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Greetings to all members and friends of the Canterbury History Group, 
 

OCTOBER DINNER 
 

Monday 20th October, 
 

at ‘Chicken or the Egg’ 76 -78  Maling Road, 
at 7.00 pm 

 
Prof Graeme Davison will speak on 

 
‘Fifty Years of Victorian Heritage: Reflections of a Participant Observor’ 

 
Last year, 2024, marked the 50th anniversary of the passage of the Victorian Historic Buildings Act, the 
first heritage legislation in Australia. In 1978, Graeme Davison became the first historian to serve on the 
Historic Buildings Preservation Council, and he chaired it between 1984 and 1988. He will reflect on the 
origins and subsequent history of heritage protection in Victoria. How has the heritage movement 
changed since the 1970s and what new challenges does it face in an era of rapid metropolitan growth, 
housing shortage and environmental crisis? Canterbury, the home of Rupert Hamer, whose government 
introduced the Historic Buildings Act, is now one of the hotspots in the emerging conflict between 
heritage and metropolitan planning policy. How do we decide between the claims of the past and the 
needs of the future? 
 

MENU 
 
We need you select a main course and a dessert from the menu below and let us know: 
                                  wilsonoz@optusnet.com.au  or  9830 5896 
 
 MAINS:     Beef                     Beef Bourguignon with seasonal vegetables           
         Fish                     Grilled Barramundi  with seasonal vegetables. 
                    Vegetarian          Wild Mushroom and spinach Risotto      
 
DESSERT:  Lemon Tart 
        Sticky date pudding slice 
         
DRINKS:    Red - shiraz or White – pinot gris   
         Tea and coffee with dessert 
 
COST   You must pay in advance.  $ 65.00   
 
1.  Pay into Canterbury History Group account at the Bendigo Bank with your surname:  
                            BSB   633 000    Acct   152 694 303 
                   
Or take cash to Neil at 34 Bryson Street with your name and with your selection from the menu 
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We are very pleased that our exhibition, ‘My Life and a Suitcase’ is receiving such positive comments.  
 
There are beautiful trunks, hat boxes and cases with contents such as diaries, swap cards, school 
readers, photos and even a piano accordian. The highlights are the wonderful stories that accompany 
them: stories of the bravery of immigrants, why they chose Melbourne and how they survived and 
flourished. We even have John Butler Maling’s tool box which he dragged from Sydney to Melbourne.  
 
The Exhibition is open 4 afternoons a week from 12 pm to 4.00 pm on Fridays, Sundays, Mondays and 
Wednesdays until the 10th October at the Maling Heritage Centre. It’s free and is of interest to children 
and adults. 
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DICKENS LINK WITH CANTERBURY    

 
by Robin Da Costa Adams 
 
Charles Dickens, the famous writer was 
extremely popular in his time and remains to 
this day the most widely read novelist in the 
English language. The many memorable 
characters he created in his novels as he 
attacked social injustices, are as powerful in 
their portrayals today as they were back in the 
Victorian age. Charles was born in 1812 into a 
school of hard knocks.  
 
At the age of twelve, he went to work in a shoe-
black factory when his father was thrown into a 
debtors’ prison.  His hardships in his early life 
no doubt contributed greatly to his masterful 
word pictures describing the social evils of 
Victorian England.  
 
Vibrant country  
It may be somewhat of a surprise for many, to discover that Charles Dickens was greatly 
interested in the Australian Colonies. In fact, one might say he was captivated by this 
vibrant country down under; so much so, he sent two of his sons out here to seek fame and 
fortune. Charles Dickens had during the 1850s cooperated with the great philanthropist, 
Caroline Chisholm, who was involved in the welfare of female immigrants arriving in 
Australia.  
 
Dickens did, for a time, consider accepting an invitation to do a reading tour of Australia. 
Avid readers of Dicken’s novels will be quite familiar with the Author’s portrayal of the 
escaped convict Magwitch in his story of ‘Great Expectations’ - the convict who made a 
fortune from sheep farming in Australia and became 
the kindly benefactor to young ‘ Pip’. 
 
Tavistock House                                    R: Tavistock House 
 
A contented married life was to change dramatically. 
Charles and Catherine’s 9th child, Dora, died suddenly 
in 1851 aged not quite 8 months old. Her death affected 
both her parents deeply. It seemed imperative to 
Dickens that he get his wife to a happier more 
salubrious setting. Later that year, after a summer 
break, they moved together into Tavistock House, their 
new (& final) London home. Their 10th child, Edward 
Bulwer Lytton Dickens was born there in March 1852.  
 
Dickens first published story, A Dinner at Poplar Walk 
(1833) (later re-titled Mr Minns and His Cousin and set 
in Tavistock House). Dickens wrote Bleak House, Hard 
Times, Little Dorrit and A Tale of Two Cities at 
Tavistock House. It was the home where Dickens put on 
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amateur theatricals in the large schoolroom, converted into what was billed as the ‘The 
Smallest Theatre in the World’.                             
       
In 1858, while living at Tavistock House, Dickens separated from his wife Catherine. 
Charles, aged forty-five, had met 20 year-old Ellen Ternan with whom he became obsessed. 
So, at the age of forty-five, Dickens sacrificed his marriage, risking the love of his children 
and jeopardizing his good standing in the community. Some close friendships were severed 
by the separation, but on the whole, he managed to retain his good name, his family and his 
profession. The family moved from Tavistock House in 1860 and in 1901 the building which 
was Tavistock House was demolished. A blue plaque commemorates Charles Dickens and 

Tavistock House.  
 
Grand aspirations  
It was said that Dicken’s ten children, born within a period 
of 15 years, endeared themselves to him more as 
youngsters than as grown-ups. As adults they did not 
measure up to his grand aspirations for them. They, along 
with his parents, brothers and sisters severely taxed 
Dickens’ financial reserves. It came as no great surprise to 
close friends when he saw fit to ship two of his sons out to 
Australia. Such was the strain on the relationship between 
the two young men and their father, it could be assumed 
that they were only too glad to get away.  

 
Alfred, or to give him his full name, Alfred d’Orsay Tennyson Dickens was the fourth son of 
Charles and Catherine Dickens and the first one to seek his fortune in Australia. His 
impressive names, which caused great amusement in London society, were attributable to 
his two godfathers, Count d’Orsay who was a bit of a dandy and Alfred Tennyson, first 
Baron and English poet laureate.  Alfred, who left home at the age of twenty, had failed in 
his bid to obtain an army commission. This greatly displeased his father, who thought that 
Australia might make a man of him.  The last words of advice from his father to Alfred 
were, ‘Follow the doctrines of the New Testament and 
be compassionate towards all men and women.’  
 
R: Book by Mary Lazarus about Edward & Alfred Dickens 
 
Willing worker  
 
Alfred left on June 3rd, 1865 aboard the ‘London’, 
arriving in Melbourne on August 8th. He was 20 years 
old. His younger brother Edward Bulwer Lytton 
Dickens followed three years later. Both held letters of 
introduction to George Rusden, Clerk of Parliaments in 
the newly founded colony of Victoria. Rusden found 
positions of responsibility for both brothers on separate 
station properties.  
 
Alfred married  
Eventually, Alfred took up a position with the London 
and Australian Wool Agency in Collins St., Melbourne. 
It was in Melbourne that he met and married Jessie 
Devlin, daughter of ferryboat captain, Arthur Devlin. 
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The couple married at St John’s Church of England, Toorak. Alfred entered his name on 
the register as that of ‘gentleman’. In 1873, Alfred visited Hamilton in the Western District 
of Victoria.  
 
Two daughters born  
By 1875, Alfred had entered into partnership with Robert Stapylton Bree, a Hamilton stock 
and station agent. Alfred, Jessie and their one-year-old daughter Kathleen had arrived in 
Hamilton by coach and were living comfortably near the centre of town. Jessie was 
particularly proud of their large garden, with its beautiful display of roses. Later she bore 
Alfred another daughter, Violet. The new arrivals were extremely popular.  
 
Tragic turn  
On a warm Saturday afternoon in mid-December 1878, a sudden tragic turn of events 
brought their idyllic life-style to an abrupt end. Jessie was riding in her carriage through 
the streets of Hamilton, when the two high-spirited horses suddenly took fright and veered 
sideways, the carriage wheels mounting the bluestone gutter. Jessie was thrown from her 
seat, her head striking the road with great force. Two men quickly stopped the runaway 
horses then ran to her aid, where she lay unconscious, blood streaming from her head. She 
was taken to a nearby doctor, but her skull was severely damaged, and she died a few hours 
later. So ended abruptly, the life of August Jessie Dickens, 29 year-old wife of Alfred 
Dickens, fourth son of the inimitable writer, Charles Dickens. Alfred was shocked and 
desolate  - beside himself with grief.  
 
Care of children  
A dear friend Polly McLellan cared for the two children, Violet and Kathleen, aged two and 
four. Alfred attempted to carry on a normal life, though everything about him reminded 
him of his lost love. After four years, his partnership with Robert Bree dissolved and he 
returned to Melbourne, where he joined his brother Edward in a stock and station agency. 
In 1883, the brothers parted. Alfred continued to manage the business, while Edward 
entered into politics, eventually becoming a member of parliament in Sydney. In 1888 
Alfred married Emily Rebecca Riley aged 24, he was 43. The two children remained with 
Polly. (Ref: Arthur Haskell)  
 

Tavistock - Canterbury  
 
Polly and the two Dickens 
daughters moved around to 
various locations in Melbourne, 
before Polly and Kathleen finally 
settled in Canterbury, where Polly 
had family members living close 
by.  
 
She named the home at 10 Scott 
Street, ‘Tavistock’, acknowledging 
the link with Charles Dickens and 
his family. Kathleen was a music 
teacher.  
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Did Alfred Dickens, son of Charles Dickens, walk the streets of Canterbury to visit his 
daughter Kathleen and long-time friend Polly? Polly was financially independent and 
remained unmarried. She died at ‘Tavistock’ in 1910 and is interred with her sisters and 
brother-in-law in the Burwood Cemetery.  

 
Alfred Dickens left his wife Emily, 
for overseas, two weeks after Polly’s 
death, and died in 1912 in the USA. 
His widow, Emily, died heartbroken 
in February 1913 and is interred in 
the Melbourne General Cemetery.  
 
Kathleen and Violet made several 
trips to the UK after Polly’s death, 
and eventually moved there 
permanently, where they both died 
a year apart, 1951 and 1952 
respectively. 
 
 
 
………………………………………….. 
 
Editor: Thank you to Robin for 
providing us with this interesting 
article and for organizing the 
meeting.  
 
If anyone has research or a story to 
tell connected with Canterbury, we 
would be very pleased to hear from 
you. 

…………………………………………………………………………… 
 
The house at 10 Scott Street Canterbury remains but is no longer called ‘Tavistock’.  The house was 
unrenovated when a member of the Canterbury History Group bought it in 1988. They later moved 
elsewhere in Canterbury.  
 
At our last meeting on Tuesday September 27th we heard Jacqueline Holdich tell the story of Edward 
Bulmer Lytton Dickens, the younger brother who was sent to Australia in 1868 aged 16. He settled at 
Wilcannia NSW where he bought a share in a property but battled bad seasons and prolonged drought.  
He was popular and involved in the community and was elected member for Wilcannia in the NSW 
Legislative Assembly, for one term.  He married Constance Desailly the daughter of local property owner 
in 1880. They had no children. 
 
Edward Dickens battled against the odds in health, business and finding employment during the 1890’s 
depression, supported by his hard-working wife. He died of TB in Moree in 1902, leaving Connie 
destitute. She was living at 86 Warrigal Road Surrey Hills when she died in 1914 and was buried in an 
unmarked grave in Box Hill Cemetery. Robin and Peter Adams showed us a video of the installation of 
the headstone which they organized, commissioned by the Dickens Society, to honour Constance 
Dickens.    


