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Captain Edward Back (1817 - 1886) – A summary 

An enlargement on his life - a convoluted story 

I have chosen to tell you about some pieces of Captain Edward Back's remarkable 

story through the stories surrounding other related people’s lives. 
These stories all relate to hardship and tragedies. 

• Edward Back and his friend, Anthony Curtis met whilst serving in the Royal Navy. 

• Anthony had joined the Navy at age 12. 

• In 1830, when discharged from the Navy, Edward & Anthony both worked their 
passage to Fremantle as Stewards on the "Medina". 

• Anthony soon established himself as an entrepreneur, becoming a ship owner, 
licensee of the "Stags Head Inn", trader, exporter, shop owner and butcher in 
Fremantle. He later opened shops in Perth. 

• Edward Back worked for his friend in the "Stags Head", and Captained several 
ships for him. 

• Anthony soon owned several ships. (Fanny (1835), Lady Stirling (1836) Vixen 
(1840), Black Swan and built the Black Witch.) 

• Anthony's mother, Mary Curtis, had been widowed leaving her destitute. She sold her 
Husband's carpentry tools to raise some funds to open a shop in London. 

• In 1834, Anthony sent Captain Edward Back, in the "Fanny" to Mauritius for his 70 
year old mother and his sister, Susannah Poll. Also on board was Susannah Glindon, 
Susannah Poll's friend, was given accommodation at the "Stags Head" and was cared 
for by Mary Curtis. Mary was dependant on her son. 

• Anthony Curtis and Susannah Glindon married 1836 and had 4 children. 

• Edward Back and Susannah Poll fell in love during the sea voyage and married in 
1835. During their marriage, they had 8 children. 

• In 1842 and 1844, Captain Back was appointed acting Harbour Master in Fremantle. 

• Captain Back was the first official Rottnest Pilot for 11 years from 1846 to 1857. 

• When Captain Back arrived on Rottnest he, and his wife, 8 children and crew, were 
accommodated in what is now known as Kl & K2. 

• The accommodation must have been extremely cramped and uncomfortable, because, 
his instructions were that Back was to have two rooms for his family and one room 
should be for the crew. Two boys in the crew were to sleep in the boat. 

• This accommodation had been specifically built for the "Moral Agent, Francis 
Armstrong and his family. Armstrong had been forced to relinquish this 
accommodation and relocated, with his family, 4km away, near the Wadjemup 
lighthouse. 

• The roof of Kl & K2 leaked badly, but was not replaced with a "Vincent truss" 
pitched roof until 1855. 

• Just imagine the hardship of living in these conditions and then having to leave his 
family or a warm bed and meet any boat who requested a pilot 24/7 in fair weather or 
foul. 
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• In 1853, Captain Back's friend and brother-in-Law, Anthony Curtis, died suddenly. 

• The mismanagement of the estate by the Executors left Mary Curtis, now aged 88, 
once again penniless. She moved in to the Back residence on Rottnest and his wife 
moved in with her sister in Albany. 

• Through the "Government Resident", Captain Back requested that Mary be allowed to 
sleep in a small room in Government House (now known as cottages F & G) and that 
she would keep the house and furniture clean, for an allowance of 15/- per month, 
which was paid to Captain Back. The Governor agreed to this proposal. 

• In 1857, Captain Back, his family and Mary Curtis moved back to Fremantle to live. 
Captain Back was aged 40 years at this time. 

• Mary Curtis, Captain Back's mother-in-Law, died at the age of 96. She was the oldest 
resident of the colony. She was accidentally burned when part of her dress caught fire 
and died of subsequent injuries. 

There are no more records that I could find to discover what else became of Captain Edward 

Back, the first official Pilot on Rottnest Island and what other hardships and tragedies befell 

him. 
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ROTTNEST - ITS TRAGEDY AND ITS GLORY 

The Life of a Pilot   Captain Edward Back (Pilot) 

Captain Edward Back, after acting as Harbour Master at Fremantle during the temporary 

absence of Daniel Scott in 1845, was appointed as Pilot of Rottnest in February 1846. 

This sturdily built, powerful, dark-eyed Sea Captain was then in his 29th year. 

He was related to Admiral Sir George Back, an Arctic explorer. Independent and straight-

forward in character, well informed, and social in nature, he was esteemed by all who knew 

him intimately. 

Edward Back was a gentleman. He had many excellent qualities and was a kind and loving 

parent.  

On one occasion the Governor instructed him not to come to Fremantle except ‘in the course 

of duty', or with special permission. Back informed His Excellency that he signed on as a 

Pilot, not as a slave. His position as Pilot was not an easy one. Vessels needing a Pilot were 

infrequent at so early a period and the Pilot was instructed to catch fish for the needs of the 

Penal Establishment and for export. Governor Irwin seems to have been particularly insistent 

about the fishing and instructed Mr Back to leave for the fishing grounds daily at 8am 

weather permitting. 

Governor Irwin worried very little about the housing accommodation for his officials, and the 

Pilot's quarters at Rottnest consisted of two rooms until Back, by continual requests to the 

Governor, succeeded in inducing him to build an extra room in 1850. This room was built by 

Captain J. M. Dempster.  

Back seems to have the misfortune of falling into all sorts of trouble while at Rottnest.  

On Thursday, January 9th 1849, at 8pm, he wrecked the Pilot cutter while making the passage 

between Natural Jetty and Phillip Rock. In going about, the boat missed stays and struck a 

reef. She capsized, floated off the reef into deep water and submerged. The crew clung to the 

masthead. 

Fortunately she then drifted near to Phillip Rock and the men landed on the rock in safety. 

Here, wet through and miserably cold, they spent the night. Next morning they attracted the 

attention of the Superintendent who sent off a craft to rescue them. 

The Governor suggested that the Pilot should make good the loss of the boat, and her value 

be deducted from his salary by instalments. The Pilot, however, conclusively proved that the 

loss of the boat was purely accidental and appealed to the Governor to rescind his decision. 

This appeal was successful. The boat was recovered and repaired. 

On 17th January 1851, Pilot Back left Fremantle for Rottnest in the Pilot whaleboat with 

three passengers, two ladies and a man. On the way over he had to board the whaling vessel 

and pilot the ship through the South Passage.  
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As a heavy sea began to roll in from the South West, Mr Back decided to haul his whaleboat 

on board the whaler. As this was being done and she was swinging in the ship's slings, a huge 

sea struck her and crushed her against the vessel, breaking her in two.  

The ladies received a thorough drenching, but were rescued without mishap, and eventually 

reached Rottnest. 

Captain W.D. Jackson succeeded Edward Back in 1857, and remained Pilot until his 

appointment as Superintendent of the Penal Establishment in 1867. 


