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Campbell Town is enjoying a renaissance. The Tasmanian midlands town was
established in the 1820s and, like all the state’s early settlements, its development
was underpinned by convict labour. Transported prisoners provided the labour
force necessary to build roads, houses and bridges, to farm the land and herd the
cattle and sheep, to wash clothes and cook meals for enterprising land-owners. By
the early 1990s, when I lived there, Campbell Town had stagnated into a typical
rural service centre, a place to stock up on groceries, pay bills, get the car or
tractor serviced, send the kids to high school, but lacking the energy provided by
interconnectivity with outside communities. Geographically Campbell Town
marks something approximating the halfway point on the two hundred kilometre
trip between Hobart and Launceston, one reason for its colonial prosperity, but in
the 1990s few travellers stopped there, preferring to forego a rest stop in order to
sooner reach the cities at either end of the highway. Today, however, people take
the time to rest in Campbell Town. The town has reacquired its former colonial
role as a coach stop, providing refreshment, replenishment and accommodation for
travellers. Cafes line the main street, offering good coffee and epicurean delights.
What was the newsagent is now a Subway franchise. The butcher has given way to
a trendy juice bar, the mechanic to a shop boasting a glisteningly colourful array of
lollies in plastic jars. Campbell Town’s High Street now has the trimmings of
urban modernity, yet this renaissance has not entirely obscured the town’s convict
past. Skirting the refurbished shop fronts, under the feet of coffee-sipping visitors,
a narrow brick trail is inset in the footpath. Each brick in this trail is inscribed with

a brief biographical sketch of one of the 68 000 convicts transported to Tasmania



during its fifty-year penal era. Name, offence, transport ship, date of arrival and
the ultimate fate — ticket-of-leave, pardon or death — are recorded for each
individual and the abutted red bricks stretch out into a chain 2% kilometres long.
The convict trail at Campbell Town sits comfortably with other
contemporary treatments of convictism at various sites around Tasmania. At Port
Arthur, the state’s premiere tourist destination, a new interpretative methodology
was implemented in 1999 to “add a human element to a place which had subjected
convicts to dehumanising conditions” (Strange 6)." When visitors buy their tickets
they are assigned a convict identity, represented on a mock playing card which
contains summary biographical details and a cartoon portrait of a man once
incarcerated at the establishment. This card guides the patron through the
interpretation gallery in Port Arthur’s visitors’ centre, an intermediary space
between the car park and the historic site itself. The “Lottery of Life” exhibition is
designed both to improve visitor interactivity at the site and to facilitate
reinterpretation of the familiar myths about VVan Diemen’s Land convictism.
Carolyn Strange comments that “by introducing individual convicts’ stories of
triumph and not just tragedy, the gruesome image of dehumanising punishment

was modified and moderated” (2). This is in stark contrast to an advertisement for

! port Arthur is 60 km south of Hobart on the Tasman Peninsula. Guarded by shark-infested waters
and a chain of vicious dogs, the settlement quickly occupied the popular imagination as a place of
suffering and horror. Port Arthur began as a timber station in 1830 and was established as a place
of secondary punishment by Lieutenant-Governor George Arthur in 1833. In the 1840s and 50s, a
period of change in penal administration throughout the colony, Port Arthur became a site of
experimentation in criminal rehabilitation along Benthamite ideals, including a panopticon and a
Separate or Model Prison, where sensory deprivation techniques were instituted to prohibit all
contact between prisoners. Port Arthur closed in 1877 due to the dwindling number of prisoners
after the 1853 cessation of transportation. The settlement was subdivided for private ownership in
the 1880s and by 1890 many buildings were being used to provide accommodation to meet the
demands of the emerging tourist trade. The site was ravaged by bushfires in 1895 and 1897. In
1916, certain ruins were reserved and placed under the control of the Scenery Preservation Board,
becoming Australia’s first historic site (Alexander 285-86).



the Port Arthur Historic Site printed on the back of a 1991 Tasmanian street
directory. Black and white photographic portraits of six aberrant individuals stare
up harrowingly from under a heading that challenges, “Would you ask directions
to Port Arthur from any of these gentlemen?” Presumably not, since the
advertisement also records the offences committed by the six men, and William
Turner, sentenced for life for “shooting with intent” looks like a particularly nasty
character (Tasmania: Cities and Towns). But visit Port Arthur today, some sixteen
years after this advertisement was in circulation, and similar characters are likely
to be your trustworthy guides, their misadventures parcelled out conveniently on a
palm-sized card so you can travel with, engage with and sympathise with some of
Port Arthur’s former inmates.

Visitors interested in Tasmania’s convict heritage can patronise other penal
establishments, relics or repositories of memory around the island: the female
factories at South Hobart and Ross, the Watchhouse at George Town or the
abandoned buildings on Maria Island, all sites recently renovated and revitalised
through the telling of individual stories. The current interpretative tools and
methodologies which focus on the individual and personal stories of convict lives
are part of what Kevin Walsh labels the “empathetic re-creation” technique of
heritage tourism, an increasingly popular, though historically problematic, practice
emergent in the 1990s (101-02).

The phenomenon is not confined to tourism. Employing a convict voice or
a convict story to interpret Australian history and / or Australian identity has been

a recurrent practice in Australian fiction. Graeme Turner argues that



imprisonment, particularised in Australia as convictism, is a “rich source of
imagery and meaning within Australian culture, and in its specific meanings, as
well as its wider application, it provides us with a central paradigm for the
depiction of the self in Australian narrative” (60). Laurie Hergenhan, in his
introduction to Unnatural Lives: Studies in Australian Convict Fiction, similarly
indicates the importance of the convict trope in Australian fiction, contending that
the “convict theme has offered writers special possibilities,” evidenced by the
“comparatively high quality of the fiction about convicts” in relation to fiction
about other historical subjects, such as pioneering life on the land, bushranging or
interactions between the indigenous and settler populations (1). Hergenhan’s
study, originally published in 1983 and appearing in a second unaltered edition ten
years later, is a survey of fiction about convicts with an historicist aim: “to explore
changes and continuities of representation and how these were in turn shaped by
changes in society and literary production” (xi). Hergenhan charts these changes
across a century of convict fiction, from James Tucker’s Ralph Rashleigh (written
around 1845, but not published until a century later) to Patrick White’s A Fringe of
Leaves (1976).

Fictional treatments of convictism, and particularly of Tasmanian
convictism, have continued to engage writers and since the publication of White’s
novel many works, popular or critically acclaimed or both, have been published.
Three recently published books employ the empathetic re-creation methodology
currently dominant in Tasmanian tourism, taking the life of an historically

verifiable Van Diemen’s Land transportee and refiguring that life through fiction.



Bryce Courtenay’s hugely popular The Potato Factory (1995), together with its
two sequels (produced as a highly successful television miniseries in 2000),
chronicles an imagined life of Isaac “lkey” Solomon and his fictional progeny;
Andrew Motion’s Wainewright the Poisoner (2000) creatively constructs a story
for Thomas Griffiths Wainewright, the Romantic artist turned poisoner transported
to Van Diemen’s Land for life; and Richard Flanagan produces a fictional
autobiography of convict artist William Buelow Gould in Gould’s Book Of Fish
(2001). These contemporary convict fictions give a voice and a story to real
characters in history. But what did convicts say for themselves, without the
twenty-first-century writers or tourist practitioners ventriloquising their lived
experience into fiction? How did convict authors tell their own stories? And to
whom did they tell these stories and acquire the audience so coveted by J.F.
Mortlock in the epigraph to his Experiences of a Convict, Transported for Twenty-
One Years (1864-65), which this thesis adopts as its title? | explore these questions
by examining eighteen published life-narratives about Van Diemen’s Land
purportedly written by convicts transported to the colony.

As Lucy Frost and Hamish Maxwell-Stewart demonstrate in Chain Letters:
Narrating Convict Lives, transported men and women employed diverse means,
both textual and non-textual, to compose and communicate autobiographical
accounts of convictism. These stories assumed narrative and material forms as
wide-ranging as love tokens and tattoos through to letters and oral stories and
enabled their authors to share personal experiences of transportation with local or

intimate audiences. Love tokens, tattoos, letters, diaries, oral accounts, pamphlets



and books were all sites for convicts’ autobiographical acts. Phillipe Lejeune
defines autobiography as the “retrospective narrative in prose that someone makes
of his own existence when he puts the principal accent upon his life, especially
upon the story of his own personality” (13). But as Sidonie Smith and Julia
Watson demonstrate in Reading Autobiography: A Guide for Interpreting Life
Narratives, autobiography as a discrete genre is only one form that self-referential
narrative can assume. Autobiography, Smith and Watson argue, is a “term for a
particular practice of life narrative that emerged in the Enlightenment and has
become canonical in the West” (3). Autobiography, alongside memoir, testimonio,
apology and countless other terms, designates only one of many different kinds
and contexts of self-referential writing.

Some nineteenth-century convict accounts fit the conventions of
autobiography. Some do not. Consequently, | adopt a flexible definition of self-
referential writing in this study of published convict life-narratives, following the
terminology employed by Smith and Watson in Reading Autobiography. Here,
life-writing, life-narrative and autobiography are used as distinct categories rather
than as synonymous or interchangeable terms. To paraphrase Smith and Watson,
life-writing is an umbrella term for any writing that takes a life as its subject,
including biographies, novels or histories. The recent convict fiction by Courtenay,
Motion and Flanagan are examples of life-writing. Life-narrative distinguishes the
writing of one’s own life from that of another’s. Life-narrative is a narrower term
than life-writing but includes within it the many and diverse kinds of self-

referential writing, including autobiography as well as memoir, recollection,



meditation, travel narrative, oral history and captivity narrative and the more
contemporary manifestations of self-referential narrative, such as
oughtabiography, ecobiography and autoethnography.” The inclusiveness of life-
narrative renders the term most appropriate for this study, which examines self-
referential accounts by convicts composed in variant narrative forms. In the
criticism and theory of life-writing, however, “autobiographical” is often used as
an adjective synonymous with “self-referential”. | use autobiographical in this
way.

Of the 68 000 men and women shipped to Van Diemen’s Land in its
transportation era, a mere twenty-three — all men — had their recollections of the
experience published as autobiographical narrative. These exceptional instances of
public story-telling are the focus of this study. What enabled these few individuals
to have their stories published and shared with a public audience? | address this
question in Chapter One. By delineating the narrative and material form of these
convict life-narratives, | locate each text in the historical context of its original
publication to demonstrate how convict writers gained access to a public speaking
position and an audience. Chapter Two considers issues of authority and agency.
How, in the face of the editorial, technical and commercial demands of
publication, did convict authors find or retain sufficient autonomy to tell their own

story? | begin by reading each account for evidence of agency, both on the part of

% Smith and Watson identify each of these self-referential forms in Appendix One of Reading
Autobiography. Oughtabiography, coined by Chon Noriega, designates life-narrative that focuses
on all the things one should have done. Ecobiography refers to those narratives that link the story of
the protagonist with that of the “fortunes, conditions, geography and ecology of a region” and
reflect on the connection of self and place. Autoethnography is a mode where colonised subjects
collaborate with or appropriate a coloniser’s discursive models to represent themselves in literature
(185-99).



the narrative protagonist contesting the power relations encoded within penal
discourse and practice and on that of the author accepting, resisting or rejecting the
confines of the narrative form. But the convict authors share even this autonomous
space with their editors and others who facilitate publication. The second part of
Chapter Two looks for the multiple voices evident in these narratives, the whispers
of the editor, amanuensis or scribe that echo in the text.

I examine eighteen works, distinguished by being self-referential accounts
published in the nineteenth century that depict a lived experience of Van Diemen’s
Land penal life. These narratives have not, to date, been the subject of close
literary analysis. Some, particularly those by the Canadian Patriots,® have been
studied as historically significant documents (Cassandra Pybus and Hamish
Maxwell-Stewart’s American Citizens, British Slaves: Yankee Political Prisoners
in an Australian Penal Colony 1839-1850 is primarily based upon Patriots’
autobiographical narratives) but no study of these texts as sites of literary self-
expression has been undertaken. Only one of the eighteen texts purports to be
“autobiography,” but the titles of the remaining books situate the works as
unarguably self-referential. John Broxup and Samuel Cockney dub their respective
narratives a “Life,” William Gates pens “Recollections,” while J.F. Mortlock
furnishes his readers with “Experiences of a convict” in an “autobiographical
memoir.” “Narrative,” “true account” and “true history” are also terms that recur

among the titles of Van Diemen’s Land convict narratives. All these accounts,

® The Canadian Patriots were ninety-two American citizens transported to Van Diemen’s Land as
political prisoners in 1840 after their participation in a rebellion against the colonial government in
Upper Canada in 1838. Nearly all surviving members of this group were pardoned and returned to
America by 1848 (Pybus 1).



despite the variations among their titles, bear the mark of autobiographical

uln

production: the narrating “I” who tells the tale and who is a referent of the real
historical person whose signature appears on the cover page. The narratives | study
include accounts by both common felons (mostly convicted of property offences)
and political prisoners from England, Ireland and America. The texts are authored
by men of various ages, from different backgrounds, transported for a miscellany
of offences and deployed to numerous locations across the colony. Consequently,
the corpus encompasses a diversity of convict experience. Tolpuddle martyr
George Loveless, transported to Van Diemen’s Land in 1834 for administering
illegal oaths, worked as a stockman and shepherd at the Government farm during
his incarceration and received a conditional pardon in 1837, a result of agitation by
supporters at home.* Loveless’s narrative, The Victims of Whiggery (1838), is
examined alongside A Burglar’s Life, or, the Stirring Adventures of the Great
English Burglar Mark Jeffrey (1893), a collaborative narrative detailing the life of
Mark Jeffrey, an inveterate and aggressive felon, who arrived at Norfolk Island in
1849 at the age of twenty-four, was transferred to VVan Diemen’s Land in 1855 and

spent about thirty years moving in and out of Van Diemen’s Land’s many prisons

and probation stations.® The representation of such disparate experiences makes

* The Tolpuddle Martyrs is an appellation given to the six agricultural labourers from the
Dorsetshire village of Tolpuddle who were sentenced to transportation in 1834 for administering
illegal oaths. The men had formed the Tolpuddle Lodge of the Agricultural Labourers Friendly
Society and the convicted men and their supporters contended that the harsh sentence was designed
to stamp out agricultural unionism (Marlow 110). The tag “Tolpuddle Martyrs” was not applied to
the group until trade unionist celebrations marked the centenary of the labourers’ conviction. Until
this time, they were known as the Dorchester Labourers (Englander 50).

® Norfolk Island, situated over 14 000 km north-east of Sydney, was the site of two penal
settlements. The first closed in 1814 and the residents were moved to Van Diemen’s Land. The
second was infamous. Operating between 1825 and 1856, the island was a place of extreme
punishment for transportees who were convicted of further crimes in the colonies. It gained a
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different demands of narrative structure and shape. Accordingly, the works
selected here encompass a range of narrative and material forms. Authors have
adopted and adapted narrative forms, such as the warning narrative, memoir or the
apology, to shape their experience into story. These stories have been published in
many formats, from cheap pamphlets, to newspaper serials, to substantial
chaptered texts. All are included in this study and their differences critically
considered as evidence of how experiences of convictism were transformed into
communicable and publishable narrative.

This project positions publication as the occasion when a convict gains
exceptional access to an authoritative discursive position. Consequently, |
privilege published texts and make some necessary exclusions, despite the
inclusiveness of life-narrative, which permits my examination of divergent
narrative and material forms. Unpublished manuscripts are omitted from this
study. Letters and diaries, even if published and sold to a reading public as many
nineteenth-century examples were, are also excluded. Ostensibly personal
writings, such as letters and diaries and similar forms, are characterised by their
periodic composition and authorial immediacy, which derives from the writer’s
“lack of foreknowledge about outcomes of the plot of his life” (Smith and Watson
193). The narrative parameters and autobiographical subjects of these forms differ
markedly from those of the otherwise disparate genres of testimony, memoir,
apology, warning narrative or autobiography drawn together in life-narrative.

These latter narrative modes share a compositional framework that requires an

reputation as an “island hell.” The settlement was under the jurisdiction of New South Wales until
1844 when it was handed over to the VVan Diemen’s Land administration (Davison, Hirst and
Macintyre 473).
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author to look back over his or her lived experience and construct one coherent
narrative of that life. Letters and diaries, on the other hand, consist of numerous
instalments composed periodically from within that experience. The respective
narrative trajectories and autobiographical subjects of letters and diaries are so
dissimilar to those of life-narratives that the two forms cannot both be adequately
examined within the confines of this study. Consequently, Benjamin Wait’s
Letters from Van Dieman’s [sic] Land Written During Four Years’ Imprisonment
for Political Offences Committed in Upper Canada (1843), T.F.’s The Horrors of
Transportation as Narrated in Letters from a Convict, Van Diemen’s Land (1849)
and John Mitchel’s Jail Journal; or Five Years in British Prisons (1854) are
excluded from my analysis.

A second exclusion is that of narratives that do not depict a lived
experience of Van Diemen’s Land penal life. Van Diemen’s Land was a
particularly notorious penal colony in the nineteenth century, a notoriety with a
demonstrated legacy in contemporary literature and tourism. The appropriation of
convict biography to reframe convictism in these two settings makes hearing
convicts’ own stories about their penal experiences compelling. Accordingly,
James Porter’s A Narrative of the Sufferings and Adventures of Certain of the Ten
Convicts, Who Piratically Seized the Brig “Frederick’ (1838) and William
Jackman’s The Australian Captive; or an Authentic Narrative of Fifteen Years in
the Life of William Jackman (1853), although set in part in VVan Diemen’s Land,

are excluded from this study because no portrayal of penal experience occurs in
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either text.® Some of the authors of the eighteen selected texts resided in other
colonies, either as prisoners or as free men after being granted pardons, but all
figure Van Diemen’s Land as the predominant location of the protagonist’s penal
experience. Published convict life-narratives set in other penal colonies, in
Australia or elsewhere in the British dominions, would benefit from a similar
analysis, but this is beyond the scope of my current study. Similarly, my project
examines only English language accounts even though comparable narratives have
more than likely been composed in other languages.

Female convicts were not able to access the authority required for
publication of their autobiographical narratives and their stories are consequently
absent from this study. Autobiography as a discrete genre is traditionally
androcentric, but even employing the flexible framework of life-narrative does not
create sufficient space to bring women’s narratives within my research parameters.
No autobiographical narratives by female convicts were published in the period.
Larry E. Sullivan suggests in his edited collection Bandits and Bibles: Convict
Literature in Nineteenth Century America that the absence of accounts authored by
female felons from the catalogues of American publishing houses reflects the
brevity of the sentences females received, sentences so short that the female
criminal did not have the time to write a life-narrative (20). But Sullivan’s
reasoning ignores other obstructions to women’s access to publication and,

consequently, he overlooks the spaces and sites where female inmates were able to

® Porter’s narrative recounts the 1833 Macquarie Harbour mutiny in which the author participated.
Jackman, who was not a transportee but was imprisoned for three months in the Launceston jail in
1836 for deserting his ship, devotes his narrative to detailing his experience of living with
Aborigines on Nuyts Archipelago.

13



compose life stories. Some female convicts in Van Diemen’s Land, as Lucy Frost
explains, narrated their lives from within the confines of incarceration, rather than
from without as their male counterparts did, or composed oral stories for intimate
and immediate audiences (79, 90). The narratives that female transportees could
construct during their incarceration in Van Diemen’s Land, or after their sentence
expired and they returned home or began a life as free women in Australia, were
not scripted in the public ways that this project investigates.

Male convicts’ access to the discursive position required and reinforced by
publication was typically fleeting and the convict authors’ writing careers seldom
extended beyond the production of the one autobiographical text.” This transience
is symptomatic of the authorship and the conception of prisoners’ narratives, as
Sullivan observes:

Since [prisoners’] books are outgrowths of their prison experience, an

experience that to them is singular and often the product of culture shock,

these convicts usually author only one book, of a quality that condemns it

to one printing and quick public oblivion. (17)

Though Van Diemen’s Land convict autobiographers rarely wrote more than one
book, the texts they produced had a better chance of survival than other prison
narratives. Some Van Diemen’s Land convict life-narratives have attained
subsequent publication in the twentieth or twenty-first centuries because of their
historical significance. Several accounts have been resurrected in monograph or

facsimile publications, typically produced by small, independent publishers, while

" Appendix Two records all other published works by Van Diemen’s Land’s convict
autobiographers. Four authors produced one text in addition to their autobiographical narrative.
Only Jorgenson and Mortlock published more than one additional text.
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three narratives have appeared in scholarly or critical twentieth-century editions.?
Given that many of the eighteen texts have a complex publication history,
appearing in multiple editions or alternate versions over a century or more, a
consistent approach is required. I am interested in the moment when a convict was
enabled to make an entry into the public, published domain. Accordingly, | give
priority to the original edition, the first appearance of a published convict life-
narrative. Twentieth-century facsimiles and monographs have been used where
access to original texts is limited or impossible and only where these later versions
are verifiable and reliable reproductions of the original publications. Reworkings
of narratives — such as The Convict King, J .F. Hogan’s 1891 abridged version of
Jorgen Jorgenson’s memoir — are omitted from this study.’ Original editions have
been identified using a number of research and bibliographic tools, including the
Austlit database and Kay Walsh and Joy Hooton’s enormously helpful and
comprehensive Australian Autobiographical Narratives, an annotated
bibliography of nineteenth-century Australian life-narrative.

Fourteen of the texts were originally published in Britain, Ireland or
America (in the case of the Patriot narratives), being written and published after
the felons completed their sentences and returned home. The fact of a return itself
sets these particular authors apart from the tens of thousands of other transportees

shipped to the antipodes. Repatriation of men and women transported from Britain

& Appendix One details the publication histories of each of the eighteen nineteenth-century convict
life-narratives about VVan Diemen’s Land.

® Sarah Blakewell alludes to the difficulties of nomenclature attached to this author. Following the
practice in her biography, The English Dane (2005), and in accordance with the spelling of the
author’s name in the 1981 Sullivan’s Cove edition of A Shred of Autobiography, | employ the
Anglophone form Jorgen Jorgenson. Jorgenson adopted the Anglicised form himself, first used in
1817 with the publication of his Travels through France and Germany in London.
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to Australia was rare: the rate of return was about five per cent after 1820 (Shaw
143). Those who did return, however, had markedly better access to publication
opportunities. Book publishing was slow to prosper in colonial Australia, due in
part to the predominance of “colonial editions”: books specifically produced for
Australian readers by British publishing houses, exported to Australia and sold at
such discounted prices that local publishers found it impossible to compete.
Elizabeth Webby explains that “most nineteenth-century Australian literary works
continued to be published in Britain; local publication usually meant publication at
the author’s expense or, at best, by obtaining subscriptions from friends and
relatives” (“Colonial Writers and Readers” 54). Local newspapers, however,
flourished and it was here that many fledgling Australian writers were first able to
publish their poetry, essays, short stories or extracts from novels (55). Four Van
Diemen’s Land convict life-narratives were published in Australia, all in
association with regional newspapers. Jorgen Jorgenson’s A Shred of
Autobiography (1835 and 1838) was published, like James Porter’s account, in
The Hobart Town Almanack, a periodical produced under the proprietorship of
Hobart newsmen Dr James Ross and, later, William Gore Elliston. William
Derricourt’s Old Convict Days (1899) and John Leonard’s narrative (1859) were
both initially published in colonial newspapers. Mark Jeffrey’s A Burglar’s Life
was published by the office of The Examiner, Launceston’s long-running daily.

In such multifarious and sometimes ephemeral publishing contexts,
questions about authorship and authenticity inevitably arise. Purportedly convict-

authored texts are not always what they claim to be. As Hamish Maxwell-Stewart
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warns historians using prisoners’ tales, “upon close scrutiny few, if any narratives,
have a serious claim to being authentic convict voices” (“The Search for the
Convict Voice” 78). Editorial intervention, collaborative authorship and outright
frauds complicate the extent to which convict narratives can be regarded as bona
fide accounts by transported men. Several of the texts included in this project, such
as those attributed to Jeffrey and Derricourt, were ostensibly taken down by
faithful scribes, who moulded and massaged raw material into a structured and
entertaining narrative. Editors shaping manuscripts for publication often made
substantial changes to the narrative (John Leonard’s narrative, for instance, was
patently altered) or, in some instances, produced entirely fraudulent accounts, like
those attributed to the apparently fictional Thomas Page and Henry Easy.

I am not particularly interested in historical authenticity in this study. |
view the intrusion of editors, amanuenses, ghostwriters or opportunistic hoaxers
into convicts’ autobiographical space not as disruptions of historical accuracy or
autobiographical validity, but as demonstrations of how the personal becomes
published. I have conducted archival research to ascertain the historical status of
all eighteen authors, checking registers to substantiate the arrival in Van Diemen’s
Land of each supposed author and obtaining his convict record in order to
establish which texts could be fraudulent life-narratives. Invariably, some
individuals evade capture in official records in one way or another, even within the
panoptic surveillance and rigorous documentation of VVan Diemen’s Land penal
administration. Accordingly, I have used archival evidence indicatively, rather

than conclusively, in gauging the veracity or otherwise of these purportedly
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autobiographical accounts. | am similarly reticent to read the narratives through
the scope of such evidence. No attempt has been made to match the narrative
events with official records as a “truth test” of the narrator’s account. Such an
enterprise would be underpinned by an assumption that truth and fact define
autobiographical authenticity. Self-referential writing of necessity must have some
confluence with an actual lived experience. As Lejeune puts it in his famous
definition of the autobiographical pact, autobiography is founded upon a contract
of identity between the author and reader, guaranteeing that the narrator and the
author whose signature appears on the title page are one in the same (14). Yet, as
subsequent theorists have pointed out, this requirement for congruence does not
translate into a simple fact versus fiction binary. The life recounted, composed and
constructed in the text exists within the domain of the imagined, the reconstructed
and the literary. Philip Rawlings, scholar of British criminal biography, offers a
succinct warning against readings which equate the life as lived with the life
created in a text: “Even if a writer attempts to describe something, the description
will never be the thing itself: a description of a tree is not a tree” (13).

This project accepts that fact and fiction are not easily nor necessarily
divisible in life-writing and follows Gillian Whitlock’s approach in Autographs:
Contemporary Australian Autobiography. She insists that life-narrative should be
read in a way that focuses not only on experience and authenticity “but also on
complexities of personality, identity, narrative forms, and how social, cultural and
political formations are taken up in texts” (“Introduction: Disobedient Subjects”

xxi). In my study, verifiable authenticity is less important than the narrative
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shaping and material packaging necessitated by publication and its impact upon
autobiographical authority. Spurious “true accounts,” whether outright frauds or
accounts that deliver a highly imaginative version of events when compared to the
supposedly factual evidence in convict records, might not possess historical
accuracy, but they do illustrate the dialogic processes that are involved in
autobiographical acts.

Whitlock’s approach recognises that life-narratives are always in dialogue
with the society in which they are composed and published. The eighteen convict
life-narratives examined in this study were written and published during a period
that saw the dramatic growth in literacy in Britain. David Vincent’s examination
of the spread of literacy in nineteenth-century England, Literacy and Popular
Culture: England 1750-1914, demonstrates that this development was a complex
and gradual one, beyond the scope of this project to discuss in detail. In summary,
though, Vincent states that in the middle of the eighteenth century, half the English
population could not write, but by the outbreak of World War I, over ninety-nine
per cent of brides and grooms possessed sufficient command of literacy to place
their own signature on the marriage register (Literacy and Popular Culture 1).
Equating a one-off signature on a marriage certificate with fully realised literacy is
problematic, but Vincent also documents the rapid expansion of the reading
market and associated infrastructure. As readers became proficient, mass
production techniques became practicable, books became cheaper and more were

sold. Well-patronised circulating libraries, newsagents, coffeehouses and
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Mechanics’ Institutes appeared around Britain, and throughout the Empire,
facilitating the obtainment of and engagement with literature of all kinds.

The expansion of literacy had a corollary in autobiographical writing. Self-
referential writing in its manifold forms underwent a veritable explosion in
nineteenth-century Britain. Smith and Watson trace this increase of
autobiographical output to the eighteenth century, a time of a “democratization of
the institution of life writing” in Britain and in the American colonies, where
“more and more people — merchants, criminals, middle-class women, ex-slaves —
turned to life narratives as a means to know themselves and position themselves
within the social world” (97). Britain’s working-class, a demographic from which
Van Diemen’s Land’s convict population was substantially derived, employed
autobiographical narratives to achieve these purposes. Vincent’s Bread,
Knowledge and Freedom: A Study of Nineteenth-Century Working Class [sic]
Autobiography is an extensive and lengthy study of working-class testimony
focusing on the myriad memoirs, apologies, narratives or lives produced by so
many working-class citizens between 1790 and 1850. Autobiographical acts by
individuals within this demographic facilitated the social positioning of the
labouring classes through new textual subjectivities. Middle-class autobiographers,
argues Regenia Gagnier in Subjectivities: A History of Self-Representation in
Britain, 1832-1920, communicated a life story through the developmental
framework of the “classic realist” mode, tracing the protagonist’s progression
through childhood, formal education and attainment of social standing. The

accordant subject, dubbed by Gagnier the “modern literary subject: a mixture of
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introspective self-reflexivity, middle-class familialism and genderization, and
liberal autonomy,” excluded working-class individuals who had a very different
experience of family life, childhood and education (31). Working-class
autobiographers of the period constructed subjects characterised by rhetorical
modesty and passivity in the face of economic determinism (42-43). These
divergent subjectivities are evident in the eighteen narratives | examine. Nine of
Van Diemen’s Land’s convict autobiographers came from middle-class or
professional backgrounds and nine from working-class backgrounds.

The nineteenth-century flood of life-writing was not confined to the
established centres of Britain, Europe or America. The expanding British Empire
prompted its own surge of life-writing activity, both private and public. Joy
Hooton argues that for both free and indentured European arrivals in Australia, the
“revolutionary” event of coming to the new colonies “inspired numerous
individuals, who doubtless would never have become autobiographers had they
stayed at home, with a compulsion to describe that experience” (1: 2). Non-
fictional works about the colony — accounts of the settlements, travel narratives,
sketches of exploration, histories, biographies and autobiographies — were
published and read outside of Australia, mostly in London. An eager market
existed for information about the far-flung colony, as the sales history of
Australia’s first international best-seller, Watkin Tench’s A Narrative of the
Expedition to Botany Bay (1789), demonstrates. First published in London in
1789, Expedition “went through three editions in London, two in Paris and one

each of Dublin, New York, Amsterdam and Frankfurt” within one year (Webby,
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“Writers, Printers, Readers” 115). The impact of empire also produced familiar
and widely disseminated narrative patterns to capture and communicate the
experiences of some of imperialism’s victims. Self-referential narratives testifying
to the inhumanity of slavery were in wide circulation in both Britain and America
by the mid-nineteenth century and performed important propagandist work in the
Abolitionist campaign. Captivity narratives publicly recounted experiences of the
captives and captivities that constituted “the underbelly of British empire” to
English, American, Canadian and sometimes Australian audiences and detailed an
individual’s journey from capture through to release, ransom or escape (Colley 4).
These disparate narrative models all encode strategies for communicating the
distant and unfamiliar to a home audience and as such furnished convict authors
and their readers with ready and familiar patterns of emplotment for conveying
stories of transgression and exile. This thesis considers how convict life-narratives
participated with these imperial narrative frames, particularly in how the narratives
of empire furnished a discursive position from which the disenfranchised
individual could speak and act autonomously.

A more obvious narrative precedent for convict life-narrative was the
longstanding tradition of crime literature. Literature about crime enjoyed immense
popularity among British readers, a fascination which began as early as the
sixteenth century (Baker 5). Crime literature appeared in numerous guises, from
ephemera such as newspaper articles, pamphlets, tracts, chapbooks and broadsides
to more substantial texts such as novels, prison calendars and philosophical

treatises. In Britain and Ireland, crime literature found its core readership in the

22



same social group that published it — “tradespeople, lawyers, clergy, doctors and
so forth who composed the middling classes” (Rawlings 4). Tastes and texts were
imported into Australia by colonial readers and crime literature remained a staple
in colonial reading lists. Mr Andrew Thompson’s request printed in the Sydney
Gazette on 16 December 1804 attests to this. The Hawkesbury settler appealed for
the return of some ten volumes which had been borrowed from him, “but from
forgetfulness have neglected to be returned.” Among the listed items are two
volumes of the “Newgate Kalendar” (Webby, “English Literature in Early
Australia: 1820-1829” 267).'°

Rawlings and other scholars delineate criminal biography as a subgenre of
pre-twentieth-century crime literature, a category made distinct by the formulaic
narrative patternings of such biographies and inclusive of both biographical and
autobiographical writing, though autobiographical narratives typically proved
spurious (1). Criminal biography characteristically includes documentation of the
protagonist’s descent into sin and vice and his or her early unlawful career, as well
as an account of capture, trial and punishment. Rumination upon suffering and
reformation is entwined with these events, but the depiction of adventure and
roguery predominates. Rawlings, while recognising that reliable sales figures do
not exist to assist modern researchers in accurately ascertaining the popularity of
criminal biography, suggests that anecdotal evidence and the sheer number of

different titles surviving today gives an indication of the enormous appeal of the

19 The Ordinary of Newgate’s Accounts — biographical sketches of Newgate’s condemned prisoners
— were regularly sold in a compendium publication known as the Newgate Calendar.
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genre (1-2). A.W. Baker, whose investigation of convict literature Death Is A
Good Solution: The Convict Experience in Early Australia is exclusively
interested in literary depictions of Australian convictism, illustrates how British
criminal biography operated as a model for divergent forms of Australian convict
literature. For Baker, criminal biography provides a narrative template for writers
of all convict discourse, from accounts composed within the records and registers
of officialdom, to fiction about convicts, to accounts written by convicts
themselves in narratives, letters and recollections (passim). But convictism was a
multifaceted phenomenon, incorporating not only experiences of crime and
punishment, but also of exile, captivity and indentured labour. Baker’s analysis
overlooks the significance of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century forms such as the
captivity narrative, the slave narrative and travel narratives of various kinds which
provided convict authors with other appropriate narrative models to communicate
the multifarious aspects of their transportation experience.

This thesis is interlaced by an interesting theoretical tension. It couples
post-structuralist autobiography theory — which represents a paradigm shift in
understandings of the subject — with archival and historical contextualisation of
subjectivity, authorship and publication akin to the work of new historicism. Like
contemporary life-writing theorists, | discount the various myths of
autobiography’s singularity, monologic coherency and capacity to transparently
represent a unified, sovereign subject, but | bring a contemporary understanding of
life-writing and subjectivity to bear on texts that were composed and

conceptualised within a quite different framework. My reading is an historicist
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one, placing the convict life-narratives in the material and ideological conditions
of their original production, but the concept of the irreducible, sovereign self was
part of that nineteenth-century material and ideological situation. This tension is
not resolved in the work of the thesis, but presents a productive dynamic for
considering the dialogic nature and socio-temporal situatedness of
autobiographical acts.

The biographical bricks of Campbell Town’s convict trail reduce
individual stories to a bald statement of a crime and a punishment. This is criminal
biography in its most rudimentary expression. Each transportee is individualised,
yet each man and woman’s micro-biography is restricted to the narrative events
that define and demarcate the story of his or her convictism. The playing card
identity issued with entry tickets to Port Arthur similarly constrains the story able
to be told about each prisoner represented in the interpretation gallery. Like the
bricks, the physical dimensions of the playing card confine narrative scope, but the
purpose for which the narrative is produced also limits the articulation of stories.
As Strange states, the “Lottery of Life” exhibition was instituted to challenge
conventional portrayals and preconceptions of the penal settlement by encouraging
visitors to comprehend the site as a place of industry, rather than punishment. The
decision to emphasise the 1830s industrial period meant that “work details
superseded other possible criteria for selection” of the fifty-two biographies
required in t