Lieutenant George Frederick Dashwood, Kneeling
man being flogged. Ink sketch from his sketchbook
(1830-35).
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CHAPTER 23

[ RANSPORTATION OF CONVICTS
A. G. L. SHAW

URING THE EIGHTY years in which parts of Australia were penal colonies, there was constant
Ddebate on the merits and defects of the transportation system. Was it an effective
punishment? Was it reformatory? Deterrent? Expensive? What were its effects on local society?
On the crime rate? On prostitution? On drunkenness? On religious observance? On the police
system? On local government? On the granting of self-government? Discussion of some or all
of these questions permeates very much the writing of the period, whether in contemporary
works such as James Macarthur, New South Wales, its present state and future prospects (London,
Walther, 1837); ].D. Lang, Historical and statistical account of New South Wales (London, Cochrane
and Microne, 1834; new edns in 1837, 1852 and 1875); John West, History of Tasmania (1852;
repr, Sydney, A & R in association with the Royal Australian Historical Society, 1971); Peter
Cunningham, Two years in New South Wales (1827; repr, A & R in association with the Royal
Australian Historical Society, 1966); James Backhouse, Narrative of a visit to the Australian colonies
(York, John L. Linney, Low Ousegate, 1843); Alexander Harris, Settlers and convicts (1847; repr,
MUP, 1969) and many others, or in modern studies, either of particular aspects of colonial life
or the general histories which are referred to elsewhere in this volume.

The same may be said of the autobiographies and biographies of people living in the first half
of the nineteenth century. Among the former, for example, are Roger Therry, Reminiscences of
thirty years residence in New South Wales (1863; repr, SUP for the Royal Australian Historical
Society, 1974) and James Hardy Vaux, Memoirs (1819; repr, MUP, 1964); among the latter, CH.
Currey, Sir Francis Forbes (A & R, 1968) and The brothers Bent (SUP, 1968). Apart from these,
there are many books dealing with the various governors of the penal colonies and with the
many officials, settlers and convicts themselves.

Of the convicts’ writings, the best known are by the well-educated political prisoners whose
experiences were not typical and who naturally had an axe to grind in their accounts of the
system. Mention may be made of those written by several guilty of political offences—trade
unionists, Canadian rebels, Chartists and Irish—Leon Ducharmé, John Frost, William Gates,
Maurice La Pailleur, George Loveless, Linus B. Miller, John Mitchell and Frangois Prieur; but
there are others. Ann Conlon has commented on such convict memoirs in ‘“Mine is a sad yet
true story”: convict narratives, 1818-1850" in JR Aust Hist Soc (55, 1, 1969, 43-82) and Alan
Atkinson discusses ‘Four patterns of convict protest’ in Labour history (37, 1979, 28-51).

Of the specialist works on the transportation system, the most significant and readily available
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are referred to below. Many others which throw light on some aspect of it can be referred to in
the major libraries, especially the Mitchell Library in Sydney and the British Library in London,
though in most cases they are either propaganda or self-laudatory works. A number are listed in
the bibliographies of Shaw (1977) and in several of the other recent works on the subject listed
below, as well as in the general histories. The principles involved in the controversy are perhaps
best summed up in the two attacks on the system by Richard Whately, Protestant Archbishop
of Dublin, Thoughts on secondary punishment in a letter to Earl Grey (London, B. Fellowes, 1832) and
Remarks on transportation (London, B. Fellowes, 1834), and in the two replies to him, by Colonel
George Arthur, then lieutenant-governor of Van Diemen’s Land, Observations upon secondary
punishment (Hobart, James Ross, 1833) and A defence of transportation in reply to the remarks of the
Archbishop of Dublin (London, George Cowie, 1835).

In the preface to Shaw’s book, it is noted (p 13) that a number of the conclusions there needed
‘to be confirmed (or perhaps refuted) by detailed investigation both of the districts from which
the convicts came and of those they were sent to; for it is only from such studies that the whole
truth can emerge, and at the moment [1964] these are extremely rare’. This is still the case, but
the results of further studies, though not yet published in book form, should be mentioned.
Different aspects of the penal settlement are discussed by Decie Denholm, ‘Port Arthur: the men
and myth’ (Hist stud 14, 55, 1970, 406-23). Giving a rather contrary view is the article by Julian
Reynolds, ‘The penal stations of New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land: the reality behind
the legend’ (J R Aust Hist Soc 67, 4, 1982, 354-65). Henry Reynolds, in ““That hated stain™: the
aftermath of transportation in Tasmania’ (Hist Stud 14, 53, 1969, 19-31), describes some of the
aftereffects of transportation in Tasmania. Two recent articles criticise the reports of the
Molesworth Committee (the Select Committee on Transportation of 1837-38), namely, John
Ritchie, “Towards ending an unclean thing: the Molesworth Committee and the abolition of
transportation to New South Wales, 183740’ (Hist stud 17,67, 1976, 144-6 4) and N. Townsend,
‘The Molesworth Enquiry: does the report fit the evidence?’ (J Aust Stud 1, June 1977, 33-51).

There are several novels about the system. The most notorious, Marcus Clarke’s, For the term
of his natural life (1874; repr, Melbourne, Currey O’'Neil, 1983) is misleading in so far as it subjects
one man to every known evil of the system and implies that this experience is typical; LL.
Robson has analysed it in “The historical basis of For the term of his natural life’ (Australian literary
studies 1, 2, 1963, 104-21). The adventures of Ralph Rashleigh (1929, repr; (A & R, 1975) a
picaresque novel thought to be by the convict James Tucker, combined circumstances of convict
days with fictitious adventures, and Henry Savery, another convict author, in Quintus Servinton
(1830; repr, UNSWP, 1984), the first novel in book form written in Australia, provides a
contrasting and complementary picture in describing the experiences of an educated convict,
though only one-third of the novel deals with events after Quintus had been transported.

A larger number of serious studies have been made of the details of the administration of the
system in Tasmania because of the excellence of the records kept in the archives at Hobart; those
held in Sydney were destroyed during the period when Australians were anxious to forget their
convict past. Today, when many people are seeking to find a convict ancestor if they possibly
can, studies in New South Wales have depended more on private papers and old reminiscences,
but there is still room for local studies based on the records available in the many bench books
that have survived. These, as in Tasmania, may prove a fruitful source for further study. Generally
speaking, of course, the official records, when carefully analysed, provide more reliable
information than the usually prejudiced accounts of individuals, though one must notice that
offical records can also show a distorted picture and, like every other record of a highly
controversial subject, have to be studied carefully—something which fortunately has become
more common in recent years.

A few British government documents have been included in the reading list. These, too, are
not free from bias and some of the reports were forcefully contested in parliament when they
were tabled; obviously they form an important mirror of official attitudes towards convict
transportation. Only the most important ones have been listed here.
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