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John Handley Knibbs

John Handley Knibbs’ sojourn at Hill End was brief and unspectacular. He arrived there in late 1872, full
of anticipation but left within eighteen months, with nothing to show for his endeavours. Where had he
come from, and what was his life story?

John Knibbs was born on 24 July 1828 at High Street, in the parish of St. Leonard, Bridgnorth, Shropshire,
son of Samuel Knibbs and his wife Esther (née Handley).

Samuel and Esther were married on 11 July 1819 at Kidderminster, but it was at St. Mary Magdalene,
Bridgnorth, that they had their son John baptised on 5 October 1828. At the time the Knibb family was
living at Underhill Street, and father Samuel was a carpet weaver by trade.

It was under the name ‘Nibbs’ that the family was found for the 1841 census, still at Bridgnorth, but now
living in one of the Pale Cottages, with John listed as a 13 year old boy. His father, as well as nearly
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everyone listed on the same census page, was employed in the carpet making industry. A number of
carpet factories were operating in Bridgnorth in the early 19th century, and carpet manufacture became
the most important industry by the late 19th and early 20th centuries. John Knibbs’ father had been born
in Kidderminster the ‘home’ of carpet making.
By the time of the 1851 census John Handley Knibbs had not only left home, but was far away in the
colony of New South Wales. At the age of 21 he had made his way to Gravesend where, on 21 November
1849, he boarded the vessel “Clifton”, bound for Port Phillip and Sydney. This must have been a
somewhat daunting venture for a young man, and he no doubt appreciated the companionship of John
Langley, a fellow passenger from his hometown of Bridgnorth, and both would have found comfort and
have been borne up by their religious faith. The ship’s departure was recorded by The Scotsman of 24
November 1849.
DEPARTURE OF THE REV. DR. LANG FOR NEW SOUTH WALES - On Wednesday morning
last the “Clifton,” a 1,867 tons register, proceeded down the Thames from Gravesend, on her
voyage to Port Philip and Sydney, with about 250 emigrants on board. The “Clifton,” in which Dr.
Lang returns to the colony, is the sixth vessel which that gentleman has chartered and
despatched, with complements of emigrants…One special object of Dr. Lang’s mission was to
endeavour to originate a stream of emigration of a superior class from this country to Australia,
and especially to direct the attention, and if possible, induce the emigration, of Protestant
ministers, teachers, and settlers. In this respect he has been highly successful – the mass of
those who have gone out through his agency having been Evangelical Nonconformists. In
addition to a number of ministers of religion sent out in the former fine vessels, Dr. Lang is
accompanied in the “Clifton” by four ministers of religion and twenty-four young men, students
and candidates for the ministry.

The “Clifton”, after a remarkably fast passage of 81 days, arrived at Melbourne on 12 February 1850. As
reported in The Argus, in its 23 February issue, a public meeting was held in the Protestant Hall,
Melbourne on 19 March ‘on the occasion of the arrival of a numerous band of candidates for the Christian
Ministry’. The meeting was presided over by Rev. A.M. Ramsay, who, after a lengthy introduction, was
followed by Dr. Lang who, having given a detailed account of the four Ministers who had accompanied
him, and emphasising their importance in in countering ‘the evil influences that were at work upon society
in these lands’, turned his attention to the prospective, aspiring ministers. Each, in turn, was asked to
stand introduce himself to the meeting. On behalf of his fellow students and presumably in concert with
their aspirations, Mr. David Blair, ‘from the North of Ireland, recently of Southampton, England’, responded
to the welcome. He expressed effusive appreciation for the opportunity afforded him and his fellow
candidates, and then, in a manner that must have delighted his mentor Dr. Lang, demonstrated his
potential as a firebrand orator in describing the very important purpose of their mission. The meeting
concluded with some final words to the newcomers.
The Rev. Mr. Jarrett then made a few appropriate remarks in the form of an address to the
candidates, as to the importance of the field upon which they were about to enter, the difficulties
and discouragements of the work in which they were to engage, and the final and glorious
triumph of the cause in which they were embarked.

Punctuated by speeches, prayers, hymns and Scripture readings, the meeting lasted three hours – the
duration of which was no doubt itself something of an ordeal for the aspiring ministers, and which,
according to The Argus, would ‘doubtless be long remembered in Melbourne’. Further, the reporter
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observed, ‘The impression produced was evidently deep, solemn, and salutary’ – John Handley Knibbs
and his fellow students could not but be fully aware of the responsibility resting upon their shoulders as
they prepared for the next stage of their journey.
The Sydney Morning Herald of 20 March 1850 announced the safe arrival in Sydney of the “Clifton”, and
published the names of the cohort of candidates through whom Dr. Lang held out such high hopes for the
spiritual welfare of the colony. A letter written by Dr. Lang when he was on a visit to the Port Phillip district,
and published in the Geelong Advertiser on 11 May 1850, describes, among other matters, the initial
arrangements made to settle in the student group.
The first thing to be done on our arrival in Sydney was to provide temporary accommodation for
the young men. Now, as I had ascertained before leaving Melbourne, that my own house, a large
house of fourteen apartments, had been kept untenanted for six months previous, in expectation
of my return to the colony, I determined to have a portion of it fitted up in a temporary manner
for the students, till we should be able to have a separate and more suitable building erected for
the purpose. And as the Captain of the Clifton had ascertained that the fittings up of the ship
would, if sold either here or at Sydney, bring only the merest trifle, I directed them to be carted
up to my court-yard, and set the students to work to fit up five roomy apartments - one as a
mess-room and parlour, and the others as sleeping apartments for themselves. They had all
volunteered before leaving the ship, to lend a helping hand for anything of this kind that might
be required … Some of our young men had been accustomed at home to the use of the axe, the
chisel, and the saw, and the rest being all willing to act under their directions, the five apartments
were comfortably fitted up in a few days, with tables, benches, desks, book-shelves, beds, &c.
&c., for the merest trifle of outlay. This was the first grand difficulty overcome; for a bill for houserent in Sydney, every Monday morning, would have been a serious affair in our circumstances.
No doubt it subjected my own family to much inconvenience and discomfort for a time; but this
is a small matter in comparison with the vast importance of the object to be accomplished.

Dr. Lang acknowledged that having the “Clifton” students all domiciled in his house was far from
satisfactory. They were packed up too close together, hardly conducive to their health and progress in
their studies. Ideally each should at least have a separate apartment. But, what he hoped were temporary
discomforts were secondary to the priority of establishing a study regime.
The next object we had to accomplish was the revival of our Academical Institution, the
Australian College and the formation of a suitable educational establishment for the general
purposes of that Institution, and especially for the training up of suitable candidates for the
ministry. It is now nearly twenty years since the Australian College was originally established, at
a great sacrifice of valuable property of my own; and this is now the third time that I have had to
supply it with a complete establishment of Professors from the mother country; the last three
who held that office, previous to the year 1842, having all, during my own absence from the
colony in the years 1839 and 1840, identified themselves with the enormous sheep and cattle
speculations of the period, and thereby ruined the Institution for a time … I am happy to state
however, that all anxiety on this subject is now at an end; for, on the 1st of April last, the
Australian College was revived and recommenced, and is now in vigorous operation …

We do not know how handy John Knibbs might have been with a saw, axe and chisel, but from the College
curriculum it would seem that he, together with his fellow students, had acquired more than a basic
education.
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The classes are conducted in the Lecture Room or College Hall, a commodious apartment for
the purpose, capable of accommodating about 150 persons. It is at present undergoing repair;
the floor, although quite new, having been undermined and destroyed during my absence by the
white ants. The classes at present in operation are as follows, viz:
From 7 to 8am - French Conversation and Mathematics on alternate days, by Professor
Goethe, who delivers Lectures also on Natural Philosophy on Mondays and Saturdays when
Professor Quaife does not attend.
From 9 to 11am - Classes for Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, by Professor Ridley and the two
Classical Tutors. From 11 to 1pm -Professor Quaife four days a week.

Indeed the students had knuckled down to their studies even before their arrival in the colony:
Dr. Lang having delivered two courses of Lectures on the voyage out to the Students on the
poop, at seven in the morning, on the first four chapters of the gospel according to St Matthew;
on which I prescribed Essays which were written and criticised on board ship I am therefore
relieved for the present of the task of delivering lectures, as the time of the Students is otherwise
fully engaged.

Much of Dr. Lang’s letter to the Geelong Advertiser was devoted to his vision for the role and function of
the Australian College as an institution for training up a native ministry for the Australian colonies. In view
of subsequent events, the first principle he set out is of particular significance.
1. Our Academical Institution in Sydney will supply a complete course of education for the
ministry for all the Non-Episcopalian Evangelical communions that choose to avail themselves
of its advantages, in Port Phillip and Van Diemen’s Land, as well as in New South Wales…The
education to be given in the Australian College will be equally suitable for candidates for the
ministry, whether they propose to study for the Presbyterian Church on the one hand, or as
Independents or Baptists, on the other; and it is understood on all hands that as the young men
who are now studying for the ministry in that Institution are of different communions respectively,
they shall be at liberty, on the completion of their course, to join themselves to whatever
Evangelical Denomination in the colonies they please.

Having heard Dr. Lang’s account of the recruits’ voyage and the conditions on their arrival in the colony,
it is illuminating to hear from the recruits themselves, their version of events being set out in a letter
addressed to the Reverend Dr. Campbell, editor of The British Banner, an English weekly catering to a
non-conformist readership, and reprinted in The Sydney Morning Herald of 5 June 1850.
REVEREND AND DEAR SIR, - It will without doubt be fresh in your remembrance, that towards
the close of last year, your columns contained a series of letters from the pen of Dr. Lang. You
will remember that he, in a note subscribed to one of those letters, intimated his desire to take
out with him students for the ministry, to supply the spiritual destitution of the colony of New
South Wales. Those Students, he announced, were to be of all Protestant Evangelical
Denominations, and Dr. Lang asserted that the denominational character of any of those
Students would be no bar to their acceptability or usefulness, provided they were content to
enjoy their individual opinions themselves, without requiring all besides to pay them deferential
homage. Induced by these manifestations of apparently disinterested devotion to the cause of
the Redeemer, twenty-two young men left their homes, their kindred, and, in many instances,
their father’s houses, and embarked with Dr. Lang on board the Clifton for this distant land. Of
these twenty-two Students five were Baptists, ten were connected with Independent Churches,
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one was a member of the Free Church of Scotland, and four were United Presbyterians, one
was a Wesleyan, and the remaining one a member of the French Protestant Church. With this
band Dr. Lang left the shores of Britain, and during the voyage he received and enjoyed the
sincerest esteem of all the Students. Very little was said during the passage out relative to the
nature of the work lying before us, but as the time of the Students was for the most part taken
up by such menial performances as preparing their own dinners for cooking, drawing up water
from the hold every day for their use, and occasionally, though not very frequently, for the benefit
of those passengers who occupied the cuddy, we had not much time or opportunity for selfimprovement of any kind. Scouring the between decks was also the work allotted to and
performed by the male adults, among whom of course the students were obliged to take their
turn. But all this was cheerfully performed - we looked forward in anticipation to the time when
we should no more be thus employed, and should have the opportunity to labour more
undistractedly in our Master’s service, and in preparation for the work apportioned to us in His
vineyard; nor should we now have breathed a syllable about the discomforts of the voyage, had
it not been for a statement subsequently made by Dr. Lang, of which we shall speak in the
sequel. We arrived at Port Phillip on the 12th February this year, and one of the Presbyterian
students meeting with an opening which satisfied him, left us there, and remained in that locality.
A meeting was held at Melbourne, at which we all attended, when some of the students delivered
addresses, and others engaged in prayer, and we were warmly welcomed by all assembled, who
consisted, not of Presbyterians alone, but of members of all denominations, be-cause it was
distinctly announced that the students were of all denominations. We remained at Port Phillip for
one month, during which time those students who belonged to the Baptist body, and who were
on shore, attended Mr. Scott’s ministry (the Baptist minister at Melbourne), while the
Independents attended that of Mr. Morrison, or any other they pleased. On the 12th of March we
sailed for Sydney, and arrived here on the 19th of the same month. On the 21st we all removed
(two students, who were married men, excepted) to Dr. Lang’s house in College Buildings. There
are four rooms at the top of his house, which we were allowed to occupy as sleeping apartments.
Two of these were rather commodious apartments, the others intended apparently for dressing
rooms, or small servants’ rooms. Into each of these latter rooms, three of the young men placed
their beds (for not a single article of furniture of any kind was to be found in any of the rooms),
and the first night was thus passed away. There were in one of the larger rooms, seven sleeping,
and in the other six. Besides these rooms we had one on the lower storey for a dining room, but
that also was destitute of furniture or conveniences of any kind whatever. The next day, however,
we were requested by Dr. Lang to go down to the Clifton and take down all her ‘tween deck
fittings, and bring the wood, &c., ashore in boats, and see it carted up to the house, and then to
carry it into the yard, and from it to construct furniture for ourselves, as he said he did not wish
to go to any expense at present. The rooms having been provided in this way with tables, stools,
and bedsteads, we hoped that our annoyances were over, and that we should now be enabled
really to commence that for which we had come out, viz., to study for the ministry. Shortly after
our arrival we received an invitation from the Wesleyan body here to attend a tea meeting held
by them on the anniversary of one of their schools. We attended, and some of the students spoke
on the occasion, as did also he who is now Professor Barzillai Quaife. Shortly after another
invitation was received from the same denomination of Christians, at which most attended.
During this time, however, we must inform you, we had been in regular attendance on the means
of grace at our own denominational churches. The Independent students heard Dr. Ross, and
some, preferring his ministry, regularly went to his place of worship. The Baptists, preferring the
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ministry of their pastor (Rev. Mr. Ham), attended his, and were privileged to sit down with them
to the Lord’s table. This all went on harmoniously enough for some time, the classes were
commenced and were promptly attended, and peace and prosperity appeared to be before us.
But at length signs were visible of a coming change. Dr. Lang visited us one morning in the
lecture room, and told us he had a few words to say. Their substance was purely this. After
introducing his subject by avowing that he had no intention whatever to proselytise us to
Presbyterianism, or indeed to make us build up Presbyterianism at all, he told us it was his desire
to warn us against the deceitful machinations of certain ministers and persons in this city who
would endeavour to seduce us into sectarianism, which, Dr. Lang emphatically declared, he
abhorred. Nothing more of any importance was said, nor did Dr. Lang lay down any rules or
restrictions for our conduct. On the 29th April, however, Dr. Lang wrote a letter for the students
generally, but he refrained from showing it to them. On the following Thursday, the 2nd May, he
went to Melbourne, and requested one of the students, on whose loyalty he calculated he could
rely, to accompany him to the wharf from which the steamer sailed. On leaving, he delivered the
letter to this student, and wished him to read it to the rest of the young men, when the Doctor
himself had got clear away. This letter is as follows.
TO THE STUDENTS GENERALLY.
Dr. Lang regrets to observe that the procedure of certain of the students has latterly been
quite at variance with the understanding and condition on which they were brought out to the
colony, and therefore deems it expedient and necessary that there should be something
definitely fixed for the future, in reference to the matters to which he alludes.
The students therefore are generally aware that they came out to the colony at the instance
and suggestion of Dr. Lang to undergo a course of training for the office of the ministry, under
Dr. Lang's superintendence and that of his coadjutors, and that in reference to the position
they might afterwards occupy, Dr. Lang showed that it would be quite practicable to supply
the spiritual destitution of the colony, as was done in America, on a basis that would enable
Presbyterians, Independents, and Baptists, to meet on a common ground, without
compromising their respective sentiments. He has since stated, however, that at the close of
the period during which the students will be receiving education here, they will be at liberty
to pursue what future course, or to attach themselves to whatever body, they please, but
during the period of their education, Dr. L. must insist on the following conditions, viz.:I. That they shall attend his ministry, as the head of the institution in which they are receiving
their education except when they are themselves engaged in supplying one or other of the
stations around Sydney, or in the interior. Two or three stations in addition to those occupied
at present, will be occupied shortly, and Dr. L will be happy to concur with Mr. Quaife and the
students themselves, in any arrangement for supplying these stations that may be deemed
desirable.
II. That they shall attend the weekly prayer meeting in the Scots Church, on Wednesday
evenings; the services of which will be so arranged as to afford each student in rotation, the
opportunity of delivering an address while at least four can engage in prayer. It will prove a
beneficial exercise, and the place being at hand, little time will be lost in attending to it.
III. That they shall not consider themselves at liberty to engage in any service or to attend
any meeting, whether congregational or social, on the invitation of any other minister or
ministers whatsoever, without the previous concurrence of Mr. Quaife or Dr. Lang. The time
of the students is not their own, but the property of the public, and it will be little enough to
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enable them to make up their leeway. The duties of the institution must not be neglected,
either to attend tea parties or to attend religious services elsewhere. If any of the students
prefer spending their Sabbaths with Mr. Ham, or Dr. Ross, or anybody else, they must make
up their minds to spend the rest of the week also with these gentlemen, for Dr. Lang cannot
allow his house to be made an hotel or his family to be subjected to all the discomfort they
are experiencing at present for the convenience of parties who can use him so despitefully,
after all he has done for them, or who would sacrifice the Institution for the advancement of
their own petty schemes of proselytism.
Dr. L was unwilling to lay down any rules of this kind on arriving in the colony, till the students
should be able to look around them on the religious world here; but the procedure he has
alluded to, cannot be allowed any longer, as it would not only be subversive of all discipline,
and ruin the institution speedily, but would expose him, if permitted, to contempt.
Dr. Lang would earnestly recommend certain of the students to husband their time somewhat
more systematically than they have been in the habit of doing of late, and also to make as
little disquiet in the house as possible, for sometimes the noise is very unbecoming.
Monday, 29th April, 1850, P.M.
No sooner, Sir, had this letter been read to the students than a meeting was called of those who
had expressed, on hearing it, their disapproval of its unexpected contents. The meeting was
attended by all those whose signatures are attached to this epistle. Our minds were perplexed,
we knew not what to do. That the letter breathed throughout bitter sectarian feeling was glaringly
evident but how to proceed we knew not. Dr. Lang had left us, he was many miles away upon
his journey to Melbourne, and we were unable therefore to appeal to him. It was proposed that
the meeting be dissolved, and that each member should think and pray over the affair. The
following morning we met again. Our resolutions of the former night were adopted. The
unanimous determination was, to take the Doctor’s alternative, and unless the letter by him were
retracted, to leave the college. Having stated these determinations to our respective ministers,
we resolved among ourselves, after mature deliberation and prayer, to write a letter to Dr. Lang
at Melbourne upon the subject, and accordingly we wrote and sent the following epistle.
TO THE REV. DR. LANG.
Australian College, May 7, 1850
Reverend and Dear Sir, - It was with much surprise and deep regret that we heard your letter
read, left by you in the hands of Mr. Blair on your departure for Melbourne. Its contents we
were quite unprepared for, and the principles therein contained we cannot agree to, as they
involve in them matters of the deepest moment, inasmuch as they interfere with the rights of
conscience and that liberty of action which we deem our birthright. We are not aware of any
understanding entered into by us with you, implying in the slightest degree the conditions
which you have laid down in this letter. They are also contrary to the principles and mode of
action propounded by you in the lecture room on Friday, 5th April, when you explicitly stated
that you did not require us to build up Presbyterianism, neither did you wish to proselytize us
to your particular principles, but in order that we may the better understand each other, we
will give our views and determinations, on the conditions laid down by you, seriatim.
I. We will not under any consideration be compelled to attend your ministry. We claim the
right of attending what place of worship and of uniting with what Church we please, as is
allowed in the Dissenting Colleges of the Mother Country, even if they are denominational.
We are willing to supply in rotation the preaching stations that are at present open, but think
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that if other religious bodies contribute to our support, they also have an undoubted claim to
an equal amount of our services.
II. We also object to the compulsory attendance on the Wednesday evening prayer meeting
in the Scots Church. We had intended making a practice of being there, but we consider that
we are, both from our age and Christian character, able to judge for ourselves whether we
will attend a prayer meeting or not.
III. We cannot comply with this condition either, believing that it is contrary to the general
practice of institutions of a similar character. Such a restriction is a reflection upon our
character as men, much more as members of Christian Churches. We acknowledge that our
time is not our own, but God’s committed to us as a trust to be employed in this Instance in
a special manner for the public benefit, but we think that word has a wider application than is
given it by you. If a young man has not sufficient principle to keep him from neglecting his
studies in consequence of the causes you mention, he has no business at all in the Institution.
In reference to spending our Sabbaths with Mr. Ham and Dr. Ross, we beg to state, that we
have already been proposed as members of their Churches, and cannot withdraw. We are
at a loss to understand in what way we have made your house an hotel; we do not think we
have subjected your family to any more discomfort than our present circumstances
necessitate; nor have we despitefully used you. We are not guilty of sacrificing the institution
to our own so called petty schemes of proselytism. We did not come out for this purpose, and
we conceive that the permanent and effectual union of the Christian Church is not to be
brought about by adopting one form of church government only. We believe that the principle
of love alone can unite her so as to enable her to exert her legitimate influence on the world.
With reference to your unwillingness to lay down these conditions earlier, we say that, had
you given us the slightest hint of them before leaving our native land, we would never have
come out.
We are much hurt at the invidiousness of the expression “certain of the students;” why not
have conversed personally with the delinquents? We acknowledge that the noise has often
been unbecoming, but we can assure you that all are not equally culpable in this matter. We
are extremely surprised that the letter being written three days previous to your departure
was not given to us before you left, that a proper explanation might have been given, and we
not subjected to the present unpleasantness arising from suspense and the constant remarks
of others. We never expected to be obliged to perform such a painful duty, or to have had
charges brought against us of such a character as that of using you so despitefully, &c., or
to have had such remarks about Mr. Ham and Dr. Ross; we feel grieved that you should thus
have written,
We are, Reverend Sir, Yours, respectfully,
G.H. WILLIAMS, H.M. REEVE, JOHN LANGLEY, J. BROWN, E. HOOKER, T. BETTS, J.H.
KNIBBS, W.F. JERVIS.
P.S. - We shall feel obliged by an early reply to this communication, as circumstances have
occurred that render it necessary for an immediate decision.
This letter, Sir, having been sent to Dr. Lang, at Melbourne, we waited long and anxiously for a
reply. Instead of a reply, however, intelligence reached us that Dr. Lang had been arrested for a
debt of £700, and was in gaol. Still we waited on, and although on every side we were assailed
by the lowest abuse from some of the students, from whom we presumed to differ, yet we felt it
our duty not to desert the field, but calmly to await the answer to our letter. But we were still
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doomed to disappointment, for no letter came, and at length three of our number resolved to
leave, especially as one of the Presbyterian students informed us that the Doctor would not
condescend to answer. On Saturday, the 25th May, they left the College; but on the same
evening, Dr. Lang unexpectedly returned. Prior to his return, however, we waited on Mr. Quaife,
and from him we learned that Mr. Quaife had liberty granted him by Dr. Lang to act as his own
judgment dictated in the matter, and as he (Mr. Q) did not insist upon the conditions laid down
by Dr. Lang, five of us consented to remain till Dr. Lang returned, but three, having lost all
confidence in the Doctor in consequence of his extremely underhanded and inexplicable
conduct, resolved at once to leave the College. The Doctor having returned that same evening
(Saturday), the following Sabbath passed away without any particular occurrence, the students
still going to the respective churches. On the morning of the next day, however, the three
students who had left called at the house of Dr. Lang and requested an interview. His reply was,
that being unable to see them then, he would do so at one o’clock. On the request being pressed,
he still refused to see them prior to that hour, when he said, he would meet them in his own
church. A third message having been sent, requesting him to grant an immediate interview, as
circumstances would not permit them to meet him at one o’clock, he sent out the reply that he
would not meet them singly, but all together in the church at one o’clock. The three were then
compelled to retire, having first told the Doctor’s son who acted as aide de camp on this special
occasion, that they could not meet in the church. One o’clock having arrived, the students were
called into the church, where Dr. Lang, having for his support Mr Quaife, &c., ventured to appear.
Having delivered an address pretty much the same in substance as the letter which has since
appeared in the columns of the People’s Advocate, in the course of which he vented much abuse
on Mr Ham, and others, against whom his ever fertile mind conjured up innumerable fancied
grounds of complaint, he at length told us that he had written this letter to bring matters to a
crisis, that he had chiefly intended it for the Baptists, and he added, “when I wrote it I knew that
you would not stop in the institution”. This address decided the matter, and on the following day
the remaining five of us left Dr. Lang and his College for ever.
Since then, however, Dr. L. has thought fit to publish a letter, which from its having appeared in
the public prints we have seen. It purports to be a letter written by him to you for insertion in your
columns at home; and not content with this, we understand it to be the Doctor’s intention to have
it published in the form of a pamphlet, for the express purpose of sending a copy to various of
the Baptist and Independent Churches in England. We are not afraid of anything Dr. Lang can
do in this way. Those Dissenting Churches where we are known have already, from their
knowledge of our characters, given their testimony in our favour, nor will they suffer that
experience they have had to pass for nothing, because Dr. Lang may wish them to take from us
their good opinion and esteem.
And in those churches in the dissenting body where we are not known, they have too much
judgment to set down as true the malignant insinuations and specified charges of Dr. Lang
against us, without hearing us for our own defence. Dr. Lang is at variance with the Independent
and Baptist bodies, and indeed, with every religious community in this city and in this colony;
and, Sir, in proof of this, we simply refer you to his own letter to you, in which it is easy to perceive
that, like Ishmael, “his hand is against every man, and every man’s hand against him.” He may
condemn us, but in so doing, when he couples with our names the names of men whose piety
and devotion have long been tried, we are willing and rejoiced to take our stand amongst them.
We had rather be with those who are held in general esteem, and whose characters are such as
to win for them regard and confidence, even though such men be arraigned as criminals at the
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bar of Dr. Lang, than to be in company with one who, refusing to work in unison with Christians
of other denominations, and even of his own, seeks to elevate himself on a pinnacle of fame and
honour reared upon the characters of others, which he has striven with his slanders to subvert.
One more fact, Sir, and we have done. Since our leaving his college, one of our number on going
there for his boxes, &c., was called aside and entreated to return, while it was stated to him that
they were deputed by Dr. Lang himself to make the request, and they acquainted him with the
fact, that Dr. L., to induce him to return, had said that in his case the conditions of the letter
should not be enforced. We make, Sir, no comment on these things. Our answer to them that do
accuse us is this, - Read calmly the facts stated in this letter, and then give an unbiased verdict
on our conduct. Should we be condemned by the public at home, there is yet a higher tribunal
than even public opinion, and to that higher tribunal we will make appeal; for, after all, it is not
he that commendeth himself, nor he that is commended of men, that is approved, but he whom
the Lord commendeth.
We have however written this that we may show to our friends, and to the religious world, at
home, that we have not acted hastily or rashly; and although not knowing what may lie before
us in our path, yet we know that the Lord whom we serve is able to do for us far more than Dr.
Lang; and we would add, if not, be it known unto Dr. Lang that we will not consent to bow down
before any sectarian altar of Presbyterianism that his fancy may dictate. Trusting you will do us
the justice to insert this letter in your columns,
We are, Sir, Your obedient servants,
G.H. WILLIAMS, H.M. REEVE, J. BROWN, W.F. JERVIS, E. HOOKER, T. BETTS, J. KNIBBS,
JOHN LANGLEY.

Thus, within three months of arriving in Sydney John Handley Knibbs, as described by the 15 June 1850
issue of the Geelong Advertiser - one of ‘the insurgent section of Dr. Lang’s “young men” [who had] left
the shelter of Agapemone in Jamison Street’ - was no longer under the patronage of Dr. Lang, and was
now in need of some form of employment and alternative accommodation. But he was not left to fend for
himself. Before he had answered the call for young men to train as clergymen in Sydney, John had been
a member of the Castle Street Baptist Chapel in Bridgnorth, established in 1842.

Baptist Chapel, West Castle Street, Bridgnorth
(Courtesy of Janine Cox, ‘Shropshire’s Nonconformist Chapels’)
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As noted from the correspondence above, he had been welcomed into the small but close-knit Sydney
Baptist community, to which he could turn for support as a member of the Bathurst Street Chapel.
According to a 1919 obituary for James Brown, he and others of the ‘co-deserters’, established a private
school at Windsor, and John Knibbs may have briefly assisted in this venture. By 1853, however, John
was a married man, and a partner in business in Sydney.
Originally from Gloucestershire, the Bubb family - Robert and his wife Helah, together with their children
Joshua, Eliza and John - had arrived at Sydney in September 1839 on the Bussorah Merchant. By the
early 1850s the Bubb family was one of the more prominent members of the Bathurst Street Chapel. On
25 January 1853 daughter Eliza Helah Bubb married John Handley Knibbs at the Pitt Street Independent
(Congregational) Church. A son, Elliah, was born to John and Eliza in 1854, but survived only one month.
As well as being related through marriage, Robert Bubb and John Knibbs went into partnership. In October
1853 seven advertisements were placed in the Sydney Morning Herald by Bubb and Knibbs. That for 1
October advised readers that Bubb and Knibbs, Auctioneers and General Agents, would hold sales on
Tuesday and Friday each week at the Victoria Auction Mart, Liverpool and Sussex Streets for all
descriptions of property. That for the 4 October gives a comprehensive listing of their wares, catering to
both men and women. However, as the partnership did not advertise again after October 1853 it is likely
that this was a short-lived business arrangement.

Unhappily, also short-lived was the marriage between John and Eliza. At the age of only 24, Eliza Helah
Knibbs died from consumption on 22 June 1855. By this time Robert Bubb had established his iron foundry
business as noted in The Empire of 23 June which carried the sad news of his daughter’s death.

Just over a year later, John Handley Knibbs married for a second time. His bride was Ellen Curthoys, and
they were married at Dungate House, Castlereagh Street, Sydney, on 24 July 1856.
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Ellen Curthoys had been born about 1828 in Bristol, to James Curthoys and his wife Elizabeth (née Curtis).
When the 1841 England census was conducted, Ellen Curthoys was 13 years old and living with her now
widowed mother, a stay maker, and two younger brothers, William aged 11 and Joseph aged 9, at
Brandon Steep, Bristol. The next record found for Ellen was her passage to Australia. She arrived at
Botany Bay on 29 July 1855, as an assisted immigrant under the bounty system, per the “Mangerton”.
According to the ship’s manifest, she was 26 years old and, like her mother, was a stay maker by trade.
She was a Baptist, and could both read and write. She also stated that she had a relative already in the
colony – her brother-in-law Edward Deeble – whose wife Caroline, a milliner, and 13 year old son Edward
were also passengers on board the “Mangerton”.
Edward Deeble and Caroline Brooks had married in Bristol in June 1840. Caroline Brooks’ father, James,
had married the widowed Elizabeth Curthoys in November 1842 at the Baptist Counterslip Meeting House,
Bristol, and so Ellen Curthoys was a step-sister and step-brother-in-law to Caroline and Edward Deeble.
Immediately on arrival, due to some cases of small pox among the passengers, the “Mangerton” was
ordered into quarantine at Spring Cove and was not released until 20 August – a long wait for Edward
Deeble to be reunited with his relatives. When Edward Deeble Snr arrived in the colony is not known, but
he was listed in the 1851 England census as a ship’s steward. To finish off these family notes - Ellen’s
mother, Elizabeth Brooks, and her younger brother Joseph Curthoys also emigrated to Australia and died
at Ballarat in 1876 and 1912 respectively.
Between 1858 and 1866 three sons and two daughters were born to John and Ellen Knibbs, each birth
notified in the local press. For each birth, the family was residing in a different place.
George Handley Knibbs was born on 13 June 1858 at Frederick Place.
Frank Joseph Knibbs was born on 13 April 1860 at Glebe Point.
Louisa Ellen Knibbs was born on 18 November 1861 at Botany Road, Redfern.
Alfred Edwin Knibbs was born on 31 August 1863 at Crown Street, Surry Hills.
Florence Amy Knibbs was born on 11 May 1866 at 17, Buckingham Street, Surry Hills.
It is not surprising to find that Ellen Knibbs, of 9 Botany Road, advertised in The Sydney Morning Herald
on 17 April 1861 for ‘a competent Person, a Situation as Housekeeper, or to attend to the duties of a small
family’. Via the ‘Wanted’ columns of the same paper, in January 1868 and January 1870 she sought a
General Servant, one accustomed to children and, in March 1870, a General Servant (but with no
reference to children).
The 1858 Sands Directory lists John Harley [sic] Knibbs, of 6 Frederick Place, as employed as a clerk.
He was still in the same line of work for the 1867 Sands Directory, when the family was living at 17
Buckingham Street. However, by 1867 John Knibbs had set up business on his own account at 802 and
later 768 George Street. The Sands issues for 1868 to 1871 describe him variously as – Knibbs, J.,
American goods depot; Knibbs, John H., agent for agricultural implements; and Knibbs, John Handley,
importer.
The following notice appeared in The Sydney Morning Herald of 18 May 1867.
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A composite notice in the 21 September 1867 edition of The Sydney Morning Herald shows that he had
expanded his inventory.

In December he placed a notice in The Sydney Morning Herald – ‘Wanted, House, 5 rooms, Paddington
or Surry Hills’ – and the following year he was on the lookout for a second-hand harmonium to grace his
home.
Over the following four years John Knibbs regularly advertised his wares. As a dealer and agent for the
purchase or private sale of all kinds of machinery and general merchandise, he was, in addition to the
above items, from time to time, pleased to offer to his colonial clientele such miscellaneous goods such
as agricultural machinery; scythes and scythe sharpeners; steam-engines and boilers; sewing machines
and needles; American kerosene; brown packing paper; lasts for shoemakers, woodworkers and
blacksmiths; coloured paints; steam whistles; and a corn cracker. He was regularly featured in the
newspaper listings of importers and exporters. He also employed staff – for instance, in July 1870 he was
seeking a man to make leather hose, and in September 1871 he was looking for a strong boy to learn the
belt making trade.
By 1872 John Knibbs had established what seems to have been a thriving business, and was in a position
to support himself and his family in reasonable comfort. So what decided him, as businessman, husband
and father of five children, to sell up his business and all his household effects, purportedly in
consequence of his departure to the interior, as evidenced by the following three notices, placed in The
Sydney Morning Herald in June and August 1872?
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The reason for the “lock, stock and barrel” sale was gold, and the reference to ‘his departure to the interior’
referred to Hill End, some 170 miles north west of Sydney, to where he and his family moved in 1872.
Along with all the other traders and service providers, John Knibbs recognised that catering to the needs
of the mining community was potentially just as, or even more profitable than actually working in the
mines. But, even if he did not swing a pick or knuckle down to working a claim himself, John Knibbs did
have a personal and speculative interest in at least two of the numerous mining companies that had been
formed in response to the new Hill End ‘Eldorado’.

- 14 -

John Handley Knibbs

Gold had been found in the area as early as 1851, but it was not until the early 1870s, with the discovery
of rich underground deposits, such as those at Hawkins Hill and, even more spectacularly, the uncovering
by the Star of Hope Gold Mining Company of what was at the time the world’s largest specimen of reef
gold, that people in droves converged on what was then the small settlement of Hill End. The newspapers
were full of reports from the gold fields, announcing promising new and ever richer finds. Like so many
others, and particularly as a business man, John Knibbs was swept up in the gold fever that gripped
Sydney (and places far beyond). As chronicled by the Hill End Family History group:
By the end of 1872 Hill End had 8,000 people, making it one of New South Wales’s largest inland
towns. It had more than a kilometre of shops, five banks, two newspapers, a brewery, twentyseven pubs, over two hundred companies in the field and stamper batteries pounding 24 hours
a day. By 1873 there were four churches, a hospital, a public school and improved roads.
Substantial brick, weatherboard and corrugated iron buildings replaced the makeshift wattleand-daub huts.

In April 1872 The Sydney Morning Herald carried a report of the launch of the Sydney and Ballarat Gold
Mining Company (Limited). According to the prospectus it was formed for the purpose of working a fouracre lease, situated in Oakey Creek, Hawkins Hill, Hill End, to be financed by a proposed capital of £7000
in shares of £1 each, 3000 of which were to be retained by the proprietors, and 4000 offered to the public.
J.H. Knibbs was listed as one of the seven provisional directors, and the prospectus included a report of
an inspection he had previously undertaken of the claim.

Also included in the prospectus was a copy of a report, dated 3 April 1872, from J.J. Coates, Mining
Engineer, which concluded with :
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With such a glowing endorsement it appeared that the Sydney and Ballarat Gold Mining Company would
be an attractive investment. Indeed prospective investors were advised in May that ‘early applications for
shares is necessary, as the list is fast filling up. Messrs, Coates and Knibbs’ reports may been seen at
the office’.

Ballarat & Sydney GMC Lease

In addition to the Sydney and Ballarat Gold Mining Company, John Knibbs, as one of the provisional
Directors, had an interest in the privately floated Fortuitous Gold Mining Company, the prospectus for
which appeared in The Sydney Morning Herald in June 1872. The claim was a five-acre lease, on
Laughton’s Line of Reef, Golden Gully, to be financed by £6000 capital. 2000 shares would be reserved
for the proprietors, and 4000 offered to the public. The lease was situated on the west side of the old
Tambaroora Golden Gully, on a gentle rise and near to the main road, cartage to the site being an easy
third of a mile, and crushing estimated at ten shillings a ton. The report of Messrs. Backhouse and White
(Mining Surveyors) which formed part of the prospectus was positive, and was supported by a further
report presented by J.H. Knibbs who, once again, had personally inspected the claim. He affirmed the
view of the mining surveyors that ‘The formation of a Company for working the “Fortuitous” is not only a
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safe investment, but with ordinary management, will return a certain and profitable dividend’. A further
announcement, in The Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, advised that the Fortuitous G.M.
Company had formed on 15 August 1872 and that that J.H. Knibbs had been appointed Mining Manager.

The Hill End & Tambaroora Gathering Group (HEATGG) database “Western Goldfields Mining Lease
Applications 1872 – 1873” lists applications by Knibbs and Burns for a 2 acre lease at Turon River (lease
number 4307) and Knibbs and Mackay for a 5 acre lease at Saw-pit Gully (lease number 3760).
Separately from these, the HEATGG database “Hill End Register for transfer of a claim 1872 June-Dec”
records that John Knibbs also had 100 shares in the Golden Gully Alluvial Gold Mine and 1 share, being
1/16 of the 10 acre “Lord Brougham” lease at Bullock Flat.
Sometime towards the end of 1872 John Handley Knibbs and his family made the arduous journey along
the rough tracks to Hill End where he put up his shingle as an agent and storekeeper. They would have
arrived prior to 9 September, which was the date that four of the Knibbs children – Frank, aged 12, Louisa,
aged 10, Alfred, aged 9, and 6 year old Florence, – were enrolled at the Tambaroora Public School. They
may have been included in the following photograph of the school, dated 1872. Eldest son, George, would
have been 15 by this time and past the compulsory school leaving age of 14. Whether he accompanied
the family or remained in Sydney is not known.

Hill End School and pupils 1872
(State Library of Victoria)

According to another HEATTGG database, John Knibbs’ business and residential address was
Tambaroora Road (Pt Portion 66/133 of the parish of Tambaroora). Miners, and those providing for their
- 17 -

John Handley Knibbs

needs, tended to be a resourceful and inventive lot, dreaming up ways of improving working methods and
machinery, to make mining more efficient and profitable. Accordingly, as well as managing his agency,
John Knibbs came up with an idea for a new sluicing machine, a prototype of which was described by
The Hill End Observer of 12 July 1873.
It is intended to sluice any kind of alluvial from drift to the most tenacious clay, and can be worked
by either horse or steam power. The sluicing portion of the apparatus consists of five semicircular
plates, each plate being a portion of a circle two feet in diameter, by four feet long, making in all
ten feet by four. The stuff to be washed passes from the hopper into the end circular plate, and
is then passed from plate to plate by means of spiked rollers, the clay and small stuff being
completely broken and the stones carried out of the machine. The overflow of water takes place
at the end of each of the curved plates, which passes down the zigzag of the ripples and blankets,
and then through a valved box of quicksilver which is considered sufficient for all purposes of
gold-saving in the simple model exhibited, where there were only three curved plates, the quality
of the gold caught was about five sixths of what was in the stuff, the remainder being caught in
the drawer beneath. So that it is estimated that very little gold, if any, will pass away with the
water in the overflow. It is intended in the machine itself to carry the stones and the overflow of
water by means of elevators to a neighbouring height, both to be conveyed from thence by
trenches to a paddock provided for that purpose. By this arrangement the stone and sediment
will be left behind, and the water, partially cleared, will return to the well to be again elevated for
sluicing purposes, there being little or no loss of water excepting from evaporation. For the
purpose of removing the gold, the semicircular plates, which will be in one piece, will work at one
end on a pivot, and can be covered at the other end, so that they can be expeditiously washed
and cleaned. The machine is especially intended for large operations, it being calculated that
three hundred tons can pass through in twenty-four hours, and will be invaluable for the purpose
of washing the stuff on our large hills, and in the gullies, where ordinary sluicings have been
ineffectual. A very satisfactory trial of the new invention took place before Messrs. Lees, P.M.,
Mr. Brough, Dr. Reilly, and other gentlemen on Tuesday last.

But John was not able to reap the benefit of his new invention. Just over two months after the trial, the
following notice appeared in the Empire of 25 September 1873.

The cause of the insolvency was attributed to a depreciation of property values at Hill End, and reflected
the beginning of the general decline of Hill End. After 1874 mines closed down and prospectors moved
to other fields, leaving only isolated mining of old reef workings and alluvial diggings. By 1874 stores were
closing and the population went into a decline, from 8,000 in 1872 to 5,000 in 1874, and 4,000 in 1876.
By the turn of the century the population had shrunk to 500.
Within one year of his arrival at the mining town John Knibbs had accumulated debts of £267 4s 5d. The
New South Wales Government Gazette charted the formalities of processing the insolvency of the
correctly named John Handley Knibbs. The first meeting of creditors was scheduled for 8 October in
Sydney, and the second for 17 October at Bathurst.
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The third and final meeting of creditors, and presentation of the Official Assignee’s report, was scheduled
to be held in Sydney on 5 December.

With respect to the insolvent estate of J.H. Knibbs, T.W. Bowden, placed a notice in The Sydney Morning
Herald of 30 October 1873 announcing the sale that day of parcels of land, the net proceeds of which

- 19 -

John Handley Knibbs

would be used to offset his debts.

Nine months after being declared bankrupt, John Handley Knibbs gave notice that he intended to apply
for a Certificate of Conformity which, as he anticipated, was granted on 1 September 1874 almost one
year to the date of the sequestration order.

As a post-script to his dalliance at Hill End, in January 1875 the New South Wales Government Gazette
issued the following notice.

Included in the appended list was Lease Number 4307, J.H. Knibbs & another, Tambaroora. A similar
notice was issued by the Department of Mines on 4 February 1875, and this time Lease Number 3706,
J.H. Knibbs & another, Spring Gully, was listed. In its 3 July 1875 edition, the Australian Town and Country
Journal listed all cancelled Mineral and gold-Mining Leases, ‘the lessees having failed to execute and
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take delivery thereof when called upon to do so. Included in the list were J.H. Knibbs and another,
Tambaroora Creek, and J.H. Knibbs and another, Tambaroora. The same newspaper, on 15 July 1876,
carried a notice advising that more gold-mining leases had been returned to the Department of Mines for
cancellation. Featured in the list of lessees was ‘4958 J.H. Knibbs and others, Thompson’s Gully, Bald
Hill, 2a, Local No 586’.
It must have been a great relief to John and his family that on their return to Sydney he was quickly able
to get back onto his economic feet. He placed the following advertisement in The Sydney Mail and New
South Wales Advertiser of 16 January 1875.

As before when he was in business in Sydney his company was a regular fixture in the classified
advertisements. In March 1875 he claimed that his was ‘the only manufactory where the leather is well
fed, and the belts well rolled and stretched’. In addition, he was an agent for the purchase of all kinds of
machinery, fittings etc. and, just in case potential clients did not know where to find him, he reminded
them that his business was located ‘4 doors from New Town Hall’.
The attention of Engineers, Millers, Saw-Mills etc. was drawn to an advertisement placed in The Sydney
Mail and New South Wales Advertiser of 15 January 1876 by which the undersigned, J.H. Knibbs,
informed them that he was now making a New and Improved kind of Leather Mill Belting – ‘All Belts are
DOUBLE ROLLED, STRETCHED, and MILLED’. Three months later he ‘invested’ more than he usually
did for advertising with an eye-catching double-column display notice in The Newcastle Chronicle of 30
May.
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In fact, only a few weeks before this notice appeared, John Knibbs had secured a contract with the
Newcastle Fire Brigade. At the 4 April 1876 meeting of the Fire Brigade Committee, and as reported by
The Newcastle Chronicle, the members had inspected a sample of copper-ribbed leather hose provided
by Messrs Knibbs and Company. After some discussion it was resolved that the Knibbs’ tender be
accepted, and that an order be placed for 500 feet of 3 inch hose; 200 feet of 2½ inch and 150 feet of 2
inch, at a total cost of £150.
Over the next few months the contractual arrangement between Mr. Knibbs and the Newcastle Fire
Brigade Committee was a standing item on the Committee’s weekly agendas, and took up a considerable
amount of time allocated to the business of the meetings. At issue was the standard of the hoses supplied
and the delay in completing the contract, as summarised in an account of the Committee’s 15 June
meeting, reported in The Newcastle Chronicle.
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On 22 June the Newcastle Morning Herald and Miners’ Advocate reported that the Committee had
received a letter from Mr. Knibbs advising that he had just consigned a quantity of hose and hoped to
have the remainder ready by the end of the week. According to The Newcastle Chronicle of the 29 June,
the only letter dealt with during the proceedings of the Brigade’s most recent meeting was one from Mr.
Knibbs enclosing an invoice for £100 for the hoses already supplied, and seeking payment by return or
by early the following week. The Committee resolved that Mr. Knibbs be paid £50 on account, with the
balance to be paid on completion of the order. To the relief of all parties involved, by the 5 July meeting
of the Committee the balance of the Knibbs’ order had been received, approved and handed over to the
Brigade Superintendent.
But this was not quite the end of the matter. In late September 1876, Charles Bown, Superintendent of
the Associated Sydney Fire Brigade, visited Newcastle and was the guest of honour at a dinner hosted
by the Newcastle Fire Brigade. This event was well covered in the local press, including a report in the 29
September edition of the Newcastle Morning Herald and Miners’ Advocate of the address Bown gave to
gathering in which he made a number of suggestions for improving the efficiency of the Newcastle
Brigade. He drew particular attention to the poor state of the fire hoses, and criticised the tendering
process by which they had been acquired.

If John Knibbs was aggrieved by the adverse reception of his hoses by the Newcastle Fire Brigade, and
also by the comments made by Superintendent Bown, he also enjoyed some more positive feedback on
his company’s products in 1876. For instance, at the Metropolitan Exhibition held in April, it was noted
that ‘There are some compound lubricating oils shown by Mr. J.H. Knibbs, which are worthy of inspection’.
At the Intercolonial Exhibition held in May, the judges commented at length on his leather work.
About the best exhibits in the leather line were those from Mr. J.H. Knibbs, Druitt-street, who
exhibited leather belting, union belting leather hose, indiarubber belting, leather hose, lace
leather, &c. The leather belting for general machine work could hardly be excelled in the finish,
strength, or the material wherewith it was made. There could be no mistake as to its thorough
adaptability to all kinds of work, and it is of high credit to its manufacture. Something the same
might be said of the leather hose exhibited by Mr. Knibbs; thorough finish and strength were
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observed in all parts of it. Notwithstanding this character of the exhibits, no award appeared to
have been made in their favour.

However, Mr. J.H. Knibbs was awarded first prize for his mill belting hose at the Queensland Exhibition in
September 1876.
It was with some fanfare that John Knibbs, through an item in the Evening News of 12 February 1877,
announced his introduction of an improved cement belt, which possessed great advantages over the oldfashioned thong-sewn and American varieties lately introduced, the prices of which were equal to, if not
cheaper, than any currently available in the colony. Having listed the problems with the current varieties,
John drew attention to how the new cement belts circumvented these issues - the leather is not cut away
in the manufacture; they have a smooth uniform thickness, and continuous grip on the pulley; they do not
flap about as others but run smoothly and noiselessly when at work; in double belting especially, the
adhesion is so strong and perfect, that the stronger portions of the leather assisted the weaker, and the
whole wear to the last without coming asunder. Further, the cement belts were not affected by oil – if
immersed in oil, the joints were just as good. By the process of heavy rolling and screw pressure they
were compressed into about three-quarters of their original bulk, thus producing a much slimmer strap.
He concluded by declaring that ‘For these reasons, we can confidently recommend the article to the notice
of manufacturers and others’.
The Knibbs’ business continued to prosper and gain further recognition at various Exhibitions, including
having received the ’Highest Award of all the Australian Colonies in the Sydney Great International
Exhibition 1879-80 for his manufacture’. In August 1878 he informed his customers and the public
generally that he had relocated his business to one of Municipal Stores, at Market Wharf. In February and
September 1879 he was advertising for staff – a bootmaker for hemp sewing and a ‘strong boy’ for the
belt works. Featured on page 6 of The Bulletin of 6 March 1880 was an article on ‘The Darling Harbour
Trade’, which opened with the statement that ‘There can be no question that the growing importance of
the trade of Darling Harbour will, sooner or later, force the Government to turn their attention to that quarter
of the city’.

The article was accompanied by an engraving of the Market Wharf Stores, built by Mr. Alexander Kethel,
and which were described as having ‘a handsome and imposing front of 107ft. to Wharf-street with a
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depth of 60ft. towards the wharf. They are very commodious, and built with the view to give every facility
for the shipping trade’. By 1880 five businesses were operating from the Stores, including, as noted above,
Mr. J.H. Knibbs. It was, the article continued, the builder’s …
… splendid workmanship that enables Mr. Knibbs to hold the principal portion of the Sydney
trade, to deal with New Zealand and Queensland, and, spite of a 20 per cent duty to compete
successfully with the protected Victorians in his own market. Mr. Knibbs still does business with
Melbourne houses. Spite of the 20 per cent, duty, carriage, charges, &c., he recently obtained
his list prices at Ballarat, and continues to do business there. We would advise a visit to this
important factory. In closing our remarks about the Australasian Patent Mill Belt Works it may be
noted that Mr. Knibbs does a large business in oils and other perquisites of the factory.

According to an advertisement placed in The Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser on 31 July
1880, Knibbs’ Belts were superior to and cheaper than the American variety, and there was no other
colonial make like them. In December 1883, through a notice in the Australian Town and Country Journal
and now styled as J.H. Knibbs and Sons, Patentees, Market Wharf, it was even more confidently claimed
- ‘Knibbs’ Composite Raw Hide Belting, the strongest and best in the world’.
The two sons referred to were Frank Joseph Knibbs and Alfred Edwin Knibbs. They, together with their
father, had made application for a patent for ‘White or raw hide composite mill-bands or belting’ which had
been granted on 3 December 1883. The partnership continued through 1884 and 1885 and the three
Knibbs were still in business until at least early 1886, when in January and February they placed two
notices in The Sydney Morning Herald. The first was a standard notice advertising their wares; the second,
rather intriguingly, advertising for let a large restaurant in Sydney. Had they gone into the catering
business, or was the advertisement placed on behalf of someone else?
It was somewhat surprising, therefore, to find that the partnership was no longer doing as well as might
be expected, as proved by the following notice appeared in the New South Wales Government Gazette
of 18 June 1886.
NOTICE is hereby given that by an indenture dated the fifteenth day of June, 1886, and made
between John Handley Knibbs, of Market Wharf, Sydney, in the Colony of New South Wales,
merchant, trading under the style or firm of “J.H. Knibbs & Sons,” of the first part; and George
Shannon Arthur of Sydney aforesaid, accountant, and Frederick Singleton, of Sydney (aforesaid
(thereinafter designated trustees), of the second part; and the several persons and bodies
corporate, whose names are mentioned in the first schedule at the foot hereof, creditors of the
said John Handley Knibbs, and who by themselves or their respective attorneys or agents
thereunto subscribed their names and affixed their seals of the third part, - All the personal
property and effects of the said John Handley Knibbs, whatsoever and wheresoever, was
assigned unto the said trustees for the benefit of all the said creditors; and further, that the said
indenture has been duly executed by the said John Handley Knibbs, George Shannon Arthur
and Frederick Singleton, as by law required, and now lies at the office of Messieurs Holdsworth
and Evans, 75, Pitt-street, Sydney, for inspection and execution. – Dated this 16th day of March,
1886. [Should have read 16th day of June].

Twelve days later Starkey and Taylor, Chartered Accountants, advertised in The Sydney Morning Herald,
inviting tenders in relation to the assigned estate.
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And in September they followed up with a reminder that any persons having claims against the estate
were to submit a statement by no later than 17 September.
John Knibbs’ business days were over, but he maintained an active and inventive mind. In March 1888
he submitted an application to the Patents Office for ‘an improvement in the system of tanning’, a
provisional protection for which was granted on 23 March. The following year he submitted another
application, this time for ‘an improved fire escape’, letters patent for which were granted on 20 May, and
a description of which was given in The Australian Star of 22 August 1889.
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It must have been a severe blow for the Knibbs family when wife and mother, Ellen Knibbs, died at home
at Denison House on 28 April 1894 not long before she and John would have celebrated their thirty-ninth
wedding anniversary. It was from 51 Denison Road that her funeral moved to the Lewisham Station and
thence to Rookwood. She was buried on 30 April in the Independent section (Section A Row 14, Plot 313,
315). The burial transcription gave her age at death as 60. A memorial service, conducted by her son-inlaw, the Rev. W. Coller, was held for her at the Newtown Baptist Church.
Ellen Knibbs had made out her will on 13 September 1884. She bequeathed all land, houses and property
in her possession to her husband or, in the event of his death, to all of her five children, to be equally
divided between those who were alive at her death. She appointed her husband as Executor of her will,
probate to whom, of the estate valued at £1523, was granted on 13 October 1896.
Ellen had lived long enough to see all five of her children married. These happy family events, and the
not so happy events, were reported in the Sydney newspapers. George Handley Knibbs and Susan Keele
James, fifth daughter of Layton James, solicitor of Wellington, were married at Petersham by the Rev. W.
Taylor on 2 January 1883. Christmas Day that same year would have been a particularly memorable
occasion, with the marriage at home at Denison House of Louisa Ellen Knibbs, eldest daughter, to Baptist
Minister, William Coller, Rev. F. Hibbard officiating. Rev. W. Taylor conducted the marriage held on 5
December 1885 at the Harris Street Baptist Church between second son, Frank Joseph Knibbs and Emily
Martha Lewis, eldest daughter of D.T. Lewis, of the Public School, Moorfields. Nine months later Emily
gave birth to a son at Denison House, and two days later, on 14 September, she died there, aged just 27.
The little boy, named Ernest Frank Lewis Knibbs, followed her on 4 November, aged just 7 weeks and
four days. This must have been a sad time for the grandparents, Ellen and John. On a happier note, on
21 August 1886, Alfred Edwin Knibbs married Annie Schaik at the Baptist Church, Petersham. Ellen and
John Knibbs would have been disappointed when this marriage ended in divorce in 1892, and Ellen had
died before Edward married the second of his three wives, Margaret Fitzgerald, in July 1896. Last to marry
was the youngest Knibbs child – Florence Amy – who, on 25 January1888, married Francis Joseph Hely,
eldest son of Thomas Hely of Marrickville. The wedding was held at the Marrickville Wesleyan Church
with the Rev. B. Lane officiating, assisted by the Rev. C. Williams of Cobar. This couple divorced in 1896.
As documented by various newspapers, during his time in Sydney John Knibbs had involved himself in
various civic matters. In April 1867, as a member of the Australian Mutual Provident Society, J.H. Knibbs
of 17 Buckingham Street, Surrey Hills, was the first in a list of those members calling for a meeting to
amend the Society’s bye-laws to allow for two half-yearly meetings, rather than an annual meeting. John
Knibbs had occasionally been called upon to serve as a juryman. He was also a Mason, having been
admitted to Lodge Progress, No. 135 (United Grand Lodge of New South Wales).
Together with Bartin Haigh (erstwhile principal of Haigh and Co., merchant and importer) he had met with
the Colonial Secretary in late 1883 regarding a scheme for bringing suitable immigrants to the colony.
Under the scheme, Haigh and Knibbs would conduct a survey of what kind of labour was needed in
various parts of the colony and, having obtained commissions from prospective employers, the pair would
proceed to England to secure workmen and servants to match requirements. This was, of course, very
similar to the arrangement by which John Knibbs had been recruited, but without the religious criteria.
While the Colonial Secretary intimated that he viewed the proposal with some favour, he could not, as
requested, underwrite it from the immigration budget, nor could nor would he give the two men any quasi
Government position. He was, however, prepared to provide them with an introductory letter to the Agent
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General, who, on their own account, they could approach to advance the plan. It is unlikely that the
scheme went ahead, and Bartin Haigh died in 1888.
John Knibbs was a proponent of the Single Tax and attended the annual general meeting of the Single
Tax League in April 1891, at which he was elected as a member of the committee. As a former merchant
he would have been in accord with the following resolution carried at the meeting.
That this conference condemns the system of raising revenue through the Customs and excise
(1) because it is unjust in its incidence; (2) because it is costly to collect, only a small part of what
the people pay going into the coffers of the state; and (3) because it hampers trade, raises the
price of commodities, correspondingly restricts their consumption, and thereby decreases the
demand for labor.

John Knibbs also took some interest in municipal elections. For instance he was happy to have his name
included with other electors of the Phillip Ward for the nomination of Anthony Hordern for the 1868 Sydney
City election, and following his death in 1869, for the nomination of Thomas Bown. In 1870, and for the
same Ward, he backed the candidacy of Stephen Styles Goold. In 1889, John Knibbs was one of the
ratepayers of the Lewisham Ward, Borough of Petersham, who petitioned Peter Dow to represent them
for the annual Municipal Election.
It was to the mayor and aldermen of the Borough of Petersham that John Knibbs addressed at least three
letters. The first in January 1885 concerned the intermittent water supply … The ratepayers are asking – and justly so – is it legal, to say nothing about the moral aspect
of the question, for the City Council to demand the full payment for only a half or even less than
half a water supply? It seems to many of us that the mayor and aldermen of Petersham should
not remain inactive and silent, and allow the interests of the ratepayers to be sacrificed, and to
be deprived so often and so long of the common necessity of water. In no other phase of
commerce would it be tolerated for a moment that payment in full should be demanded when
the contractor is not able to supply more than half the contract.

The Council politely just ‘received’ a letter from Mr. J.H. Knibbs which was on the agenda for the 3 August
1891 meeting. He had written to point out the advantage that the ratepayers would derive from the
establishment of a municipal gasworks and ‘hoped the present council would take such a just conception
of the great importance of this business as not to allow the honor of taking the matter to fall upon the
shoulders of their successors’. Given similar treatment was a letter received by the council at its 18
January 1898 meeting. This time Mr. J.H. Knibbs drew attention to the present mode of assessment
which, in his view penalised those who desired to advance the district. He advocated the raising of
revenue on land values only, and urged ‘that concerted action should be taken by the municipal council
with this end in view’.
In 1894, and perhaps significantly after the death of his wife who may understandably have discouraged
any such speculation after the Hill End experience, John Knibbs once again tried his hand in the gold
market. The New South Wales Government Gazette of 6 November published a ‘Memorandum for the
Incorporation of The Amos Gold-mining Company (No Liability)’. It was proposed to register the company
the operations of which were located in the parish of Meglo, county of Georgiana (Tuena), and which
consisted of thirty-five acres. The nominal capital was £10,000 pounds comprising 1000 shares of £10
each, of which 800 had been fully paid up. One of those who had invested in this venture was J.H. Knibbs
of Denison Road, Lewisham, who had signed up for 1 share. At an 1896 ordinary meeting of the Amos
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Gold Mining Company, as reported in The Sydney Morning Herald of 1 April, a report and the balancesheet for the half-year ended 29 February was presented. Those attending were informed that while nearly
£420 worth of gold had been won during the period year, the funds of the company, having become
exhausted, work on the mine had been discontinued on 20 February. An extraordinary meeting was
immediately convened at which it was decided to re-open and let the mine on tribute for no more than two
years. Clearly the writing was on the wall, and this was confirmed at a special meeting held in January
the following year at which it was resolved unanimously that the company be wound up and that a
liquidator be appointed for that purpose. Once again John Knibbs had got his fingers burnt.
But, by far the most frequent and regular references to John Handley Knibbs in the Sydney newspapers
related to his activities in connection with the Baptist church. His strong religious faith underpinned his life
and, to a great degree, both influenced and circumscribed his familial, social, economic and civic
affiliations. The Baptist Recorder of February 1993 featured an item on The Knibbs Family. Having
described the events surrounding John Knibbs’ arrival on the “Clifton”, and the subsequent falling out with
his sponsor, the Rev. J.D. Lang, the article gives a summary of John Knibb’s work with the Baptist church.
As a layman, John H. Knibbs had a prominent role in Baptist life for the next forty years. At
Bathurst Street he was appointed one of the panel of lay preachers to serve the six preaching
stations maintained by that Church. In 1861 he transferred to Mr. Moneyment’s Church in
Woolloomooloo where he was elected a deacon and the first Treasurer. He remained a leader
in this Church in its various locations, Woolloomooloo, Masonic Hall, Harris Street until 1884. He
convened in his own home the meetings that led to the formation of the Baptist Union (called
Baptist Association 1868-70) and was the first Treasurer of the Union. He was much involved in
the financial and property matters of the Union and in 1871 was a member of the first Foreign
Mission Committee of the Union. About 1887 he joined the Newtown Church where two of his
sons were active.

The article does not mention John Knibbs’ connection with the Baptist Street Band of Hope, established
in 1855 (the second such ‘Band’ in Sydney) the object of which was to provide the young with means of
entertainment and instruction, and to preserve them from habits of vice and immorality; total abstinence
being its basis. Not only was he a member of the Committee, but as well as his lectures to the Baptist
Association, he also regularly gave lectures to the Band of Hope meetings on such subjects as ‘The Maine
Liquor Law’ and ‘On the Rise and Progress of the Total Abstinence Cause’. Nor does The Baptist
Recorder make mention of the deputation from the Baptist Association of New South Wales, of which
John Knibbs was a member, which handed to His Excellency, the Governor, an address to be forwarded
to His Royal Highness, Prince Alfred, and which was published in the Sydney Mail. The deputation,
representing ‘the sentiments of all bearing our distinctive name’ congratulated His Highness on his
convalescence and continued:
We wish, in common with our fellow colonists of every creed, to express our abhorrence of the
diabolical spirit which animated the attack upon your Royal Highness and to assure you of our
loyalty to the throne and person of Her Majesty our beloved Queen, your Royal mother, which
loyalty we feel to have been wounded in the wounds you have received.

John Handley Knibbs was 75 years old when he died, suddenly, on 25 May 1903 at his residence at
Carrington Street, Lewisham. He was buried, with a minimum of fuss, in the Independent Section (A Row
15) at Rookwood, the ceremony being performed by the Rev. W. Taylor, a close family friend. Apart from
the standard notification in the death columns, there was nothing published in the Sydney papers to mark
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his passing.

At the time the Rev. William Coller was the Baptist minister at Pinecliff, and it was probably he and his
wife Louisa who arranged to have the following obituary published in the 30 May edition of their local
newspaper, the Molong Express and Western District Advertiser. Notably absent from the funeral was the
second son, Frank Knibbs, who had ‘disappeared’ from his family home in April 1903, and who was
possibly in New Zealand at the time of his father’s death.
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