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introduction

this exhibition delves into science, life and culture in  
Australia by using excerpts from the letters of Henrietta 
(nettie) Heathorn and her fiancé, thomas Henry (Hal) Huxley 
written between 1847 and 1850 when Huxley was serving in 
the British navy.

Hal came to Australia as Assistant Surgeon on HMS Rattlesnake which, with a 
crew of 180, surveyed the waters between the Great Barrier Reef, Torres Strait  
and Southwest New Guinea from 1847 to 1850. Nettie came out with her parents 
in 1843; her time was spent largely as a housekeeper and companion to her 
extended family. 

The Rattlesnake docked in Sydney on five occasions, generally between January 
and April when weather conditions prohibited extensive surveying in the north. 
Hal and Nettie met and became engaged in Sydney in 1847 and married in 
London in July 1855. Of poor origins, they were unable to marry until Hal’s future 
was secured. The gifted biologist worked hard to make his name and earn  
a living in London. By 1860 Huxley was notorious for his role in defending 
Charles Darwin’s new theory of evolution.  

The letters, held by Imperial College London, are quoted verbatim with minor changes to 
spelling and grammar for the modern reader.

cHArActer list

Young lovers - Henrietta Heathorn (1825-1914) also called Nettie and 
Menen. Born into a family besieged by financial worries, she would become a mother 
of eight, poet, composer, published translator and author.

Young lovers - thomas Henry Huxley (1825-1895) also called THH, 
Thom, Hal, Henry. Born into an impoverished but educated family, he would become 
a father of eight, famous for his work in biology, comparative anatomy and public 
education.

sHipwrecked - Barbara thomson (1828-?) also called Gwiom. 
Daughter of a Scots tinsmith, widowed at 17, adopted daughter of Peaqui, a Kaurareg 
leader. She would become the first foreign woman to live with Kaurareg people and 
posthumously co-author of an ethnographic account.

Rattlesnake crew – owen stanley (1811-1850) son of the Bishop of 
Norwich, Captain of the Rattlesnake, seasoned surveyor and gifted watercolourist. He 
would die of an epileptic fit on the Rattlesnake’s final return to Sydney.

Rattlesnake crew – oswald Brierly (1817-1894) son of a doctor, he 
was an amateur ethnographer and professional artist specialising in naval work. He 
would be patronised by Queen Victoria and knighted for his services.

Rattlesnake crew – John Macgillivray (1821-1867) son of an 
academic  ornithologist, naturalist on  the HMS Fly and HMS Rattlesnake surveying 
expeditions to Torres Strait, astute field collector and author of the official narrative of 
the Rattlesnake voyage. He would die in obscurity and financial ruin.
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