational
backgrounds. The variation in ages was considerable
— from 15 to 22 years — with a number being
somewhat older or younger than might nowadays be
expected. Thus 5 were 15 years of age; 4 were 106; 1
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was 17; 4 were 18; 4 were 19; 2 were 20; 2 were 21;
and 2 were 22.

Although there was a measure of diversity in
their educational backgrounds, a clear majority
had attended private schools conducted by
individual masters. Thus 6 had attended the non-
denominational Sydney College; 1 had been to
the Church of England King’s School Parramatta;
1 to the Roman Catholic St. Mary’s Seminary in

~ Sydney; 1 to Trinity College
. Dublin; and another to a
college at Westminster; and
the remaining 14 to private
. venture schools.

The relatively high number
from private schools

| conducted by individual
masters reflected the state
of secondary education in
New South Wales on the eve
of the foundation of the
University of Sydney. As
the colony recovered from
economic depression in the
mid-1840%, there was no

= | corresponding revival in
*Eﬂ the fortunes of the colony’s

Undergraduates 1859, Extract from photograph secondary schools, and in this
by Professor John Smith, P209/35.

educational climate, private
schools conducted by a single
proprietor and devoid of the heavy expenses of

the grammar school, flourished, with a few offering
something approximating a grammar school type
of education. Such was the decline in the condition
of secondary education in the ‘“forties that in 1850
William Charles Wentworth, in the second reading
debate on his Bill to establish the University of
Sydney, contended that the state of the colony’s
secondary schools was much worse than it had been
a decade earlier.”

Finally, it is worth noting that at the Encaenia®
held on 18 February, 1856, the following seven
undergraduates were admitted as Bachelors of Arts:

Windeyer, William C.

Burdekin, Marshall

Curtis, William C.

Fitzgerald, Robert M.

Lee, Edward

Mitchell, David Scott

Willis, Robert Spiet”**





