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The Foundation of South Australia 
South Australia was created administratively 16,000 kilometres away by the 
British parliament at Westminster, London. As European powers expanded 
their dominions overseas at the start of the nineteenth century, settlement by 
Europeans of vast unmapped tracts of Australia was seen as strategically 
desirable. Captain Charles Sturt who sailed down the River Murray in 1829ς30, 
provided reports back to London of the evident arable lands available near the 
aǳǊǊŀȅΩǎ ƳƻǳǘƘΦ /ƻƴŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ Dƛōōƻƴ ²ŀƪŜfield in London was 
espousing theories of systematic colonisation in Australasia. Religious 
dissenters, socially aspiring middle classes and entrepreneurs saw the 
confluence of these events as opportunities. Wonder what happened next? 

1831 άtǊƻǇƻǎŀƭ ǘƻ Iƛǎ aŀƧŜǎǘȅΩǎ DƻǾŜǊnment for Founding a Colony on the 
{ƻǳǘƘ /ƻŀǎǘ ƻŦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀέ prepared by political radicals and reformers 
is rejected.  

1833 The South Australian Association (formed by Wakefield, Gouger and 
others) lobbies the British Government to set up a new colony. 

1834 The South Australia (Foundation) Act 1834 of the British Parliament is 
passed: "An Act to empower His Majesty to erect South Australia 
into a British Province or Provinces and to provide for the 
Colonization and Government thereof".  

1835 In May the British Government appoints Colonization Commissioners 
to oversee the implementation of the Act and to control sales of 
land.  

The Act required a certain amount of land be sold before the colony 
could be established. The money from the sale of land was intended 
to be used to fund poorer people to migrate to the colony, so 
providing a labour force. 

 With slow land sales causing delay, George Fife Angas and other 
wealthy individuals form the South Australian Company in October 
and purchase most of the unsold land. 

1836 In January four ships sail from England on behalf of the South 
Australian Company, followed a few months later by three ships of 
the Colonization Commission and two privately chartered ships, now 
ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άCƛǊǎǘ CƭŜŜǘ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀέ. 
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1836 Letters Patent are issued on 19th CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άtǊƻǾince 
ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀέΦ Captain John Hindmarsh is appointed Governor 
and Colonel William Light as Surveyor-General of the new colony. 

 On 28th 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŜ άƴŜǿ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ tǊƻǾƛƴŎŜ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀέ is 
proclaimed at Glenelg. 

1837 On 11th January the first survey peg for the City of Adelaide is placed 
on the corner of North Terrace and West Terrace. 

The most urgent initial tasks in establishing the colony were to choose the site 
and to survey the land into suitable blocks for sale. Colonel William Light, the 
surveyor-general, was charged with these tasks.  

The city survey was completed by March 1837 and the rural survey by May 
1838, allowing for 
selection of pre-
purchased blocks 
and sale of 
remaining blocks.  

The 1837 map 
ΨPlan of the 
District of 
AdelaideΩ ǿŀǎ 
ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ [ƛƎƘǘΩǎ 
original map and 
clearly shows the 
main arterial 
roads, the rivers 
and creeks, 
including the flood 
site of the Torrens 
at Hindmarsh, and 
those areas lightly 
wooded. 

By October 1838 a 
cadastral map of 
the entire District 
of Adelaide had 
been completed.   IŜƴǊȅ bƛȄƻƴΩǎ ƳŀǇ муот ς copies on sale through the Society 
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Colonel William Light ς first Surveyor-General 
Colonel William Light was charged with the responsibility of supervising and 
enacting the inaugural survey of the new province of South Australia, assisted 
by deputy-surveyor Kingston and surveyor Finniss.  

Arrival in South Australia 

[ƛƎƘǘΩǎ ǎƘƛǇ Rapid departed England on 1st May 1836 and arrived at Kangaroo 
Island on 17th August. Light first explored the Gulf St Vincent by sailing to Rapid 
Bay and heading north, finding the Port River at the end of September. After 
YƛƴƎǎǘƻƴΩǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƛƴ hŎǘƻōŜǊ [ƛƎƘǘ ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǇŀǊǘȅ ƛƴ ǘǿƻ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜ 
party under Kingston to explore the area around Holdfast Bay and the other 
under Finniss to explore around Rapid Bay.  

Choosing the site for Adelaide 

Light explored the Port River in November, ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀǎ άone of the finest 
little harbours I ever saw.έ  He then sailed to Port Lincoln ƻƴ {ǇŜƴŎŜǊΩǎ DǳƭŦ ǘƻ 
assess its suitability for settlement, as he had been ordered to, but rejected the 
location due to the lack of available water and hazardous harbor entrance. On 
the 24th December Colonel Light walked over the plain to that part of the river 
where Mr Kingston had pitched his tent and decided on this site for the City of 
Adelaide and that of Port Adelaide for its harbor. On 29th December Light 
chose the position of the town, Governor Hindmarsh inspected it on 30th and 
Kingston recorded it on 31st December 1836 

Survey of Adelaide 

On 3rd January 1837 Light set up his survey camp and began an intensive 
examination of the ground to establish the best method for laying out the 
town. The survey commenced on 11th January, with the first survey peg being 
placed at the corner of North and West Terraces. By 7th February Light had 
prepared a map of the town and surrounding district. The city survey was 
completed by 10th March and included 1042 city acre blocks for settlement. 
The survey of the rural sections was completed by 17th May 1838. 

[ƛƎƘǘΩǎ {ǳǊǾŜȅ ²ƻǊƪ 

By June 1838 almost 150,000 acres (607 sq. km) had been surveyed and 
mapped out around Adelaide and at Rapid Bay, Yankalilla, around the 
Onkaparinga River and on Kangaroo Island. Following his resignation as 
surveyor-general on 21st June 1838, Light formed a private company with 
Finniss and three other former staff. They surveyed the Port River, the village 
of Marion, and the towns of Glenelg and Gawler.  
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[ƛƎƘǘΩǎ ±ƛǎƛƻƴ 

The exact site for Adelaide was chosen by Colonel Light άBecause it was on a 
beautiful and gently-rising ground and formed altogether a better connection 
with the river than any other placeέ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ observed that the site was central 
to good land throughout its vicinity and at no inconvenient distance from the 
Port. In an unpublished letter dated October 5th 1837 to fellow surveyor Mr. 
William Jacob, Colonel Light writes άI was never sanguine on any point but one, 
and that was the eligibility of the site for Adelaide; in that I was always 
confident.έ 

[ƛƎƘǘΩǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǎƛǘŜ ŦƻǊ 
the main settlement 
caused debate and 
discord among many of 
the settlers and 
officials. Other sites at 
Port Lincoln, Port 
Adelaide and 
Encounter Bay had 
been championed by 
various interests but 
were all rejected by 
Light.  

Light was confident 
that history would 
vindicate his choice:  

άThe reasons that led me to fix Adelaide where it is I do not expect to be 
generally understood or calmly judged at the present. My enemies, however, 
have done me the good service of fixing the whole responsibility upon me. I am 
perfectly willing to bear it, and I leave it to posterity and not to them to decide 
whether I am entitled to praise or blame.έ 

In Memoriam 

There are many memorials around South Australia to Colonel William Light, 
who was given a State Funeral on his death. Light Square and tomb, City of 
Adelaide, Light Square in Marion and in Gawler, Colonel Light Gardens, Light 
Pass, Gulnare, Lower Light, [ƛƎƘǘΩǎ ±ƛŜǿΣ ŀƴŘ [ƛƎƘǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ƎŀǊŘŜƴ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ 
surrounded by parklands including the City of Adelaide and many country 
towns. 

[ƛƎƘǘΩǎ 5ǳƳǇȅ [ŜǾŜƭ ς RGSSA 
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Biography of William Light ς founder of Adelaide 
Born:  27th April 1786 in Kuala Kedah, Malaya (now Malaysia) 
Died:  6th October 1839 in Adelaide, South Australia 

Early years 

²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ [ƛƎƘǘΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ 
Captain Francis Light 
(c.1740ς1794), was a 
British explorer who 
founded the British 
colony of Penang and its 
capital George Town in 
1786 ς the year of 
²ƛƭƭƛŀƳΩǎ ōƛǊǘƘΦ Iƛǎ 
mother, Martinha 
Rozells, was traditionally 
a Princess of Kedah and 
may have been 
Portuguese Eurasian. 
William Light spent his 
infant years in Penang, 
but at the age of six his 
parents sent him to 
England to be educated 
by his father's friend, 
Charles Doughty, of 
Theberton, Suffolk. He showed early aptitude for languages and sketching. 

Soldier and adventurer 

In 1799, as a teenager, Light entered the navy as a volunteer, leaving two years 
later as a midshipman. While travelling in France in May 1803 he was made a 
civilian internee at Verdun but escaped on 5 January 1804. Light travelled to 
Calcutta in 1805 for his sister's wedding on 9 March, and was present on 19 
November 1806 when his brother-in-law, Major Welsh, disarmed a portion of 
his Indian regiment to avert a massacre.  

Light purchased a cornetcy in the 4th Dragoons in May 1808 and was 
promoted to lieutenant in April 1809. He served with distinction throughout 
the Peninsular War. His skills as a linguist and his ability to draw well, report 

Portrait of William Light ς RGSSA 




