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in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
Transportation overseas as a punishment was first introduced by an act of parliament in 1597 “for the 
Punishment of Rogues, Vagabonds and Beggars.” Further acts in 1664, 1666 and 1718 authorised the 
transportation of criminals to America, Jamaica and Bermuda.

The need to find new destinations for the transportation of criminals after 1780

Increased crime rates as a result of industrialisation and urbanisation created a criminal underclass. Gaols 
became overcrowded and expensive to fund. In 1777, John Howard published a report entitled The State of 
Prisons in England and Wales, with an Account of some Foreign Prisons. The report was based on his findings 
after completing a 10,000 mile journey of inspection. He reported especially on overcrowding. 

John Howard describing Plymouth gaol in his report of 1777

The report was alarming and the authorities in France refused to publish it. In Britain, it was clear that the 
system couldn’t accommodate the growing number of criminals. It was estimated that the prison population 
would increase by another 1,000 prisoners unless an alternative could be found. It was also hoped that 
transporting large numbers of criminals, or even just the threat of it, would reduce the crime rate.

Transportation was considered by many as an alternative to hanging, which was too extreme for the types of 
crime committed. Furthermore, it added to the belief that an ethic of hard work together with the opportunity 
to acquire new skills could help reform a criminal. The late 18th and early 19th centuries were times of global 
social and political unrest. France was reeling from revolution, America had declared independence, the ‘Irish 
Problem’ continued to concern the British government and there was industrial and agricultural protest in 
England and Wales. Political protesters, Trade Unionists and advocates of Home Rule for Ireland could be 
removed overseas in order to quell disorder and the possibility of revolution. 

The establishment of new colonies would further Britain’s claim to be the most important imperial power in 
the world. Colonisation would require a huge labour force and convict labour would help establish the colony, 
as well as attract new immigrants to continue the process.

When America declared itself independent of Britain in 1776, the British government had to find new 
destinations for felons. Gibraltar and the west coast of Africa were considered but found to be unsuitable 
as penal colonies. The newly claimed Australia was considered to be more practical. For many, the 
transportation of criminals to Australia was a convenient means of dumping the dregs of society on distant 
shores. For some, it represented a radical experiment in giving convicts a second chance in life. 

At first, transportation was used as punishment for more serious crimes such as arson or highway robbery, 

“Three rooms for felons, etc., and two rooms over them for 
debtors. One of the former, the clink, 15 feet by 8 feet 3 inches 
and about 6 feet high, with a wicket in the door 7 inches by 5 
to admit light and air. To this, as I was informed, three men, 
who were confined near two months under sentence for 
transportation, came by turns for breath.”
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as an alternative to the death penalty. Criminals convicted of petty theft for a second time were likely to be 
transported. In cases such as murder, the criminal would be reprieved and later transported.

Terms of sentence

Sentences could range from 3 years to life but transportation for 7 or 14 years was most common. Many 
convicts behaved, worked hard and served a shorter time of punishment before being released on licence to 
pursue a new life in Australia. 

Prisoners released under a Conditional Pardon were freed but not allowed to return home. Those who 
received an Absolute Pardon were granted the right of return. Very few actually returned, often because they 
would have to pay for their own passage home but more likely because of the opportunity to live a better life 
in Australia.

The average age of a male transportee was 26, and 27 for a female. One in seven transportees were female. 
Children were transported either for their crimes or to accompany their mothers. It is estimated that 162,000 
people were transported to Australia between 1788 and 1868.

The main features of the historic environment of Botany Bay

Prisoners who were sentenced to 
transportation must have been terrified at the 
prospect. Many would have been resigned to 
not seeing their homeland again and could not 
imagine the fate that awaited them. 

The First Fleet arrived in Australia in January 
1788. The 15,000 kilometre voyage took over 
8 months and was made under appalling 
conditions. Of the 775 convicts aboard 6 
convict vessels, 39 died at sea. Conditions 
were especially difficult for women who were 
subjected to varying degrees of degradation. 
Younger women would be taken to the cabins 
of the officers at night while others would be 
thrown in with the crew. 

The First Fleet didn’t actually land in Botany 
Bay because it was considered unsuitable 
owing to the lack of shelter from the easterly 

winds and the shortage of fresh water. The fleet continued 9 miles along the coast, landing at Port Jackson 
(present day Sydney Harbour). The Second Fleet arrived in 1790 and the Third Fleet in 1791. The first free 
settlers arrived in 1793.

The early colonists had to adapt to the unfamiliar surroundings. Disease was prevalent and food was in short 
supply. Without the arrival of supply ships from Britain, there is doubt that the colony wouldn’t have survived.

The colony needed to quickly become self-sufficient. The aim was to create a successful farming community, 

First Fleet arriving at Botany Bay in January 1788, with Indigenous 
Australians in canoes witnessing the arrival

Wikimedia Commons Image / CC BY-1.0

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/7/77/A_view_of_Botany_Bay_A1475003h.jpg/1200px-A_view_of_Botany_Bay_A1475003h.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
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rather than just a penal colony. More land was needed for this, and the land would be taken from the 
Aborigines.

The treatment of convicts on arrival

Male convicts were brought ashore a day or so after arriving at the colony. They would be marched to the 
Government Labour Yard and stripped, washed and inspected.

They would then be registered, categorised and segregated. They would be identified by name, place of 
origin and religion. Detailed reports of their physical appearance were produced including distinguishing 
marks which would be used to identify them if they attempted to escape. Tattoos were especially useful in 
identifying convicts.

Of all convicts transported to Australia, 37% of males and 15% of females had tattoos on arrival. Tattoos were 
created by etching the black sediment of oil lamps onto the skin. They became a way for convicts to record 
their hopes, beliefs and loves. Convicts were able to make human statements about themselves. Family trees, 
slogans and religious symbols were common and the most popular was an anchor as a sign of hope and 
loyalty, often accompanied by a loved one’s name or initials. Convicts who tattooed themselves on arrival did 
so in an attempt to reclaim their identities.

Categorisation on arrival into supply labour force and allocation  
of appropriate work
Convicts were categorised on the basis of their education and skills, but more likely their lack of both. 
The vast majority of convicts were poor and illiterate, 80% of whom had been convicted for theft. Some 
were semi-skilled such as bakers, carpenters, masons and agricultural workers. There were also a few 
professionals such as doctors, lawyers, architects and teachers.

After the convicts had been formally handed over and placed in the governor’s care, they went through a 
process of segregation. The most hardened criminals would be singled out and sent to special prisons in 
more remote areas.

“Landing of Convicts at Botany Bay” from Captain Watkin Tench’s A NARRATIVE OF 
THE EXPEDITION TO BOTANY BAY. First published in 1789 

Wikimedia Commons Image / CC BY-1.0

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Watkin_Tench
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Convicts_at_Botany_Bay.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
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At first, all convicts irrespective of their occupations or skills were tasked with carrying out the basic work 
required to establish the colony. Large areas of land were cleared, trees felled and stone quarried. As time 
went by, convicts were assigned to jobs according to their skills. Educated convicts were put to work in 
administration, working as clerks and keeping records. Architects and surveyors designed and oversaw the 
construction of buildings, docks, roads and bridges. Carpenters, blacksmiths, brickmakers and stonemasons 
were retained on government work programmes. The majority of convicts were assigned to hard labour or 
handed over to settlers to cultivate their lands. Others worked for government officials as servants, along with 
emancipists (freed ex-convicts).

Governor Arthur of Van Diemen’s Land

Convicts were not allowed to be flogged by their masters and, unless they were a ‘lifer’, were kept only in 
bondage for a limited number of years. Complaints by masters to the magistrates about misconduct, 
insolence or idleness would usually result in a flogging or a return to government service.

Living and working conditions

The average working day began at 5 a.m. and ended at 5 p.m. with a half day on Saturday and a full day off on 
Sunday. Sunday was supposed to be a day of worship and recreation. 

Workers on road projects were supervised by military guards or by convict overseers. Accommodation 
was very uncomfortable and at night, they would be locked up in small huts or ‘trams’ where upwards of 20 

“Deprived of his liberty, exposed to all the caprices of the family 
to whose service he may happen to be assigned, subject to the 
most summary laws... [was in a condition] in no way different 
from that of a slave.”

Case study – Francis Howard Greenway

Francis Greenway was one of Australia’s most famous architects. He was born in 1777 in Mangotsfield, 
Gloucestershire and became an eminent architect in Bristol and Bath. He was convicted of forging 
financial documents and was sentenced to death, but his sentence was lessened to 14 years 
transportation. Greenway was introduced to Governor Lachlan Macquarie and went on to design many 
buildings, most notably the Hyde Park Barracks. He was emancipated by Macquarie but they later 
quarrelled and he was dismissed. His career was adversely affected and he died in poverty in 1837.

Greenway’s face is shown on the first Australian 
decimal currency $10 banknote (1966–93) 

Wikimedia Commons Image / CC BY-1.0

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Australia_10dollar_note_1968.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/


5

STUDY OF AN HISTORIC SITE:
BOTANY BAY 

Botany Bay: the settlement of criminals in New South Wales in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

prisoners would be crammed.

For those convicts who remained in Sydney, lodgings were available in a neighbourhood called The Rocks. 
Here, life had less restrictions. Husbands and wives could live together and some businesses were set up 
and run by convicts still under sentence. The Rocks became notorious for raucous behaviour. Such was the 
problem of drunkenness, prostitution and thieving, Governor Macquarie decided to build Hyde Park Barracks 
for greater order and security.

Those prisoners who were dispatched to other towns or into the bush would be fed and accommodated by 
their masters and standards varied considerably.

A convict’s daily rations were by no means substantial, and would mainly consist of:

 ∙ Breakfast: a roll of bread and a bowl of fumentry or ‘skilly’, a porridge-like dish made from oatmeal, 
water and if they were lucky, scrapings of meat. 

 ∙ Lunch: a large roll of bread and a pound of dried, salted meat.

 ∙ Dinner: one roll of bread and if they were lucky, a cup of tea.

Until 1810, convicts wore ordinary civilian clothes. But, as the number of settlers increased, it was decided the 
convicts should wear distinctive uniforms to mark them out. These uniforms consisted of black and yellow 
woolen jackets which would have been uncomfortable in the summer heat, and trousers marked with the 
letters PB (Prison Barracks). The trousers were buttoned down the sides so they could be removed over a pair 
of leg irons.

Female factories and the treatment of single women

Of all transported convicts, around 24,000 were female. More than 80% of them had been convicted of petty 
theft and often for a first offence. Very soon, they became associated with degeneracy though no women 
were transported for prostitution as it wasn’t a transportable offence. 

Recent research would suggest that their fate was imposed on them by a male dominated society that 
needed a supply of women to service both convicts and free men. Many women were forced into prostitution 
by their circumstances. It was the only way to survive as they were required to feed and clothe themselves.

Convict population of New South Wales
Year Males Females Total
1788 529 188 717
1790 297 70 367
1800 1,230 328 1,558
1805 1,561 516 2,077
1819 8,920 1,066 9,986
1828 16,442 1,544 17,986
1836 25,254 2,577 27,831
1841 23,844 3,133 26,97
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Most female convicts would end up in domestic service. When the female ships arrived, colonists would rush 
to the docks to bargain for a maid servant or a mistress. Officials would get first pick. Such liaisons were 
not recognised by law and so a settler could disown a convict woman freely. This added to the problem of 
prostitution.

Men could also select women from the female factories where the most troublesome were sent. Men would 
make their choice by a system called ‘convict courtship’. Most women accepted the ‘proposal’.

Martin Cash writing in 1828. He was a notorious convict bushranger known for escaping twice from Port Arthur.  
His 1870 autobiography, The Adventures of Martin Cash, ghostwritten by the former convict James Lester Burke,  

became a bestseller in Australia.

The first factory was built in Parramatta in 1804. Women would be taken to the factories until they were 
assigned work. Others would be there as punishment for being pregnant or for having illegitimate children. 
They would have to carry out tasks such as rope-making, washing, sewing and spinning. Factories were 
overcrowded and discipline was harsh. Punishments varied from having their heads shaved as a mark of 
disgrace to reduced rations, solitary confinement, being put in leg irons and forced to do hard labour. 

Convict women were often punished for having poor morality. In 1838, convict women at the Cascades 
Female Factory reacted by baring their bottoms to the visiting governor and reverend.

Some women were able to lead successful lives on completion of their sentences. Mary Reibey née Haydock 
(12 May 1777–30 May 1855) was born in Bury, Lancashire. Aged 18, she was sentenced to 7 years 
transportation for the theft of a horse. She became a highly successful businesswoman and is depicted on 
the 1994 $20 banknote.

Any man wanting to marry one of the girls would apply. The girls 
were lined up at the Factory and the man would drop a scarf 
or handkerchief at the feet of the woman of his choice. If she 
picked it up, the marriage was virtually immediate.

$20 Australian banknote showing Mary Reibey’s image 
Wikimedia Commons Image / CC BY-2.0

http://www.thefullwiki.org/Convict
http://www.thefullwiki.org/Bushranger
http://www.thefullwiki.org/Port_Arthur,_Tasmania
http://www.thefullwiki.org/Autobiography
http://www.thefullwiki.org/Australia
https://www.flickr.com/photos/128026872@N03/16908584447
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
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Convict children and children of convicts

Male and female orphanages accommodated the children of women in the female factories. Juvenile male 
offenders transported to New South Wales were housed in Carters Barracks. They were taught a trade and 
released on apprenticeships, with the threat of a gaol sentence if their masters lodged any complaints against 
them.

Girl convicts were assigned as domestic servants to settlers or employed in the female factory in Parramatta, 
New South Wales and later in Hobart, Tasmania.

Punishment of offenders

Magistrates made regular visits to government convict establishments to hear complaints and administer 
punishments. The main form of punishment was flogging which was carried out in public as a warning to 
others. 

On Norfolk Island, a ‘cat o’ nine tails’ was used for floggings. This was a whip made of leather strands with a 
piece of lead attached to each thong. The lead would tear into the back of the prisoner and the only 
immediate relief from pain would be to urinate on the ground and then lie the open wounds on it.

Marcus Clarke’s observations on the Tasmanian penal colony in 1870

Case study – Henry Catlin

Henry Catlin was born in London in 1827 and brought up in Bedford, the youngest of a family of 7. 
The family were poor and suffered at the hands of a drunken and abusive father. Henry turned to petty 
crime and aged 9, he was caught stealing a pair of shoes. He was sentenced to 4 months hard labour 
followed by 7 years transportation. As a result of his age, he was imprisoned in the House of Correction 
for 4 months instead. In 1842, he was caught stealing money and was transported to Van Diemen’s land 
for 14 years. He served half his sentence, gained a ticket of leave in 1850 and a Conditional Pardon in 
1852. He decided to stay on in Australia and after being married, became a shoemaker and raised a 
family. He died aged 90.

“Captain Frere gave him fifty more lashes, and sent 
him the next day to grind cayenne pepper. This was a 
punishment more dreaded by the convicts than any 
other. The pungent dust filled their eyes and lungs, 
causing them the most excruciating torments. For 
a man with a raw back the work is one of continued 
agony. In four days Rufus Dawes, emaciated, blistered, 
blinded, broke down ‘For God’s sake, Frere, kill me at 
once!’ ”

A public flogging 
Wikimedia Commons Image / CC BY-1.0

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Convict_flogging_Tasmania.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
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Another form of punishment was the treadmill. Convicts had to walk up a revolving set of steps which 
powered mills grinding corn into flower. If they didn’t walk at the necessary speed, they could be flogged. A 
slip could cause them to fall into the blades, resulting in serious injury or death.

Other forms of punishment included being put in solitary confinement and deprived of food, being placed 
in stocks or put in chains. If a prisoner continued to misbehave, there was a defined scale of punishment. 
Firstly, they would be put to work on a road gang, then sent to a penal colony and finally sentenced to death.

Road gangs of prisoners suffered extremely brutal discipline. As well as the strenuous labour, they often had 
to work in irons.

A recollection of chained convicts from Tom Petrie’s Reminiscences of Early Queensland

A secondary punishment was created by establishing penal colonies. Discipline was so severe in these 
colonies that such places were considered worse than death.

The brutality of places like Norfolk Island and Port Arthur was so extreme, some prisoners blinded or burned 
themselves to avoid work. Some resorted to suicide or committed murder in order to be sent away for trial.

Prisoners Working At The Tread-wheel, And Others Exercising, In The 3rd 
Yard Of The Vagrants– in Australia, convicts were naked from the waist up 

Wikimedia Commons Image / CC BY-1.0

“The lighter irons had links about the size of a plough chain, the 
others being much heavier. The chains were some two feet long 
between the legs, and in the middle of each was a small ring 
with a string through it, which, being connected to the prisoner’s 
belt, kept the irons from dragging on the ground during motion. 
Prisoners wearing chains had a peculiar way of walking, and 
you would see the poor fellows just released after six months or 
so, going along as though they still wore them. Heavily-chained 
men always dragged their feet along in a weary fashion – life to 
them could not have been much joy.”

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Coldbath-fields-treadmill-mayhew-p306.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
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Examples of penal colonies

Norfolk Island 

Situated 1,500 miles off the coast of New South Wales, Norfolk Island was arguably the most brutal penal 
colony. It was reserved for “the worst description of convicts” who had committed fresh colonial crimes. The 
prisoners lived and toiled in the shadow of ‘Murder Mountain’ where 12 men who had taken part in an uprising 
in 1846 were executed. The colony was eventually abandoned in 1855.

Port Arthur

After the closure of Norfolk Island, prisoners were 
dispatched to Port Arthur at the southern tip of 
Tasmania. It was here that prison reformers in Britain 
suggested the trialling of a new institution called the 
Model Prison.

Macquarie Harbour, Sarah Island 

This penal colony was meant to be impossible to escape from. There were in fact 180 attempts, but only very 
few were successful. 

The treatment of escaped convicts 

Most of those who managed to escape perished in the harsh terrain, or returned of their own accord a few 
days after their escape. ‘Bolters’ sometimes attempted to stow away on ships and ‘bushrangers’ attempted to 
survive in the bush, stealing from settlers and travellers. The authorities were relentless in hunting them down 
and rewarded Aboriginal people for helping to return convicts into custody.

Celebrated bushrangers include the following.

John Donahue (born c.1806, died 1830). Donahue was a young Dubliner sentenced to transportation for 
life in 1823. He escaped into the bush from Quakers Hill Farm and lived with a gang on plunder until he was 
shot dead by a policeman in 1830. His tale is immortalised in the Ballad of Bold Jack Donahue which was 
considered treasonous and banned.

Penitentiary at Port Arthur, Tasmania. 
Wikimedia Commons Image / CC BY-SA 3.0

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:PortArthurPenitentiary.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:CC-BY-SA-3.0
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The Ballad of Bold Jack Donahue

In Dublin town I was brought up that city of great fame 
My parents reared me tenderly there’s many did the same 
Being a wild colonial boy I was forced to cross the main 

And for seven long years in New South Wales to wear a convict’s chain 
 

Oh I’d been no longer than six months upon Australian shores 
When I turned out as a Tory boy as I’d often done before 

There was Macnamara from yonder woods and Captain Mackie too 
They were the chief associates of bold Jack Donahue 

 
As O’Donahue was taken for a notorious crime 

And sentenced to be hanged all on the gallows high 
But when he came to Sydney gaol he left them in a stew 

For when they came to call the roll they missed Jack Donahue 
 

As O’Donahue made his escape to the woods he did repair 
Where the tyrants dared not show their face by night and day 

And every week in the newspapers there was published something new 
Concerning that bold hero boy called brave Jack Donahue 

 
As O’Donahue was walking one summer’s afternoon 

Little was his notion that his death should be so soon 
When a sergeant of the horse police discharged his carabine 

And loudly called to O’Donahue to fight or else resign 
 

Resign to you, you cowardly dogs its a thing I ne’er will do 
For I’ll range these woods and valleys like a wolf or kangaroo 

Before I’ll work for Government said bold Jack Donahue 
 

Nine rounds the horse policeman fired till at length a fatal ball 
He lodged it in O’Donahue’s breast and it caused him to fall 
As he closed his mournful eyes to this world he bid adieu 

Good people all both great and small pray for Jack Donahue.
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William Buckley (born 1780, died 1856). Buckley was from Cheshire and sentenced to 14 years for theft. 
He escaped from Sorrento in Victoria in 1803 and lived with a tribe of Aborigines for 32 years. On returning 
himself to the authorities, he was given a pardon and became a respected civil servant.

Joseph Bolitho Johns (born 1826, died 1900). Johns, known as ‘Moondyne Joe’, was perhaps the most 
famous bushranger of all. He was born in Cornwall but moved to Wales in 1846 to find work in the iron 
industry. He was arrested in Chepstow for burglary and the theft of food and was sentenced to 10 years penal 
servitude. Johns sailed for Australia in 1853, and was issued with a ticket of leave on arrival due to good 
behaviour. Two years later, he received a Conditional Pardon, before being arrested for horse theft and 
imprisoned. He escaped whilst awaiting trial and became famous, not for his crimes, but for his many 
escapes from gaol. He became celebrated as the man that no gaol could hold. In 1871 it was decided he had 
been punished long enough and he was again granted a ticket of leave. He died in 1900 and is buried in 
Freemantle. His tombstone bears the word ‘rhyddid’ meaning freedom in the Welsh language.

The significance of the penal colony as a form of punishment

Experiments with the Silent and Separate Systems

There was a belief that harsh corporal punishment served only to harden prisoners and make them more 
resentful. Some people thought there should be a move away from imprisonment as a form of retribution and 
deterrence. Instead, they favoured the idea of instilling discipline to reform the criminal. This would involve 
moving away from punishment and reform through physical subjugation, and using psychological control 
instead. At the Port Arthur penal colony, attempts to rehabilitate prisoners came in the form of the Silent and 
Separate Systems. 

Both systems were meant to allow a prisoner to reflect upon his actions and his predicament. Under the 
Silent System, prisoners spent most of their time alone in their cell and were given meaningless tasks such 
as oakum picking, walking the treadmill and doing shot drill. The work was deliberately degrading and its 
aim was to break the prisoner’s will and lower their self-respect. If a prisoner was caught communicating with 
others, they were given a special punishment – the dark cell. This meant total isolation in darkness and it was 
said that even the toughest prisoner was a broken man after being released from the dark cell.

Joseph Bolitho Johns (1830-1900), better known as the  
Western Australian bushranger Moondyne Joe 

Wikimedia Commons Image / CC BY-1.0

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fichier:Moondyne_Joe.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
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Criminality was perceived as a contagious disease and the basic idea of the Separate System was to hold 
prisoners in solitude in order to protect them from the negative influence of other convicts. Total isolation from 
others would eventually break the prisoners. They spent most of their time locked up in tiny cells and were 
only allowed out for religious services and exercise. In the chapel, they could see the preacher but nobody 
else.

Prisoners worked in their cells on tasks such 
as tailoring and were allowed only a few 
possessions. Every three months they could 
write and receive letters. Such was the rigidity 
of the system that if two prisoners approached 
each other on a corridor, one would have to 
stop, turn and face the wall while the other 
passed. While exercising in the yard, the 
prisoners were made to wear hoods over their 
faces so they didn’t recognise each other. In 
that way, sensory deprivation was added to 
depersonalisation.

The construction of the prison ensured that 
prisoners were constantly under observation. 
There was a central hallway with corridors 
radiating out which gave the guards clear vision 
of all activity in all parts of the prison.

In reality, the systems didn’t serve as an 
effective form of rehabilitation as many of the 
prisoners developed mental problems and 
asylums had to be constructed near the prisons.

Prisoners exercising 
Hulton Archive/Stringer / Hulton Archive / Getty Images 

Isometrical perspective of Pentonville Prison, 1840-4 
Wikimedia Commons Image / CC BY-1.0

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pentonvilleiso19.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
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Changes in the treatment of convicts

Up until 1820, convicts worked on government work programmes. With the arrival of more settlers however, 
and the expansion of the colony, convicts were isolated and kept out of view. They were assigned to country 
estates away from the towns and settlements,  spread along the coast and inland. After 1840, newly arrived 
convicts were sent to probation stations across the country where treatment was regimented and strict. Once 
the convicts had completed their probation, they could be sent to private assignments.

The differing experiences of convicts in Botany Bay including opportunities for self-improvement

The experiences of convicts varied greatly. Those who proved troublesome suffered as a consequence, but 
those who conformed were able to make gains. Convicts released on Absolute Pardons were able to return 
home, but with no set practice in place, this proved difficult. Some did return home or left Australia for other 
colonies, but the majority stayed on and many went on to lead successful lives. Many became landowners 
having been given life grants. Others worked as prison overseers or took on administrative roles. Some 
entered politics and achieved high office while others began businesses, becoming shippers and traders 
often using the knowledge and skills they had picked up as convicts.

Reasons for the decline of the penal colony

At first, the British government hailed transportation as a huge success. An alarming crime wave seemed to 
have been dealt with and a large sector of the criminal class had been exiled, all at no great cost. Opinion’s 
began to change by the 1830s.

In 1838, the anti-transportation champion Sir William Molesworth, a member of the House of Commons 
Select Committee, reported that transportation should end, arguing that it no longer acted as a deterrent. 
He proposed that transportation should be replaced by gang labour on public works in Britain. In 1840, Lord 
John Russell, Secretary of State for the Colonies, proposed that criminals should be kept on hulks (old, 
unseaworthy or wrecked ships) in England while new penitentiaries were built.

Humanitarians added weight to the debate by arguing that transportation was cruel and inhumane. Religious 
objectors pointed to the immoral behaviour of the transportees.

Transportation had become expensive – it had become more expensive to transport a criminal than to 
imprison them in Britain. Objections were also raised by taxpayers who argued that it was unfair that they had 
to support the families of men who had been transported.

Case study – Samuel Terry

The most successful ex-convict was Samuel Terry (born c.1776, died 1838) who became known as 
the ‘Botany Bay Rothschild’. Whilst working as a labourer in Manchester, he was convicted of theft and 
sentenced to 7 years transportation. He worked as a stone cutter and on completion of his sentence, 
acquired a farm, became an inn-keeper and prospered as a trader. On his death, he left a personal 
estate of £250,000 and a vast amount of landed property. His fortune was worth 3.4% of the colony’s 
gross domestic product which would equate to over £19 billion today.
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STUDY OF AN HISTORIC SITE:
BOTANY BAY 

Botany Bay: the settlement of criminals in New South Wales in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

By the mid 19th century, the population of Australia had soared and there were now enough people to develop 
the country. The growing self-confidence of the free settlers led them to object to the use of Australia as a 
dumping ground for Britain’s criminal classes. Free settlers and businessmen had to compete with other 
businesses who could utilise cheap convict labour and they argued that this was unjust.

Transportation to the Australian mainland was suspended in 1840, though around 26,000 convicts were sent 
to Van Diemen’s Land between 1841 and 1850. Transportation to New South Wales was officially abolished in 
1850 and to Van Diemen’s Land in 1853. After the Penal Servitude Act of 1853, only long-term transportation 
continued, but this was finally abolished in 1857. Between 1860, and 1868 nearly 10,000 felons were 
transported to Western Australia to develop the colony there. Transportation ended in 1868 when the British 
government withdrew all funding. 

The transportation of convicts changed the dynamics of Australian society to a large extent, and helped 
create a strong, successful dominion. The era of transportation is considered to be a creditable portion of 
Australian history. Today, 11 convict settlements have been given the status of UNESCO world heritage sites.

A poem by George Barrington (14 May 1755–27 December 1804), an Irish convict

The website https://convictrecords.com.au/ allows you to search the British convict transportation records for 
82% of those sent to Australia between 1787 and 1867. You can browse by surname, year of transportation 
or ship name.

Manacles icon by Lorc under CC BY 3.0

From distant climes, o’er wide-spread seas we come, 
Though not with much eclat, or beat of drum 

True patriots all, for it be understood 
We left our country for our country’s good 

No private views disgraced our generous zeal 
What urged our travels was our country’s weal 

And none will doubt that our emigration 
Had prov’d most useful to the British Nation.

https://convictrecords.com.au/
http://lorcblog.blogspot.com/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
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