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O n the morning of May 16, 1838, the hazy Lon-
don skyline in darkness, Elizabeth Gould went 
into the bedroom of her daughters, Louisa, six 

months, and Eliza, a toddler, and kissed them in their 
sleep. She crept into the adjacent room to farewell her son, 
Charles, aged four, who in the following week would be 
sent to boarding school. Downstairs, drinking tea at the 
kitchen table and waiting to wish Elizabeth well, chatted 
her mother and a cousin. During the next couple of years, 
these women would be entrusted with the care of Eliza-
beth’s children while she studied the birdlife of Australia 
with her husband, John Gould. 

The Goulds were motivated to voyage to the colonies 
by the prospect of making ornithological history. John re-
signed his position as keeper and stuffer of birds with the 
Zoological Society to become a corresponding member, the 
coveted title given to explorers like Alfred Russel Wallace, 
William Swainson, Johann Natterer, and other far-flung 
adventurers. Despite more than fifty years of settlement, a 
comprehensive inventory of Australia’s birdlife had not been 
attempted. For almost a decade Elizabeth and John had 
worked as a publishing team, producing seven collections 
of superbly illustrated hand-colored lithographs of birds 
from India, South America, Europe, and the South Pacific. 
Elizabeth depicted the famous Galápagos finches Charles 
Darwin had collected during his voyage on hms Beagle 
and “curious” novelty species like the toucan and trogon. 

Two thousand pounds, the equivalent of forty years 
of a naturalist’s annual salary, and all of the Goulds’ sav-
ings, were funnelled into the expedition. A cabinetmaker 
fitted the two cabins they booked with customised shelv-
ing and writing desks. Rifles and ammunition were pur-
chased and oiled, taxidermy tools selected, a camp stove 
bought to make hot chocolate, along with hogs-hair and 
sable paint brushes; watermarked paper, quills with nibs 
of lark, goose, and swan; pencils and crayons; expensive 
glass bottles to store wet specimens; and tins of many sizes 
to pack the dried skins. Personal effects and luxuries like 
chocolate and novels were organised. And wages set aside 
for the three assistants the Goulds’ hired, John Gilbert, an 
experienced naturalist; James Benstead, a manservant; and 
Mary Watson, a lady’s maid with experience working in 
India. Elizabeth and John also brought along their eldest 
son, John Henry, aged seven.
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