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Abstract 

Focussing primarily on the years 1830 to 1835, this thesis investigates the inner workings of 

the convict assignment system in Van Diemen’s Land by examining its record-keeping 

practices, the rationale for labour allocation within the private sector and the functioning of the 

magisterial system. It also assesses private-sector demand for convict labour, examines urban 

assignment, and compares the turnover and prosecution risk of convicts assigned to residents 

of an urban and a rural area. The aims are to enhance understanding of the assignment system, 

counter misconceptions, and improve the ability to contextualise individual convict and settler 

experiences.  

The detailed reconstruction of the initial distribution of all 10,653 men and boys and 1,490 

women and girls who arrived in Van Diemen’s Land as convicts between 1 January 1830 and 

31 December 1835 underpins this study. This constitutes a sample comprising about one-sixth 

of all convicts known to have arrived in the fifty-year period of transportation to the island 

colony. The very high concentration of surviving archival records strongly influenced the 

choice of study period, and electronic access to high quality images that the Tasmanian Archive 

and Heritage Office and the ARC-funded ‘Founders & Survivors’ research group had already 

indexed and cross-referenced greatly facilitated the research. 

The thesis argues that the allocation of convicts was rational and well-organised, that the 

system facilitated access to magistrates, that many townspeople depended on assigned servants 

as much as their rural counterparts did, and that the frequency with which convicts appeared in 

court charged with an offence depended in part on their sex, occupation and assignment 

location. 
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Introduction 

 

On 22 June 1835, William Pike wrote to police magistrate Peter Murdoch to inform him of an 

incident that had taken place the previous month at his home, Park Farm, about fifty miles 

north of Hobart Town in what was then called Van Diemen’s Land (now Tasmania). 

Three of my servants on the night of May 22nd last prevented some thieves from 

carrying off plunder they had made by burglariously entering my slaughter house & 

stealing therefrom a Quantity of Meat of mine and sundry articles of clothes belonging 

to the men … 

The facts are these—Willm. Cox (holding a ticket of leave) has been in my service 

nearly seven years—he overheard the thieves and immediately […ed] assistance from 

other men. Charles Fisher and Thomas Mayhall [sic] (in a state of nudity) pursued the 

robbers and with such alacrity that they dropped every article they had taken, but under 

cover of a dark night got off, leaving behind one of the most formidable weapons (a 

bludgeon) I have ever seen. I firmly believe if Cox’s gun had been loaded they would 

have captured one or more of the men. 

If His Excellency would pardon my suggestion, I would ask that as Cox has never been 

charged with an offence since he has been in my service, & always conducted himself 

with propriety, that his Excellency would favourably receive his memorial & grant him 

an Emancipation in twelve months from this time—that he would allow the other two 

men, who feel entitled (on good behaviour) to apply for a ticket—after the ordinary 

time—one year’s commutation for their exertions. I think the men would be as thankful 

as they are deserving.1 

Murdoch endorsed Pike’s suggestions, added character references for the convicts and 

forwarded the letter to Chief Police Magistrate Matthew Forster, who recommended Cox for a 

conditional pardon and Fisher and Mayall for appointment to the police.2 The letter then went 

to the colonial secretary and finally to Lieutenant-Governor George Arthur, who approved the 

immediate granting of a conditional pardon to Cox and the appointment of Fisher and Mayall 

to the police ‘if Mr Pike will consent to part with them—which he will no doubt do in their 

being replaced with useful men’.3 He continued, ‘The consideration of this case leads me to 

add that I wish henceforth that all the good qualities & favourable circumstances connected 

                                                 
1 William Pike to Peter Murdoch, 22 June 1835, CSO1/1/810 file 17298, TAHO. 
2 Peter Murdoch to Matthew Forster on reverse of Pike to Murdoch, ibid.; Matthew Forster to Colonial Secretary, 

26 June 1835 on reverse of Pike to Murdoch, ibid. 
3 George Arthur’s response on reverse of Pike to Murdoch, ibid. 
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with convicts may [words now lost in the binding of the correspondence]’.4 The colonial 

secretary repeated Arthur’s wish in a government notice published the following week in the 

Hobart Town Gazette.  

The Lieutenant Governor being desirous that the good conduct of convicts should … 

come regularly under consideration, requests the Magistrates will carefully report to the 

Muster Master, any favourable circumstance which may be brought under their notice 

in the conduct of convicts, in order that it may become [a] matter of record, and receive 

due attention when applications for Indulgences are submitted for His Excellency’s 

consideration.5  

The conduct records of Cox, Fisher and Mayall were duly inscribed with commendations for 

their ‘praiseworthy conduct’, and Cox, who had served eleven years of a life sentence, received 

a conditional pardon dated the 14th of the following month.6 Fisher and Mayall both remained 

in Pike’s service, presumably either because they were unwilling to join the police force or 

because Pike was unwilling to part with them. Ironically, Cox had been transported for burglary, 

Fisher for assault with intent to steal, and Mayall for highway robbery.7  

Many residents of, and visitors to, Tasmania form their impressions of the convict system by 

visiting sites like Port Arthur, the best-known and most-visited of six Tasmanian World 

Heritage convict sites. Port Arthur was established as a timber-harvesting camp in 1830 and 

became the colony’s primary penal station in 1833 after Arthur closed the settlements at 

Macquarie Harbour and Maria Island.8 Most of those who were sent to Macquarie Harbour and 

Port Arthur were male prisoners convicted of either absconding or stealing while still serving 

their original sentences or men who had served one transportation sentence, returned home, 

committed another transportable offence and returned to serve a second sentence.9 Hamish 

Maxwell-Stewart and Lydia Nicholson have recently highlighted a gap between ‘the lived 

experience of Australia’s founding mothers and fathers’ and the way in which heritage sites 

such as Port Arthur portray penal transportation.10 They argue that punishment stations are 

                                                 
4 Ibid. 
5 Government Order No. 5, Hobart Town Gazette, 9 July 1835, p. 535. 
6 William Cox, Princess Charlotte, 1824, Conduct record, CON31/1/6, TAHO; Charles Fisher, Lady Kennaway, 

1835, Conduct record, CON31/1/14, TAHO; Thomas Mayall, Circassian, 1833, Conduct record, CON31/1/30, 

TAHO. 
7 William Cox, Conduct record. 
8 Richard Tuffin et. al., ‘Landscapes of Production and Punishment: Convict labour in the Australian context’, 

Journal of Social Archaeology (February 2018), p. 54.  
9 Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, Closing Hell’s Gates: the death of a convict station (Crows Nest, NSW, 2008), pp. 

47–57. 
10 Hamish Maxwell-Stewart and Lydia Nicholson, ‘Penal Transportation, Family History, and Convict Tourism’, 

in J. Z. Wilson et. al., eds, The Palgrave Handbook of Prison Tourism (London, 2017), p. 713. 
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overrepresented among Australia’s convict heritage sites and that discourse around convict 

heritage interpretation focusses unduly on the ‘more brutal end of the system’.11 This situation 

is almost certainly a consequence of the economic imperative of attracting large numbers of 

paying visitors. Although two of Tasmania’s six convict-heritage sites are rural properties, 

Maxwell-Stewart and Nicholson acknowledge that ‘the Gothic underbelly of the transportation 

system’ has more ‘pulling power’ with the public than do rural estates where masters were 

likely to offer positive incentives to induce convicts to work.12  

The number of convicts who spent time at Port Arthur was not insignificant. Each year from 

1834 to 1838, Port Arthur held an average of 5.8 per cent of all male convicts.13 According to 

the Founders and Survivors database, 9,320 convicts served sentences at either Port Arthur or 

the coal mines on the Tasman Peninsula, of which only 77 returned for a second sentence.14 As 

significant as their numbers were, they were a minority, and as Babette Smith pointed out in 

Australia’s Birthstain, most convicts who served in a penal station did so for a limited time and 

the experience did not dominate their lives.15 Most convicts, including Cox, Fisher and Mayall, 

never visited Port Arthur or any other site of secondary punishment. That is not to say they 

never felt Port Arthur’s influence. According to James Boyce, convicts knew that Port Arthur 

was ‘a living hell that was never more than a magistrate’s hearing away’; it therefore helped to 

deter crime and encourage convict subservience by instilling fear in the convict population.16  

Whether or not Port Arthur was a living hell for every convict who spent time there is debatable 

but participating in that debate is not the purpose of this thesis. Focussing primarily on the 

years 1830 to 1835, this thesis investigates the inner workings of the convict assignment system 

in Van Diemen’s Land by examining some of its surviving archive, its record-keeping practices, 

the rationale for labour allocation within the private sector and the functioning of the 

magisterial system. It also assesses private-sector demand for convict labour, examines urban 

assignment, and compares the turnover and prosecution risk of convicts assigned to residents 

of an urban and a rural area. The aims are to enhance understanding of the assignment system, 

counter misconceptions, and improve the ability to contextualise the experiences of individual 

                                                 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Statistical Returns of Van Diemen’s Land from 1824 to 1839 (Hobart Town, 1839), Return Nos. 17 and 37.  
14 Port Arthur and the Coal Mines Historic Site are about 32 kilometres apart on the Tasman Peninsula. 
15 Babette Smith, Australia’s Birthstain: the startling legacy of the convict era (Crows Nest, NSW, 2008), p. 313. 
16 James Boyce, Van Diemen’s Land (Melbourne, 2008), p. 175. 
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convicts. This introduction blends background information with a discussion of relevant 

literature and an introduction to the data and methods employed in the chapters that follow. 

Penal transportation was a truly global phenomenon. Beginning with the Portuguese in 1415, 

all the global powers, including the Spanish, Dutch, Scandinavians, British, French, Japanese, 

Chinese, Russians and Soviets, used convicts to settle and expand their national and imperial 

borders.17 The numbers involved varied from 100,000 (Portuguese) to 25,000,000 (USSR).18 

The independent states of Latin America, including Cuba, Mexico, Ecuador, Brazil and 

Argentina, also participated in the practice of penal transportation, although the numbers 

involved are not currently known.19 Some Latin America penal colonies were still in use at the 

beginning of the twenty-first century.20  

Of course, differing local circumstances, ideologies and colonisation strategies led to many 

variations in practice both within and between each dominion and across time. Nevertheless, 

the exploitation of convict labour as a form of punishment was common to all, regardless of 

penal or political ideology. Convict labour was attractive because it was generally cheaper and 

easier to control than the alternatives, it was a ‘renewable resource’, and convicts ‘could be 

forced to go to places where free labourers would not settle’, as Clare Anderson and Maxwell-

Stewart have pointed out.21  

Convicts were transported within the British Empire to the American and Caribbean colonies 

from 1615, and while transportation to the American colonies ceased after the declaration of 

Independence in 1776, the Caribbean colonies continued to receive convicts until 1789. 22 

During a brief period thereafter, Britain transported about one thousand convicts to the forts 

and trading posts of West Africa.23 Altogether, about 376,000 men, women and children were 

transported within the British Empire, including more than 167,000 to the Australian 

                                                 
17 Clare Anderson, ‘Introduction’, in Clare Anderson, ed., A Global History of Convicts and Penal Colonies 

(London, etc., 2018), p. 1.  
18 Ibid., p. 2 
19 Ibid., p. 1. 
20  Christian G. De Vito, ‘Convict labour in the southern borderlands of Latin America (ca. 1750s-1910s): 

Comparative perspectives’ in Marcel van der Linden and Rodriguez Garcia, eds, Coerced Labour (Leiden etc., 

2016), p. 126. 
21 Clare Anderson and Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, ‘Convict Labour and the Western Empires, 1415-1954’, in R.  

Aldrich and K. McKenzie, eds, The Routledge History of Western Empires (London, 2013), p. 103. 
22 Clare Anderson, ‘Transnational Histories of Penal Transportation: Punishment, Labour and Governance in the 

British Imperial World, 1788-1939’, Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 47, No. 3 (2016), p. 381-382, DOI: 

10.1080/1031461X.2016.1203962. 
23 Ibid., p. 381. 
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colonies.24 Of these, about 73,000 convicts were transported to Van Diemen’s Land between 

1803 and 1853, predominantly from the British Isles, but also from its colonies.25  

As Alan Atkinson has pointed out, the idea that Van Diemen’s Land should be part of a penal 

system did not exist from the start and no ‘sense of system’ is apparent in the reasons for its 

foundation.26 Indeed, while there were convicts among the first group of European settlers in 

Van Diemen’s Land in 1803 and small numbers of convicts arrived sporadically from Sydney 

over the next fourteen years, there was little order or system before William Sorell’s lieutenant-

governorship which lasted from 1817 to 1824. These years coincided with a surge in 

transportation that was largely a consequence of demobilisation after the conclusion of the 

Napoleonic Wars.27 With the escalation in numbers, systemisation became essential. 

One problem was that Van Diemen’s Land was a subsidiary colony to New South Wales, which 

meant that Sorell could do very little without the sanction of the New South Wales governor-

in-chief, Lachlan Macquarie.28 Nevertheless, he had convict barracks built in Hobart Town, 

assembled a bureaucracy, implemented strategies that curbed bushranging, established a 

pattern of holding regular musters, began keeping registers, introduced unique identifiers 

(police numbers) for convicts, regulated the distribution of convict labour and the granting of 

tickets of leave (an early form of parole), and established a remote penal settlement at 

Macquarie Harbour on the west coast for reconvicted prisoners.29  

In 1819, concerned that transportation to New South Wales was becoming too costly and was 

no longer an object of apprehension or reformation, the British Tory government appointed 

John Thomas Bigge to conduct an enquiry into the convict establishment and the state of the 

                                                 
24 Anderson, A Global History of Convicts, p. 2; Anderson, ‘Transnational Histories of Penal Transportation’, p. 

383. 
25 Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, ‘The State, Convicts and Longitudinal Analysis’, Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 

47 (2016), p. 415; Kristyn Harman, Aboriginal Convicts: Australian, Khoisan and Maori Exiles (Sydney, 2012); 

Kristyn Harman, Cleansing the Colony: Transporting Convicts from New Zealand to Van Diemen’s Land 

(Dunedin, 2017); V. C. Malherbe, ‘Khoikhoi and the Question of Convict Transportation from the Cape Colony, 

1820–1842’, South African Historical Journal, Vol. 1, Issue 1 (November 1985), pp. 19–39. 
26 Alan Atkinson, ‘Writing About Convicts: Our Escape From the One Big Gaol’, Tasmanian Historical Studies, 

Vol. 6, No. 2 (1999), p. 20. 
27 Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, ‘Convict Transportation from Britain and Ireland 1615–1870’, History Compass, 

Vol. 8, No. 11 (2010), p. 1229. 
28  W.D. Forsyth, Governor Arthur’s Convict System: Van Diemen’s Land 1824–1836 (Sydney, 1970 [first 

published 1935]), p. 15. 
29  John Reynolds, ‘Sorell, William (1775-1848)’,  Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre for 

Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/sorell-william-2680/yext3747, 

published first in hardcopy 1967, Accessed online 9 May 2019. 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/sorell-william-2680/yext3747
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colony of New South Wales (including Van Diemen’s Land) more generally. 30  Bigge’s 

recommendations, printed in London in 1822 and 1823, led to changes in colonial land policy 

and the expansion of the approach to convict management that became known as the 

‘assignment system’.31 They also led to Van Diemen’s Land becoming an independent colony 

on 3 December 1825.32  Arthur accepted his appointment as Lieutenant-Governor of Van 

Diemen’s Land after receiving an assurance that he would have more independence than Sorell 

had enjoyed.33  

During his period of office between May 1824 and October 1836, Arthur implemented a system 

of rewards and punishments and founded a settlement for less serious male secondary offenders 

on Maria Island and another for more serious male offenders at Port Arthur before closing 

Maria Island in 1832 and the Macquarie Harbour settlement in 1834.34 He also strengthened 

the police force, appointed district police magistrates and established the rural field police, all 

of which increased surveillance of convicts, further supressed both bushranging and Tasmanian 

Aboriginal resistance to invasion, and improved the maintenance of law and order.35  

Historian Peter Chapman has called Arthur’s centralised system of surveillance ‘an island 

panopticon without walls’.36  Panopticon is a word derived from the Greek panoptes, meaning 

‘all seeing’, and is the name Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) gave to his concept for a 

penitentiary in which one or more guards in a central observation tower could watch prisoners 

in surrounding cells without the prisoners being able to see the guards. The prisoners’ 

assumption that they were under watch would encourage adherence to rules and could 

ultimately eliminate the need for prison guards. In the 1970s, Michel Foucault drew on the 

notion of the panopticon to articulate his ideas on discipline and disciplinary power over 

convicts. He saw invisible and ‘omnipresent surveillance’ as ensuring the ‘automatic 

functioning of power’ as well as inducing self-discipline by working not only on the bodies but 

                                                 
30 J.M. Bennett, ‘The Day of Retribution – Commissioner Bigge’s Inquiries in Colonial New South Wales’, The 

American Journal of Legal History, Vol. 15, No. 2 (April 1971), pp. 88–89. 
31 Maxwell-Stewart, ‘Convict Transportation from Britain and Ireland 1615–1870’, pp. 1231–1232. 
32 Forsyth, Governor Arthur’s Convict System, p. 20. 
33 Ibid., p. 16. 
34 Barbara M. Richmond, ‘Some Aspects of the History of Transportation and immigration in Van Diemen’s Land 

1824-1855’, Unpublished MA thesis, University of Tasmania, 1956, pp. 36–45; Maxwell-Stewart, Closing Hell’s 

Gates. 
35 Nicholas Brodie, The Vandemonian War: The Secret History of Britain’s Tasmanian Invasion (Richmond, 

Victoria, 2017), pp. 74-77; A.G.L. Shaw, ‘Arthur, Sir George (1784–1854)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/arthur-sir-george-1721/text1883, Accessed 9 May 2019. 
36 Peter Chapman, ‘George Arthur’, in Alison Alexander, ed., The Companion to Tasmanian History (Hobart, 

2006), Electronic resource, Accessed 4 June 2019. 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/arthur-sir-george-1721/text1883
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also into the souls of inmates.37  Foucault’s conceptualisation existed in Van Diemen’s Land, 

not in the form of a penitentiary, but in what was effectively an open-air prison. Self-

surveillance induced convicts to moderate their behaviour and conform to social mores.  

Arthur described the assignment system as reliant on ‘the silent yet most efficient principle of 

self-interest’.38  Regarding the self-interest of convicts, he explained in a despatch to his 

superior in the Colonial Office in 1833 that, 

The [male] convicts are, 1st. Ticket of leave men; 2d. Those assigned to settlers; 3d. 

Those employed in the public departments, or public works; 4th. Those on the roads; 5th. 

Those in the chain-gangs; 6th. Those in Penal Settlements; 7th. Those in the chain-gangs 

of the Penal Settlements. Of these, No. 1 is the situation of least punishment, and No. 7 

is that of the greatest severity. In proportion as a man misconducts himself, he falls in 

this scale; and in proportion as he reforms, he rises again in like manner.39 

The pattern was similar for female convicts, except that instead of undergoing punishment in 

road parties, chain gangs or penal settlements, female convicts were divided into three classes 

in houses of correction (colloquially known as female factories) according to their conduct.40 

Regarding the self-interest of masters, Arthur wrote, 

[Jeremy] Bentham’s notion, that gaolers should possess a personal interest in the reform 

of the convicts under their charge, is beautifully realized in Van Diemen’s Land: settler 

or farmer, his prosperity depends, not only upon the control and discipline, but also … 

upon the selection of his servant. If a convict is indolent, quarrelsome and vicious, or 

in any way sets a bad example for his fellow-servants, it is the master’s interest, if he 

appear irreclaimable, to get rid of him as soon as possible; and the result is, that 

according to the character of his offence or offences, he is sent to a road-party, a chain-

gang, or perhaps a Penal Settlement.  

… it is the interest of the settler to cooperate with the Government to keep his assigned 

servant from vicious indulgences, and to render him useful.41 

Arthur went on to claim that ‘out of about 17,000 convicts transported to Van Diemen’s Land, 

nearly 5,000 have never on any occasion had a complaint brought against them before a 

magistrate’.42 While this was probably a little optimistic, he hoped it was convincing evidence 

                                                 
37 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, 1979), pp. 201–

214. 
38 Arthur to Goderich, 27 February 1833, ‘Correspondence on the subject of secondary punishment’, BPP, p. 66. 
39 Ibid.  
40 Maxwell-Stewart, ‘Convict Transportation from Britain and Ireland 1615-1870’, p. 1232. 
41 Arthur to Goderich, 27 February 1833. 
42 Ibid. 
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that the assignment system that he implemented, based as it was on self-interest and supported 

by the mutual cooperation of government, settlers and convicts, succeeded in rehabilitating in 

Van Diemen’s Land those who were considered ‘the worst class of culprits, who were deemed 

irreclaimable in England’.43 

While the government retained a small share of male convicts for work in the public sector as 

clerks, police, masons, carpenters, blacksmiths, seamen, overseers, hospital attendants and so 

on, and it retained a small number of females for work in institutions such as hospitals and 

orphan schools, most male convicts who arrived before 1840 and nearly all female convicts 

who arrived before 1844 were assigned to work for private citizens.44 In return for their labour, 

their masters and mistresses were obliged to provide them with food, clothing and shelter but 

no wage. 

The maintenance of order in a society in which most convicts worked as assigned servants 

depended on successful master-servant relations. As Alan Atkinson, Norma Townsend, 

Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, Kirsty Reid and other historians have noted, this included mutual 

observation of a recognised code of rights and obligations modelled on English custom, as well 

as a balance between positive incentives and the threat of official punishment.45 Incentives 

included passes granting permission to leave their masters’ property, recommendations for 

tickets of leave, permission to marry, permission to have families shipped to the colony from 

Britain at government expense, and conditional or full pardons. Many masters also 

supplemented official rations with ‘indulgences’ such as tea and sugar, fruit, beef or beer to 

encourage productivity.46  

                                                 
43 Ibid. 
44 The first male convicts to enter probation, rather than assignment, were those who arrived on the Layton on 8 

December 1839. (see Layton, 1839, Appropriation list, CON27/1/8, TAHO.) The first female convicts to enter 

probation arrived on the Emma Eugenia on 2 April 1844. (see Emma Eugenia, Conduct records, CON41/1/1, 

TAHO.) 
45 Alan Atkinson, ‘Four Patterns of Convict Protest’, Labour History, 37 (1979), p. 30; Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, 

‘The Bushrangers and the Convict System of Van Diemen’s Land, 1803–1846’, unpublished Ph.D. thesis, 

University of Edinburgh, 1990, p. 82; Sharon Morgan, Land Settlement in Early Tasmania: Creating an 

Antipodean England (Cambridge, 1992), p. 79; Bruce Hindmarsh, ‘Yoked to the Plough’: Male Convict Labour, 

Culture and resistance in Rural Van Diemen’s Land, 1820–40’, unpublished PhD thesis, University of Tasmania, 

2001, pp. 207–208; David Kent and Norma Townsend, Convicts of the Eleanor: Protest in rural England, new 

lives in Australia (London, 2002), p. 198; Kirsty Reid, ‘Contumacious, Ungovernable and Incorrigible’, in Ian 

Duffield and James Bradley, eds., Representing Convicts: New Perspectives on Convict Forced Labour Migration 

(London, 1997), p. 111. 
46 Testimony of John Wade, Historical Records of Australia (HRA), Series III, Vol. III, p. 314; Hindmarsh, ‘Yoked 

to the Plough’, pp. 206–208; J.B. Hirst, Convict Society and its Enemies (Crows Nest, NSW, 1983), p. 50. 



 

9 

 

An unknown number of settlers also paid their assigned servants even though, as Arthur 

repeated more than once, this was contrary to penal regulations.47 The Colonial Times in fact 

suggested the practice was widespread, asking rhetorically, ‘is there a master in the whole 

Colony that can constantly adhere to such regulations? Is not every master compelled, for his 

own interest, to encourage his assigned servants?’48 After ten years in the colony, settler John 

Dixon wrote, ‘Masters are forbidden to pay their convicts wages; but, notwithstanding this 

prohibition, many do pay them wages: the government, however, pretends to be ignorant of 

it’.49   Diarist G.T.W.B. Boyes also disputed the claim that convicts received no wages, writing 

in March 1836,  

In some Shape or other a very great number, if not the majority of prisoner Servants 

derive advantages from their Situation over and above their food and clothing. Many 

are paid from 5 to 15£ a year in money. Some are furnished with the means of supplying 

themselves with Tobacco—others are allowed to receive a profit out of the Garden with 

a view of creating an interest in their own labour … and all find opportunities of making 

a few Shillings in the month clandestinely assisting their neighbours.50  

When Boyes penned these words, he was auditor of civil accounts and had lived in Hobart 

Town for nearly ten years.51  There is no reason to doubt the veracity of his observation, 

particularly given that he recorded it in his private diary. Economic historian Noel Butlin was 

therefore right to state that convicts had opportunities to carry out work for personal reward in 

the hours nominally allotted to their employer, and he was right in observing that they also had 

free time in which they could use their skills for pecuniary reward.52 

Bruce Hindmarsh found that drinking was one of the ‘central activities of convict recreation’ 

and that convicts managed to acquire alcohol even in rural areas where, as Maxwell-Stewart 

observed, access to taverns was more limited than in towns.53 Lloyd Robson thought that 

nobody knew where convicts got the money to pay for drink.54 Yet it was perhaps less of a 

mystery than he thought it was. Even convicts housed at night in the Prisoners’ Barracks in 

                                                 
47 George Arthur, Observations Upon Secondary Punishments (Hobart Town, 1833), p. 4; Evidence of George 

Arthur, 27 June 1837, Report of the Select Committee on Transportation, pp. 287–288.  
48 Colonial Times, 31 March 1835, p. 6. 
49 John Dixon, The Condition and Capabilities of Van Diemen’s Land (London, 1839), pp. 39–40.  
50 G.T.W.B. Boyes, unpublished diary, Van Diemen’s Land, 3 June 1835 to 11 June 1838 (15 March 1836), 

University of Tasmania Library Special and Rare Materials Collection. 
51  Margriet Roe, ‘Boyes, George Thomas (1787–1853)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/boyes-george-thomas-1817/text2079, accessed online 14 August 2018. 
52 N.G. Butlin, ‘White Human Capital in Australia: 1788–1850’, Working Papers in Economic History, No. 32 

(April 1985), p. 32. 
53 Hindmarsh, ‘Yoked to the Plough’, p. 204; Maxwell-Stewart, ‘The Bushrangers’, p. 114. 
54 L.L. Robson, The Convict Settlers of Australia (Melbourne, 1965), p. 111. 
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Hobart Town, including boats’ crews, water carters and commissariat and ordnance labourers, 

had opportunities to earn something on the side. In 1829 Principal Superintendent and 

magistrate James Gordon reported that of about 500 men who slept in the barracks, an average 

of about three were charged with drunkenness each day.55 When asked how they acquired the 

means to purchase alcohol, he replied imperturbably that he thought it was because 

In the morning when the men are mustered and sent to work in the several directions 

with their gangs, many of whom have no Overseer with them, it is fine weather, but 

should it commence raining before the middle of the day they are dispersed to seek 

shelter, when many of them earn something trifling for cutting Fire Wood, carrying 

water &c, and some of the men are not worked the full hours, as the Commissariat and 

Ordnance Store Labourers frequently are discharged by 3 o’clock where they have an 

opportunity of earning money as they have no Overseer to conduct them back to the 

Barracks.56   

Such was the reality of life in an open prison. What is remarkable is how few convicts seriously 

abused their freedom. As David Kent and Norma Townsend put it, ‘the open prison … had its 

mental walls which proved, in most instances, as effective as those of stone’.57  

Boyce identified two ways in which the convict assignment system in Van Diemen’s Land in 

the late 1820s and 1830s functioned similarly to rural estates in England at the same time.58 

First, male and female farm servants in England, who were usually hired at special fairs, 

received food and work clothes from their employers and a small money payment at the end of 

their terms of service.59 Second, the ‘life chances’ of the ‘average’ person living in a small 

community, village or tiny town in England were controlled by a paternal landlord, employer 

or patron.60 As Boyce suggested, people in Van Diemen’s Land would have been aware of the 

way in which rural estates functioned in England.61 In fact many would have had experience 

of it and this familiarity might have simplified their transition into life in the colony.  

According to Stephen Nicholas, there were several ways in which convicts were better off than 

their free compatriots in Britain. Their diet was better, they worked fewer hours, enjoyed better 

                                                 
55 James Gordon to John Burnett, 14 March 1829, TAHO, CSO1/1/383 file 8675. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Kent and Townsend, Convicts of the Eleanor, p. 170. 
58 Boyce, Van Diemen’s Land, p. 175. 
59 B.A. Holderness, Pre-Industrial England (London, 1976), p. 50, quoted in Boyce, ibid., p. 175. 
60 Harold Perkin, The Origins of Modern English Society 1780–1880 (London, 1969), p. 37, quoted in Boyce, Van 

Diemen’s Land, p. 175. 
61 Boyce, Van Diemen’s Land, p. 175. 



 

11 

 

clothing and accommodation and had better access to medical care than free British labourers.62 

In his view, convicts were treated well because of their value as human capital and not for 

humanitarian or reformist reasons.63 According to Bruce Hindmarsh, Nicholas’ arguments 

regarding diet, accommodation, work hours and medical care are more tenable than his 

argument about clothing. As he pointed out, Nicholas unfairly compared the best clothing of 

convicts with the worst clothing of agricultural labourers in the southern and eastern English 

counties, bonded Indian labourers in Jamaica and Mauritius and Melanesians in Queensland.64 

As he observed, while the clothing issued to convicts in Van Diemen’s Land was certainly 

better than some of the clothing Nicholas described and might have been an improvement for 

some, it was not an improvement for all.65 Nevertheless, in terms of providing sufficient 

warmth and protection from the elements, Hindmarsh considered convict clothing adequate as 

long as convicts received it when they needed it.66 One problem was that some masters issued 

clothing according to arbitrary timetables and not necessarily according to need. 

Both Nicholas and Hindmarsh based their arguments on the assumption that all convicts wore 

the government-issued ‘slop’ clothing. There is evidence that many did not. According to a 

report in the Hobart Town Courier in 1831, it was 

no uncommon thing to meet in the streets of Hobart-town females who are prisoners 

and assigned to the services of families dressed in so elegant and expensive a manner 

that if it were not for some unfortunate symptom of vulgarity which peeps out, some 

assuitur pannus, they might be mistaken for ladies of the first rank in the place.67 

Likewise, the Launceston Advertiser reported that ‘in many, indeed most occasions, 

respectable settlers like to see their crown servants clad in a suit different to the Government 

grey’.68 Thus, the fact that there was a convict ‘uniform’ does not mean that all assigned 

convicts wore it. Standards regarding diet, accommodation and work hours were similarly 

flexible. Reid found that some female assigned servants in Van Diemen’s Land were able to 

negotiate cash wages, extra rations and clothes, specific work hours and their own rooms 

because of the shortage of domestic servants.69 Margaret Dillon also concluded in her study of 

                                                 
62  Stephen Nicholas, ‘The Care and Feeding of Convicts’, in Stephen Nicholas, ed., Convict Workers: 

Reinterpreting Australia’s Past (Cambridge, 1988), pp. 180–198. 
63 Nicholas, ibid., p. 195. 
64 Hindmarsh, ‘Yoked to the Plough’, pp. 186–190. 
65 Ibid., pp. 188–189. 
66 Ibid., p. 189. 
67 Hobart Town Courier, 8 January 1831, p. 2. 
68 Launceston Advertiser, 3 January 1831, p. 1. 
69 Reid, ‘“Contumacious, Ungovernable and Incorrigible”, p. 118. 
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convict labour in the Campbell Town police district in Van Diemen’s Land that the system was 

not as rigid or strictly-controlled as commonly imagined.70  Within the broad category of 

convict assignment, there was room for considerable variation. 

W.D. Forsyth, writing in 1935 before the archives were opened to academics, believed 

assignment ‘was full of inconvenience to the settler’ and failed to reform convicts.71 Yet he 

also presented extensive statistical evidence that the twelve years of Arthur’s administration 

‘were a period of activity and expansion … of settlement, population, cultivation, pasture, and 

commerce’, apparently not realising that this demonstrated the system’s success.72  A.G.L. 

Shaw, writing with the benefit of access to the archive in the 1960s, believed assignment was 

‘a remarkably successful attempt to arrange for basically a civilian population to supervise 

criminals’.73 This remains the general consensus. 

Alison Alexander sees assignment as having benefitted nearly everyone because, as she points 

out, settlers had a pool of cheap labour to develop their land or to work in their homes or 

businesses, the government was relieved of the burden of providing convicts with food, 

accommodation and work, and convicts were not confined in prisons.74 Charles Darwin visited 

the Australian colonies in 1836 and was as sceptical as Forsyth was about the ability of 

assignment to morally reform convicts, but believed that,  

As a means of making men outwardly honest, of converting vagabonds, most useless 

in one country, into active citizens in another, and thus giving birth to a new and 

splendid country, [assignment] has succeeded to a degree perhaps unparalleled in 

history.75  

Criminologist John Braithwaite believes that convict assignment was ‘an exclusionary move 

[that] transformed into inclusion’, largely because convicts supplied the settlers’ labour needs 

and, as he put it, ‘when those with the power to stigmatise are dependent on the deviant, they 

opt for reintegration more than stigmatisation’. 76 While he acknowledges that there were some 

                                                 
70 Margaret Dillon, ‘Convict Labour and Colonial Society on the Campbell Town Police District: 1820–1839’, 

unpublished PhD thesis, University of Tasmania, 2008, p. 257. 
71 Forsyth, Governor Arthur’s Convict System, pp. 114 and 157–161.  
72 Ibid., p. 24. 
73 A.G.L. Shaw, Convicts and the Colonies (Carlton, Victoria, 1981 [first published 1966]), p. 246. 
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brutal masters, brutal administrators and brutal punishments, he sees brutality as having been 

an avoidable minority experience.77  

He also highlights the ‘procedural innovation’ that prohibited masters from inflicting 

punishments on their assigned servants at a time when British naval and military commanders, 

schoolmasters and employers could directly inflict punishments on their subordinates.78 In 

addition, convicts could press charges against their masters for ill-treatment. Furthermore, 

because assignment offered hope and ‘a real prospect of reintegration into respectable society’ 

via marriage in the colony or free passage for wives and children from Britain, a ticket of leave, 

and a conditional or free pardon, Braithwaite believes Van Diemen’s Land was ‘one of the 

most serene places on earth’ in the latter nineteenth century.79 Australian convict society was, 

in his view, ‘brutal yet forgiving’.80 Even Robert Hughes, who wrote what Jan Kociumbas 

rightfully criticised as a ‘conceptually confused and dangerously simplistic account of convict 

history’, acknowledged that while ‘a man could be crushed under the penal system like a toad 

beneath a harrow’, ‘he could also remake his life’.81 Numerous family histories attest to the 

fact that many convicts did in fact remake their lives.82  

‘Human aspects of convictism’, as Townsend called them, were the basis for the argument that 

the assignment system was arbitrary, a ‘mere lottery’.83 This was one of the arguments that was 

used to discredit the assignment system and bring about the cessation of transportation to New 

South Wales and the introduction of the probation system in Van Diemen’s Land. A key 

criticism was that the treatment convicts received did not depend on the crime they had 

committed.84 It was certainly the case, as Hirst noted, that colonists (both administrators and 

settlers) were primarily interested in convicts’ previous occupations and seldom in their 

criminal history.85 As he also noted, masters varied in disposition and temperament and they 

                                                 
77 Ibid., pp. 19–21. 
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did not give all convicts the same kind of work to do.86 Assignment was also a lottery for 

masters and mistresses in terms of the dispositions and skills of the convicts assigned to them.87 

Arbitrariness was therefore two-sided. 

Nicholas was the first to challenge the view that assignment was ‘a mere lottery’ in terms of 

matching convicts with masters according to their professed skills.88 He found that the colonial 

labour market in New South Wales ‘utilised the convicts’ industrial, building and agricultural 

skills to a remarkable extent’.89 Yet he also found that ‘the occupations of the unskilled urban 

worker and domestic servant were not in great demand in the colony and these workers took 

the brunt of job restructuring’.90 Kirsty Reid has demonstrated that the skills of female domestic 

servants were in great demand in Van Diemen’s Land, while Brian Walsh, Richard Tuffin, 

William Robbins and others have supported Nicholas’ conclusion that ‘most skilled convict 

workers found themselves employed in the same jobs in Australia as they had held at home 

prior to conviction’.91 To Kent and Townsend, however, it seemed that apart from the artisans 

in the group, the convicts transported to New South Wales on the Eleanor for protesting against 

the loss of their customary rights were distributed according to the order in which applications 

arrived, and the fact that these rural workers ended up with landholders was simply because 

the greatest demand came from that quarter. 92  This thesis investigates the issue of skill 

matching in the Van Diemen’s Land context, both in relation to convicts’ initial appropriation 

and in relation to their transfer and reassignment within the colony. 

It is self-evident that the practice of skill matching was crucial to maintaining private sector 

demand for convict labour, and this is another issue addressed in this thesis. While Reid 

investigated demand in Van Diemen’s Land in relation to female convicts in her 1995 thesis, 
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no comparable study of demand for male convicts in Van Diemen’s Land has been 

forthcoming.93 Reid found that ‘colonial demand for female convict labour was high, and 

frequently outstripped supply’.94 This thesis builds on her work by drawing on additional 

sources, while it also investigates demand for male convict labour in the context of increasing 

immigration and increasing numbers of juvenile male convict arrivals in the 1830–35 period.   

As existing works make abundantly clear, the convict labour system was complex, and convicts 

experienced it differently at different times and according to their sex, occupation, skill level, 

employer and place of employment.95 Hilary Golder criticised the contributors to Convict 

Workers for underrating the extent to which the management of Australian convicts varied 

across both time and place.96 Kay Daniels observed that ‘the key relationships of convictism’ 

were not static and must be analysed with reference to period and place.97 Deborah Oxley made 

a similar point when she asked rhetorically if convict women who arrived in New South Wales 

in 1829 bore any relation to those who arrived in 1789, 1809 or 1839.98 Stephen Garton 

observed that the preoccupation historians had with the moral character of convicts until the 

early 1990s had diverted attention from the diversity of convict experience.99 Time, place, and 

what Raymond Evans and William Thorpe referred to as the ‘multi-dimensional human actor’ 

are all influential variables, and so this thesis does not purport to represent ‘the convict 

experience’.100 On the contrary, differences in convict experiences are a consistent theme.   

The detailed reconstruction of the initial distribution of all 10,653 men and boys and 1,490 

women and girls who arrived in Van Diemen’s Land as convicts between 1 January 1830 and 

31 December 1835 underpins this study. Like Oxley’s computerisation of New South Wales 

female convict indents thirty-odd years ago, this reconstruction creates a kind of retrospective 

census for each shipload.101 The cohort comprises about one-sixth of all convicts known to 
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have arrived in the fifty-year period of transportation to the island colony. The very high 

concentration of surviving archival records strongly influenced the choice of study period, and 

electronic access to high quality images that the Tasmanian Archive and Heritage Office and 

the ARC-funded ‘Founders and Survivors’ research group had already indexed and cross-

referenced greatly facilitated the research.  

Founders and Survivors (F&S) provided digital transcriptions of four hand-written convict lists 

or ‘musters’ compiled in the 1830–35 period, convict descriptions, female conduct records, 

lists of male convict assignments, loans and transfers published in the Hobart Town Gazette 

between September 1832 and December 1835 and directories contained within several 

contemporaneous almanacs. As well as enabling me to uncover much about the inner workings 

of convict Van Diemen’s Land, this digital data helped me to reconstruct both the working 

environment and the prosecution history of hundreds of convicts, and this contributed 

significantly to my ability to quantify prosecution risk. The quantification of prosecution risk 

exposes an important but previously under-explored dynamic.   

This project presented me with the challenge and the opportunity to both augment the F&S 

data and question some of the assumptions made by others about the records and how 

administrators used them to manage convicts. The F&S database now includes my digital 

transcriptions of the hand-written appropriation lists that survive for fifty-seven of the sixty 

shiploads of convicts who arrived in Van Diemen’s Land between January 1830 and December 

1835. (No appropriation list appears to have survived for the remaining three vessels.) These 

lists contain details for more than 10,000 male and nearly 1,400 female convicts. While 

legibility varies, particularly in the How Appropriated columns, it was possible to make sense 

of what seemed indecipherable by gleaning clues from convicts’ conduct records, the convict 

lists generally referred to as ‘musters’ and the Hobart Town Gazette. Appropriation lists 

contain numerous alterations and occasional marginalia, both of which elucidate the purposes 

of the lists and the thoughts and intentions of the officials who created or perused them. No 

alteration or annotation was ignored or omitted in the transcribing process. 

A major aim of F&S is to create the means to analyse record series in parallel, thereby turning 

static records into dynamic series.102 By placing records into temporal sequence, it is possible 
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to both reconstruct the process of convict labour allocation and to identify all the convicts who 

were working on a single property at the same time.103 It is also possible to follow individual 

convicts through their penal servitude and beyond, to discover how typical or atypical their 

attributes and experiences were and to identify circumstances that shaped those experiences on 

an individual and group level. Archival digitisation and the analysis of ‘big data’ is ultimately 

crucial to being able to put individual experiences, like those of William Pike and his assigned 

servants, into both a local and societal context.  

There is, however, a downside to digitisation. As Maxwell-Stewart has noted, while access to 

increasing quantities of digital data unlocks research opportunities, digitisation takes items out 

of their archival context.104 As he observed,   

The aggregation of data from multiple sources can lead to important analytical 

breakthroughs but can also magnify the problems associated with the uninformed 

mining of archival content in the absence of context.105 

To address this problem, F&S links its digital transcriptions with images of the archival records 

from which the data was derived.106 Unfortunately, this is only a partial solution because 

archival records cannot always be understood in isolation. Their provenance, the way in which 

they were organised, their relationships with other records and with the organisations or people 

who originally created and/or used them all contribute to their meaning.  

There seems to be no better way to gain insights into convict records than by transcribing them 

in large volumes. It first became obvious to me during the transcribing process that 

appropriation lists are not well understood. This realisation prompted me to reassess the annual 

musters. This reassessment revealed that they, too, are inadequately understood. The same 

applies to appropriation lists and musters that Donald Fyson and François Fenchel observed in 

relation to the registers of prisons in nineteenth-century Quebec: While they ‘present a 

comforting aura of quantitative certitude, they must not be taken at face value’.107  

                                                 
103 For example, the F&S database shows that when Cox, Fisher and Mayall foiled the attempted robbery at Park 

Farm, another three male convicts but no female convicts were working for the same master.  
104 Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, ‘Big Data and Australian History’, Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 47, No. 3 

(2016), p. 361. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Ibid. 
107 Donald Fyson and François Fenchel, ‘Prison registers, their possibilities and their pitfalls: the case of local 

prisons in nineteenth-century Quebec’, The History of the Family, Vol. 20, No. 2 (2015), p. 163. 
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Like any historical source, these records require critical analysis and consideration of their 

authorship, production context and intended use.108 Inadequate understanding of sources can 

confuse and conflate issues. By lining up appropriation lists, musters and other related records 

and carefully reconstructing the archive along its grain, a practice exemplified by Ann Stoler 

in her work with the Dutch Indies archive, important insights about the colonial administration 

and the meanings of its records have emerged.109  

The following six chapters elaborate on these meanings and reveal the light the records shed 

on the complexities of the convict assignment system. Each chapter has a different thematic 

emphasis. Chapter 1 engages in a textual archaeology of four principal record groups, namely 

appropriation lists, musters, conduct records and the lists of assignments, loans and transfers 

published in the Hobart Town Gazette. Together with various supplementary records, including 

the only surviving Female House of Correction register, these interrelated records enable the 

reconstruction of convict labour allocation in Van Diemen’s Land in the 1830–35 period. 

Chapter 1 challenges common assumptions about these records and their relationships to one 

another, simultaneously adding valuable insights into the administration of the penal colony. 

This sets the foundation for the subsequent chapters. 

Chapter 2 uses the records examined in Chapter 1, together with official correspondence and 

both official and unofficial contemporaneous observations, to assess the demand for both male 

and female convict labour in the private sector and particularly in the context of increasing free 

immigration and increasing arrivals of juvenile male convicts. In the process, it challenges 

conventional explanations for what appear to be low take-up rates from some vessels. Flawed 

understandings of the records have led in the past to erroneous explanations. 

Chapter 3 turns to the question of skill matching, a question that is impossible to consider 

across the whole cohort because many convicts had multiple, often unrelated, occupations, and 

so too did many masters and mistresses. The chapter therefore uses a mix of specific examples 

and samples of aggregated data to assess the efficiency of assignment in terms of skill matching. 

Using hitherto overlooked appropriation lists and official correspondence found in the files of 

                                                 
108 Ibid., pp. 163–164. 
109 Ann Laura Stoler, ‘Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance’, Archival Science, Vol. 2 (2002), pp. 87-

109; A. L. Stoler, Along the archival grain: Epistemic anxieties and colonial common sense (Princeton, N.J. and 

Oxford, 2009). 
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the colonial secretary’s office, it demonstrates that the allocation of convict labour reflected 

Arthur’s influence and oversight.  

Many considerations might have influenced a master’s decision about whether to take a convict 

before a magistrate. Several historians of Van Diemen’s Land convict society have speculated 

that distance might have been a major dissuading factor.110  Kent and Townsend maintained 

that ‘masters in extremely isolated areas [of New South Wales] relied on their ability to manage 

their convicts without immediate recourse to the police or the bench’.111 Chapter 4 investigates 

this issue using lower court records for the rural Richmond district, maps, official 

correspondence and convict conduct records.  

As A.G.L. Shaw pointed out in his review of Russel Ward’s The Australian Legend in 1958, 

the convict experience was not only a rural one.112 Yet studies of assignment in Van Diemen’s 

Land to date have concentrated on the supply of convicts to rural properties, particularly large 

rural estates.113  Arguing that urban assignment is a part of the convict and settler story that 

deserves more attention, Chapter 5 explores assignment in Hobart Town, the most populous 

town in Van Diemen’s Land and the seat of government. The town’s residents provided 

administrators with a wide range of opportunities to place convicts where they could use their 

existing skills. 

The main premise of Chapter 6 is that turnover and prosecution risk depended in part on a 

convict’s sex, occupation and assignment location. The chapter outlines a methodology and 

then employs it to identify similarities and differences in the turnover and prosecution risk of 

convicts of each sex and four distinct occupational groupings in Hobart Town and the rural 

Richmond police district. The chapter’s overarching aim is to provide a means of putting 

individual conduct records into context. 

                                                 
110 K. Bonney, ‘Master and Servant at Clarendon Estate: a regional study of convict assignment in Van Diemen’s 

Land, 1830–1835’, BA Hons thesis, University of Tasmania, 2011, p. 9; Dillon, ‘Convict Labour and Colonial 

Society in the Campbell Town Police District’, p. 188; Hindmarsh, ‘Yoked to the Plough’, p. 164; B.W. Brown, 

‘The Machine Breaker Convicts from the Proteus and the Eliza’, MA Thesis, University of Tasmania, 2004, p. 

129. 
111 Kent and Townsend, The Convicts of the Eleanor, p. 199. 
112 A.G.L. Shaw, ‘Review’, Economic History Review, New Series, Vol. 12, No. 2 (1959), p. 346. 
113 Author unknown, ‘Labour in Rural Van Diemen’s Land’, The Push from the Bush, Vol. 22 (1986), pp. 39–47;  

Andrew John Gregg, ‘Convict Labour at Brickendon: The Diary of William Archer Senior’, unpublished Honours 

thesis, University of Tasmania, 2005; Dillon, ‘Convict Labour and Colonial Society in the Campbell Town Police 

District: 1820–1839’; Brown, ‘The Machine Breaker Convicts from the Proteus and the Eliza’; Bonney, ‘Master 

and Servant at Clarendon Estate’. 
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At the end of the thesis are four appendices. Appendices 1 and 2 list the ships that carried 

convicts to Van Diemen’s Land in the study period, their dates of arrival and the locations of 

the extant appropriation lists for each. This demonstrates the scattered nature of the archive. 

Appendices 3 and 4 list the more than 600 trades or occupations that appear on male 

appropriation lists and 75 trades and occupations that appear on their female counterparts, as 

well as the number of times each appears as either a first, second, third or fourth-stated 

occupation. This data could be used for future analyses, including comparisons with the indent 

data for New South Wales convicts. One stark difference is immediately apparent: whereas 

Oxley found that the 1826–40 New South Wales indents listed a second job for 6.5 per cent of 

the females,114 the 1830–35 Van Diemen’s Land appropriation lists list two or more jobs for 

nearly 45 per cent of female convicts.115 Notwithstanding the different composition of the 

samples of the female convict population in the two colonies—about two-thirds of female 

convicts transported to Van Diemen’s Land were English-born, while only 35 per cent of 

Oxley’s sample were English-born—this suggests that the employment experience of female 

convicts transported to New South Wales might have been truncated on the indents. If so, this 

would strengthen Oxley’s argument that female convicts arrived in New South Wales with a 

range of ‘immediately useful skills’.116  

Each chapter either examines or utilises the occupational data recorded on convict records. 

Without testing occupational data, some historians, especially those who believed convicts 

were ‘professional’ criminals, considered it to be unreliable because it was elicited from the 

convicts themselves.117 Stephen Nicholas and Peter Shergold tested the data found on New 

South Wales convict indents by comparing convicts’ occupations with their counties of trial, 

their literacy levels and the nature of their crimes.118 They found a close correlation between 

the regional distribution of convicts’ occupations and the known distribution of occupations in 

Britain in the first half of the nineteenth century.119 They also found a close match between 

reported literacy levels and occupations, with white-collar workers and artisans having high 

                                                 
114 Deborah Oxley, ‘Female Convicts’, in Stephen Nicholas, ed., Convict Workers: Reinterpreting Australia’s 

past, (Cambridge, 1988), p. 91. 
115 Calculated from Rebecca Read, Female Convicts to VDL 1830−1835: Transcriptions of Appropriation and 

Description lists, Excel 365 spreadsheet, in author’s possession. 
116 Ibid., p. 91. 
117 Stephen Nicholas and Peter Shergold, ‘Convicts as Workers’ in Nicholas (ed.), Convict Workers, p. 62; Reid, 

‘Work, Sexuality and Resistance’, p. 124; Oxley, ‘Convict Maids’, pp. 52–53. 
118 Nicholas and Shergold, ibid., pp. 64–65. 
119 Ibid. 
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literacy levels and unskilled urban and rural workers having low literacy levels, as expected.120 

While they could be sure that only about 10 per cent of crimes committed were work-related, 

the real proportion was undoubtedly much higher, as the indents generally lack the detail 

necessary to distinguish work-related from other crime.121  

In support of occupational data, Maxwell-Stewart has added that many convicts’ bodies bore 

marks that were consistent with the occupations they claimed to have had.122 Furthermore, as 

Oxley reasoned, the fact that the authorities recorded occupational information in detail  

‘suggests that they expected to find it useful and therefore, presumably, reliable’.123 This thesis 

provides corroborating evidence that demonstrates that Van Diemen’s Land administrators 

trusted the mass of occupational data found on convict records. It also argues that 

administrators consciously used this data to allocate convicts rationally within both the urban 

and rural private sector and that townspeople depended on suitably-skilled and unskilled 

assigned servants as much as their rural counterparts did.   

Furthermore, this thesis demonstrates that the system facilitated access to magistrates. It 

contends, however, that it failed to administer punishments in a manner that was consistent 

with the aims of a criminal justice system. That is, the convicts who served time in the years 

1830–35 experienced differing degrees of severity and reward that depended on much more 

than their character or their propensity to break the rules. Variations in prosecution risk were 

driven by a complexity of factors. An understanding of that complexity should inform future 

interactions with the convict archive as well as accounts of the operation of convict 

transportation and its long-term impacts. 

                                                 
120 Ibid. 
121 Ibid. 
122 Maxwell-Stewart, ‘The State, Convicts and Longitudinal Analysis’, p. 420. 
123 Oxley, ‘Convict Maids’, pp. 53–54. 
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Chapter 1 

The archive 

 

Before embarking on the analysis of data extracted from sources, it is essential to understand 

the processes and purposes of the sources’ creation. This chapter therefore engages in a textual 

archaeology of major archival collections that can be used to reconstruct the processes of 

convict labour allocation and punishment in Van Diemen’s Land between 1 January 1830 and 

31 December 1835. These collections include appropriation lists, musters, conduct records and 

assignment, loan and transfer lists published in the Hobart Town Gazette. This is the first 

systematic analysis of this inter-related group of convict records. By putting them back into 

their archival context, the aim is to enhance understanding of the relationships between them 

and ultimately improve understanding of the information system that was designed and used to 

support the management of convicts in the penal colony. In archaeological terms, the primary 

objective is to establish archival stratigraphy.  Only then will it be possible to read the archive, 

Stoler-style, along its ‘grain’, that is, in the way administrators intended.1 

As was the case in much of the far-flung British Empire, public officials responsible for the 

control and management of convicts in Van Diemen’s Land relied on record keeping. Records 

helped Van Diemen’s Land to function as an island penal colony where prison walls were 

largely absent.2 Officials maintained many record groups, and a plentiful supply of convict 

clerks enabled their duplication and redrafting. Each redraft represented a new stage in the 

decision-making process. At times, marginalia, annotations and associated correspondence 

provide additional valuable insights into that process.  

This is nowhere more apparent than in the case of appropriation lists, the chronological starting 

point in reconstructing the allocation of convict labour within the colony. Peter Eldershaw 

wrote simply that ‘the purpose of these documents was to record the trade of the convict and 

how his or her skill was used’.3 This succinct statement requires elaboration and clarification 

because there is both more and less to appropriation lists than it suggests. 

                                                 
1 A. L. Stoler, Along the archival grain: Epistemic anxieties and colonial common sense (Princeton, N.J.; Oxford: 

2009). 
2 Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, ‘The State, Convicts and Longitudinal Analysis’, Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 

47, No. 3 (2016), p. 416; J. B. Hirst, Convict Society and its Enemies (Crows Nest, NSW, 1983), p. 68. 
3 P. R. Eldershaw, Guide to the Public Records of Tasmania: Section Three: Convict department (Hobart, 1965, 

revised 2003), p. 25 
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First, while one purpose of appropriation lists was certainly to record the trade of each convict, 

this was not always possible. Whereas only one boy in Lloyd Robson’s sample of every 

twentieth convict transported to New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land had no ‘specific 

calling’ noted, only the word ‘boy’ appears in the Trade column for 245 male convicts and 

either ‘child’ or ‘girl’ for four females named on surviving 1830–35 appropriation lists, which 

suggests they had no employment experience, trade or skill to report.4 The Trade column is 

also blank for 48 male convicts and 20 female convicts who were sick on arrival. 

Second, officials did not use appropriation lists to record how a convict’s skill was used. They 

used them to record the names of convicts’ first proposed masters, mistresses or destinations, 

such as government departments or penal settlements, and it was up to the recipients to decide 

how to employ the convicts they received. Furthermore, as Christine Leppard has noted, the 

lists are often incomplete, and convicts did not always go to the recipients named on them.5 

This is because the lists were created before convicts disembarked and before the decision-

making process concluded. Officials who created the lists made this clear by using the heading 

‘Proposed Appropriation List’ or by describing the list they were sending to the lieutenant-

governor for his approval as ‘proposed’ in a cover letter. 6  Some cover letters included 

explanations about why the accompanying appropriation lists were incomplete, and some 

predicted changes to the proposed allocation. Therefore, an appropriation list does not 

necessarily name the first person to whom the convict was assigned, as Susan Hood has stated.7 

Nor are appropriation lists unproblematic indicators of convict labour demand, as others seem 

to have assumed.8 

Third, there was more to consider in the appropriation process than just a convict’s trade or 

occupation. For this reason, appropriation lists identify those who were sick or disabled on 

arrival, those males whom the Secretary of State ordered to be worked on the roads, and the 

number, age and sex of children who accompanied their convict mothers to the colony. When 

the Edward arrived in 1834, for example, Hannah Stammers was not fit for assignment because 

she had sore legs, Phillis Skinner was unable to work because she had a six-month-old baby 

                                                 
4 L.L. Robson, The Convict Settlers of Australia (Melbourne, 1965), p. 182. 
5  Christine Leppard, ‘“The Unfortunates”: Prostitutes Transported to Van Diemen’s Land 1822–1843’, 

unpublished PhD thesis, University of Tasmania, 2013, p. 223, including fn. 64. 
6 For example, Red Rover, 1831, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/512 file 11203, TAHO; R. H. Woods to John Burnett, 

2 September 1830, CSO1/1/444 file 9891, TAHO. 
7 Susan Hood, Transcribing Tasmanian Convict Records (PAHSMA, 2003), p. 44. 
8 See, for example, Kirsty Reid, ‘Work, Sexuality and Resistance: The Convict Women of Van Diemen’s Land, 

1820–1839’, Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Edinburgh, 1995, pp. 159. 
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and Rebecca Small was sick (see Figure 1.1). These were temporary circumstances. The 

women’s conduct records show that each entered assignment in due course, but not while the 

surviving appropriation list was in active use.9  

Figure 1.1 Part of a page from a female appropriation list  

 

Source: Edward, 1834, Appropriation list, CON27/1/1, TAHO. 

In summary, the purpose of appropriation lists was to record convicts’ professed trades, skills 

or employment experience if the convicts reported any and if they were well enough to do so, 

to record circumstances that precluded any convict’s immediate appropriation, and to record 

the proposed first recipient or destination of most convicts. However, the proposed allocation 

was subject to approval and to alteration and augmentation, all of which occurred with 

regularity and seldom concluded within the short active life of any appropriation list.  

Appropriation lists are held in two repositories and in three distinct record series. The 

Tasmanian Archive and Heritage Office (TAHO) in Hobart holds the CSO1 and CON27 series, 

and the Mitchell Library (ML) in Sydney holds the Tasmanian Papers collection (Tas Papers 

or TP). The TP collection has also been copied into the Miscellaneous Microfilm collection 

                                                 
9 Edward, 1834, Conduct records, CON40/1/9, TAHO. 
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(MM33) in TAHO. All three record series are available on microfilm, and with the exception 

of one item, the CON27 series for 1830-35 has been digitised and made accessible online.10 

Given the scattered state of the archive, it is understandable that one historian writing in 2003 

believed there were no extant appropriation lists for two female ships, the America (1831) and 

the Hydery (1832), when in fact two exist for the former and one for the latter.11 

Appropriation lists exist for fifty-seven of the sixty major convict vessels that arrived in the 

1830–35 period. No list is known to exist for the Arab (1834) or the Moffatt (1834), both of 

which carried males, or the Jane (1830), which carried females.  Multiple lists survive for 

thirty-five ships, with two distinct lists for each of thirty, and three for each of five ships. With 

one exception, where multiple lists exist for a ship, each is in a different record series.12   

Table 1.1 Surviving 1830–35 appropriation lists and number of ships covered 

 Tas Papers  CSO1 CON27 Total lists Ships covered 

Female 5 3 3 11 10 

Male 20 27 39 86 47 

TOTAL 25 30 42 97 57 

Handwriting variations, annotations and deletions indicate that the lists developed in stages. 

The first stage relied on information found on the indents handed over by surgeon 

superintendents who had travelled on the convict transports (ships) and on the examinations 

and interviews the Hobart-based muster master and principal superintendent conducted on-

board before convicts disembarked. During this stage, the minimum details recorded were 

convicts’ names, trades or occupations, disabilities, sickness and other constraints. In some 

cases, age, height, police number, trial place, sentence length and native place were also 

recorded. The second stage involved inserting the names of pre-approved settlers and 

government departments into the How Appropriated column and seeking the lieutenant-

governor’s approval. The third stage usually involved additions and alterations to the original 

proposals. All appropriation lists show evidence of the first two stages, but few TP lists show 

evidence of the third. The reason will become clear as the chapter unfolds. 

                                                 
10 The CON27/2/1 appropriation list for the female convicts of the Hydery is not yet available online. 
11 See Kirsty Reid, ‘Setting Women to Work: The assignment system and female labour in Van Diemen’s Land, 

1820–1839’, Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 34, Issue 121 (April 2003), pp. 1–25, p. 4, fn. 18. 
12 The exception is in CON27/1/4, which contains two lists for the Bussorah Merchant. The second follows 

immediately after the first in the same bound volume. Both lists appear to have been drafted in identical detail 

before a copy went to the lieutenant-governor via the colonial secretary for approval. The first list shows evidence 

of revision, with alterations to thirty-two proposed appropriations. The second list is unaltered. 
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The principal superintendent of convicts (usually abbreviated to ‘principal superintendent’) 

was the only person continually involved in proposing appropriations between 1830 and 1835. 

Until July 1832, he was solely responsible. From July 1832, the chief police magistrate and a 

military officer joined him to form a three-man Assignment Board assisted by a secretary 

sometimes referred to as a chief clerk.13  The colonial treasurer replaced the military officer in 

December 1833.14 Josiah Spode served as either principal superintendent or acting principal 

superintendent for the whole period, except between February and September 1830, when 

Roger H. Woods held the position of principal superintendent.15  During Woods’ brief tenure, 

Spode acted as his mentor.16 Spode was therefore the only public servant whose involvement 

in proposing the allocation of convict labour spanned the entire period from 1830 to 1835. 

Spode’s continuous involvement did not result in a consistent approach to the layout and 

content of appropriation lists. As alluded to above, the number of information categories 

recorded during this period ranged from three to nine. The TP list for the Augusta Jessie (1835) 

has the minimum number of columns headed Name, Trade and Assignment, while the two lists 

for the Norfolk and three lists each for the Aurora and Layton, all of which also arrived in 1835, 

include Police Number, Age, Height, Where Tried, Sentence and Native Place.17 All these 

ships carried males. Of the eleven lists that survive for female convicts, none includes trial 

place and sentence, only the list for the Hector (1835) includes six headings and none other 

than the Hector includes height and native place. What is more, the number of categories 

included varies within each record series, making no series consistently more informative. 

There is no obvious explanation for the variability.  

More importantly, trade and skill details vary, even between appropriation lists for the same 

ship.18 TP lists consistently lack the same occupational detail present in CSO1 lists. There are 

significant differences, for example, in the details recorded on the TP and CSO1 records for 46 

of 224 male convicts who arrived on the Waterloo in 1835. Nine men described as labourers 

on the Waterloo’s TP list are described as farm labourers on the CSO1 list, another as a 

                                                 
13 ‘Government Notice No. 180’, Hobart Town Gazette, 20 July 1832, p. 393; Colonial Times, 31 July 1832, p. 2; 

Hobart Town Gazette, 2 October 1834, p. 723. 
14 Eldershaw, p. 8; ‘Government Notice No. 341’, Hobart Town Gazette, 13 December 1833, p. 806. 
15 Colonial Times, 29 January 1830, p. 2; ‘Government Notice No. 31’, Hobart Town Gazette, 13 February 1830, 

p. 53. 
16 Spode to colonial secretary, 6 June 1834, CSO1/1/508, file 11132, TAHO. 
17 See entries for the respective ships in the Bibliography and Appendices 1 and 2. 
18 Similar variations appear in prison and penitentiary records for Quebec. See Donald Fyson and François Fenchel, 

‘Prison registers, their possibilities and their pitfalls: the case of local prisons in nineteenth-century Quebec’, The 

History of the Family, Vol. 20, No. 2 (2015), pp. 182–183.  
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bricklayer’s labourer and another as a plasterer’s labourer. A second and sometimes third trade 

or occupation appears on the CSO1 list for another 35 men for whom only one trade or 

occupation appears on the TP list. Table 1.2 provides a sample. Again, there is no obvious 

explanation for these differences. The implication is that analysis of the skills of the Waterloo’s 

men based on only the TP list would significantly understate the men’s versatility and 

economic utility. Thus, any skills-focussed analysis is likely to be more accurate for those ships 

for which a CSO1 list survives, and no such list survives for twenty of the forty-seven male 

ships included in this study. 

Table 1.2 Sample of convicts’ trades recorded on the TP and CSO1 appropriation lists for the 

Waterloo, 1835 

Number Tas Papers CSO1 

1 Labourer Labourer, type founder & tailor (2 years) 

1 Labourer Labourer & seaman 

1 Labourer Labourer & whip maker 

1 Labourer Labourer & gun finisher 

1 Labourer Labourer & hairdresser 

1 Labourer Labourer & wool comber 

1 Labourer Farm labourer & rough smith 

1 Labourer Farm labourer & kitchen gardener 

1 Labourer Labourer & gun stocker 

1 Labourer Labourer & plater 

1 Labourer Labourer & jobbing tailor & jeweller 

1 Labourer Labourer & brass founder 

1 Labourer Labourer & confectioner 

1 Labourer Labourer & sweep 

1 Bricklayer Bricklayer & ploughman 

1 Groom Groom, coachman & gentleman’s servant 

4 Ploughman Ploughman & general farmer 

1 Brazier Tinman, brazier & farrier 

1 Gardener Gardener & ploughman 

1 Plasterer Plasterer, slater & ploughman 

1 Plasterer Rough plasterer & stenciller 

1 Painter Painter & glazier 

1 Brick maker Brick maker & ploughman 

1 Gardener Kitchen gardener & groom 

1 Fellmonger Parchment maker & fell monger 

1 Clerk Clerk & druggist 

1 Groom Groom & shoemaker 

Sources: Waterloo, 1835, Appropriation lists, Tas Papers 27, ML and CSO1/1/788 file 16831, TAHO. 
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To complicate matters further, the occupations attributed to some individuals fail to match on 

appropriation lists and corresponding descriptions lists. Again, one record sometimes contains 

additional occupations not recorded on the other, and again, neither list is consistently more 

informative. Mary Westaway is described as a cook and laundry maid on the description list 

for the Edward (1834), but also as a dairy maid on the appropriation list.19  Conversely, Ann 

Harvey is described only as a plain cook on the appropriation list for the Mary (1831), but also 

as a house maid and nurse maid on the corresponding description list.20 In other instances, an 

individual’s listed occupations can be quite dissimilar on the two records. For example, the 

appropriation list for the Eliza (1830) identifies Jane Blades as a servant in a public house, 

while the corresponding description list calls her a farm servant (see Table 3), a distinctly 

different line of work. Altogether, there are significant differences between the occupations 

recorded on the description and appropriation lists for 50 of the 115 female convicts who 

arrived on the Eliza (see Table 1.3). This is more than a trivial amount of variation.   

Table 1.3 Occupations of Eliza, 1830, convicts on description and appropriation lists 

 Description list Appropriation list 

BASSETT, Ann Washerwoman Servant at a public house 

BLADES, Jane Farm servant Servant at a public house 

BOWS, Mary Char woman Washerwoman, nurse 

BROME, Mary House maid Servant at a public house 

BROWN, Mary (164) Cook, laundress Servant of all work 

BUXTON, Margaret Needlewoman Needlewoman, house maid 

CHORLTON, Ann Cook, farm servant Farming servant 

COOMBE, Mary Ann House servant Shoe binder, house maid 

CREAMER, Ann House servant Washerwoman 

DALE, Margaret Cook, house maid Under cook 

DAVIS, Harriet Cook, servant Plain cook, plain needle, wash 

DOLLISON, Mary Servant of all work House and general farm servant 

FARROLL, Mary Ann Servant Farm servant 

FREEMAN, Mary Ann Nursery maid House maid 

HARNETT, Mary Cook, house maid House servant 

HARRIS, Ann Housekeeper Laundress & needlewoman 

HART, Lydia Laundress Straw bonnet maker 

HAYES, Mary Nurse maid Nurse & house maid 

  Continued over 

                                                 
19 Edward, 1834, Description list, CON19/1/12 p. 427 and Appropriation list, CON27/1/1, TAHO. 
20 Mary, 1831, Description list, CON19/1/13 p. 497 and Appropriation list, MM33/1/6, TAHO. 
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 Description list Appropriation list 

HAYES, Matilda Servant of all work Servant at a public house 

HAYNES, Ann Farm servant General servant 

HESTER, Hannah Laundress Genl. servant, wash, iron, brew 

HICKS, Ann Servant of all work Nursemaid & servant of all work 

HOWITT, Mary House maid Laundress & house maid 

JAMESON, Susan Washerwoman Washerwoman & house maid 

JONES, Eliza Stay maker Stay maker & general servant 

JONES, Jane Nurse maid Nurse maid & bonnet maker 

JOY, Elizabeth Servant Twine spinner 

LEE, Ann House maid House maid & cook 

LONGDON, Elizabeth Cook Servant in a public house 

MAHONEY, Mary House servant Shoe binder, house maid 

MAYNE, Mary House servant Maid of all work 

MORRIS, Louisa Cook Cook & house maid 

MURPHY, Margaret Farm servant House servant 

MYERS, Maria Cook General house servant 

NOTT, Ann Servant of all work Farm servant 

PHILLIPS, Sarah Farm servant Farm servant and plain cook 

PIKE, Ann Dressmaker Dressmaker & school mistress 

RANDALL, Elizabeth House maid, needlewoman Servant of all work, cook 

ROBERTS, Louisa Dressmaker Cap maker & nurse maid 

SMITH, Ellen House servant Cotton weaver 

TORR, Jane Dressmaker, milliner Dressmaker 

TYLER, Mary Servant of all work House maid, cook, wash, iron 

WARDLE, Hannah Servant of all work Shoe binder & general servant 

WEBB, Ann House servant, tailoress House servant 

WHITE, Mary Cook Cook & general servant 

WILSON, Ann Servant of all work Needlewoman 

WILSON, Mary Laundress Servant of all work 

WINDLE, Mary Ann Servant of all work, weaver Servant of all work 

Source: Eliza, 1830, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/447 file 9937 and Description list, CON19/1/12, TAHO. 

Similar discrepancies exist between the description and appropriation lists for other ships, 

although they vary in significance and magnitude. The significance of a female described only 

as a house maid or as both a house maid and needlewoman, for example, is slight, given that 

needlework, including mending stockings and making and mending the household bed and 

table linen, were tasks employers routinely expected house maids to perform when their other 
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work was done.21 There seems to be no reasonable explanation for the inconsistent recording 

of occupations, and it is impossible to know whether the occupations recorded on description 

lists or those recorded on appropriation lists are the more reliable or definitive. 

Historians who use appropriation lists in their studies of the convict system tend to use only 

one for each ship, perhaps not realising that more than one exists and that the details can vary 

between lists. Multiple appropriation lists survive for one ship that carried female prisoners 

and thirty-four ships that carried male prisoners to Van Diemen’s Land in the 1830–35 period. 

In the case of the female ship America (1831), the occupations recorded on the two are more 

consistent than the assignments. The very existence of two lists for the America suggests that 

there were originally multiple lists for all female ships, and the discrepancy between the two 

surviving America lists suggests that female appropriation lists were no more likely to be exact 

duplicates than were their male counterparts.  

It is easier to understand and explain differences in the How Appropriated columns of two or 

more appropriation lists for the same vessel than it is to explain the differences between the 

trade or occupation details recorded on the description and appropriation lists for the same 

vessel. Comparison between the How Appropriated columns of appropriation lists for the same 

ship reveal that they were created sequentially. As the sample in Table 1.4 demonstrates, the 

CON27 record for the America precedes the CSO1 record chronologically. The alterations also 

lift the appropriation rate from just under 92 per cent in the CON27 list to nearly 95 per cent in 

the CSO1 list, providing further evidence that the lists are not exact duplicates, but rather 

created one after the other, as circumstances changed. 

Table 1.4 Comparison between two appropriation lists for the America, 1831 

Name CON27 CSO1 

ALLEN, Jane [blank] Lieut. Ball 17 Regt. Oatlands 

FRANKLIN, Elizabeth Sick Sick   Mrs Coombs 

HARRIS, Elizabeth [blank] Miss Fisher 

JOHNSON, Elizabeth [blank] Mr. Giblin 

JONES, Eleanor Mr Roper Mr Roper   Capt. Spotswood 

MARGETSON, Mary Sick Sick Mrs Kemp 

Sources: America, 1831, Appropriation lists, CON27/1/1 and CSO1/1/520 file 11322, TAHO. 

                                                 
21 Samuel and Sarah Adams, The Complete Servant (London, 1825), p. 284. 
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Male appropriation lists show more evidence of revision than female lists do, and apart from 

those for the Prince Regent, those in the CON27 series are the most revised when compared 

with others that survive for the same ships. For the Prince Regent, the first convict vessel to 

arrive in 1830, there is no extant list in the CSO1 series, and the TP list is clearly a revised 

version of the CON27. In fact, the TP list includes annotations, which are typical of a CSO1 

list but atypical of a TP list. Sixteen of the Prince Regent prisoners unappropriated in the 

CON27 list appear appropriated in the TP list. Table 1.5 includes a sample of these and other 

entries that show evidence of revision. The revised entries not shown follow the same pattern. 

The entry for John Kiddle is an anomaly, the only instance in which a proposed appropriation 

has a line through it on the CON27 list. This might be the result of a clerk’s temporary 

confusion between lists. The amount of revision is significant, especially as the appropriation 

rate of about 88 per cent in the CON27 list rises to 97 per cent in its TP counterpart. Yet it 

would be misleading to assume that even the more revised list with the higher rate accurately 

reflects the appropriation outcome for every convict.  

Table 1.5 Comparison between two appropriation lists for the Prince Regent, 1830 

Name CON27 Tasmanian Papers 

ACORN, Thomas [blank] D.Fereday T.Y. Lowes 

AITCHINSON, John [blank] T.Y. Lowes  D. Fereday D. Lord 

BOLTON, William Mrs. Reiby Mrs Reiby V.D.L. Co. 

BREEN, Edward [blank] Mr. Rumney 

BLANCO, Frederick [blank] Mrs. McNally 

BROCKLEY, Thomas Mrs. Reiby Mrs. Reiby P. Lette 

BARRINGTON, Hy. [blank] Mr. Anson, New Norfolk 

BENNETT, William [blank] Mr. Hayes, Bagdad 

BROCKLEY, Thomas Mrs. Reiby Reiby P. Lette 

BROWN, John Mr. Geo. Langford Mr. G. Langford Govt. House 

BRYAN, James [blank] Mrs Fisher 

COSTELO, James Mr. Silas Gatehouse Mr. S. Gatehouse M. Lackey 

DAVIES, Hugh Mr E. Nicholas Mr E Nicholas Lieut. Ritchie 

EDGE, Thomas Mr G Wray Mr G Wray Overseer PW 

HANKS, John Mr Malcolm Mr Malcolm J.O. Gage 

HOWARTH, James Mr Malcolm Mr Malcolm Mrs Lord 

  Continued over 
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Continued CON27 Tasmanian Papers 

KIDDELL, John PW (Marine) J. Thomson Public Works (Marine) 

LEACH, John Mr F. Cotton Mr F Cotton Mr Ralston 

MANSFIELD, Thos. B. Horne B. Horne McLeod 

MORRIS, John B. Horne B. Horne McLeod 

NICHOLLS, William Survey Department Survey Department Allen McDonald 

NICHOLS, Henry PB Prisoner Barracks F Smith 

OAKEY, John [blank] D Lowe 

PANK, Henry PW Public Works Lieut. Steele 

Sources: Prince Regent, 1830, Appropriation list, CON27/1/4, TAHO; Tas Papers 25, ML. 

The order is the reverse in all other cases in which both a TP and a CON27 list survive without 

a CSO1 list. The lists for the Elizabeth (1832) are one example. Again, the number of 

appropriations varies between lists and the evolving nature of the appropriation process is 

evident.  Table 1.6 names all eleven prisoners unappropriated in the TP list but appropriated in 

the CON27 list and eleven of seventeen revised assignments, including three deleted and not 

replaced. The remainder follow the same pattern. In the cases of George Button, John Williams 

and John Wilshaw, either the principal superintendent reconsidered before returning to his 

original proposals or he or his clerk corrected some errors he had made.  

Table 1.6 Comparison between two appropriation lists for the Elizabeth, 1832 

Name Tasmanian Papers CON27 

BRYAN, William Vacant Vacant  Mrs. Pindard 

BUTTON, George Government Stables Mr. C.B. Hardwick Govt. Stables 

BIRT, James P. Wood Esq. P. Wood Esq. Lieut. Harrison 

CARTER, Edwd. Vacant Vacant John Orchard 

COUNSEL, Wm. M. Kennedy Michael Kennedy Thos. Parker 

DAVIS, William Vacant Vacant  Jacob Bellett 

DAVISON, Henry Vacant Vacant  Mr. Shacklock 

DAY, William Vacant Vacant  Loan Gang 

DUNNIGAN, William Vacant Vacant  Mark Bunker 

FRANCKES, John Vacant Vacant  Secy’s Office 

GREENBANK, Edward Mr. Saml. Munce Mr. Saml. Munts Lieut. Griffith 

GROVES, Edward Facey Mr. Facey Mr. Joseph Goodwin 

  Continued over 



 

33 

 

Continued Tasmanian Papers CON27 

HARRIS, James Vacant Vacant    Pl. Supt. Office 

JONES, John Edwd. Abbott Esq. Edwd. Abbott Esq. 

LAW, Joseph Vacant Vacant  J.T. Clarke 

MANSFIELD, Wm. Gregson Mr. Gregson 

POVEY, Joseph John Bisdee Mr. John Bisdee Mr. John Jones 

REES, John A. Walker Mr. Abm. Walker 

SMITH, Henry Vacant Vacant Thos. Bates 

WILLIAMS, John R. Willis Esq. Wm. Lyttleton Esq. R. Willis Esq. 

WILSHAW, John W. Lyttleton Esq. R. Willis Esq. W. Lyttleton Esq. 

WOOD, William Vacant Vacant  J. Peck 

Sources: Elizabeth, 1832, Appropriation lists, TP26, ML, and CON27/1/5, TAHO. 

The process of record creation and the sequence of events between arrival and distribution are 

most apparent in the five cases in which three appropriation lists survive for a ship. One of 

these is the Layton, which arrived in the harbour at Hobart Town on 10 December 1835.22  As 

was the norm, the prisoners remained on board for several days (six days in this case) while 

officials examined and interviewed them.  Arthur unrealistically expected the colonial secretary 

to receive a list of proposed appropriations ‘within one, or at most, two hours after the 

descriptions and examinations have been taken’.23 Therefore, a clerk seems to have completed 

all but the How Appropriated column in the CSO1 list while the interviews were in progress. 

When they were finished, a member of the Assignment Board added the proposed 

appropriations, leaving vacant a fifty-year-old African cook, thirty-eight boys aged between 

thirteen and eighteen, five men who were sick, another described as ‘idiotic’ and two deemed 

‘cripples’.24 The three Board members personally signed the list the same day, 16 December, 

and a second and third clerk made two copies before the original went to Arthur via the colonial 

secretary for approval (see Figures 1.2 to 1.4).25 The writer of the list that became part of the 

TP series dated and ‘signed’ it with the names of the members of the Assignment Board (see 

Figure 1.3).26 At this point, the three lists were identical in detail. Arthur initialled the CSO1 

list before returning it to the Board without amendment (see Figure 1.2).  

                                                 
22 Hobart Town Courier, 11 December 1835, p. 3. 
23 J. Burnett to R. H. Woods, 8 March 1830, CSO1/1/444 file 9891, TAHO. 
24 Layton, 1835, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/839 file 17773, TAHO. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Layton, 1835, Appropriation list, Tas Papers 27, ML. 
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Figure 1.2 Last page of the CSO1 appropriation list for the Layton, 1835 

 

Source: Layton, 1835, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/839 file 17773, TAHO. 

Figure 1.3 Last page of the Tas Papers appropriation list for the Layton, 1835 

 

Source: Layton, 1835, Appropriation list, TP27, ML. 
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At some stage or stages, possibly both before and after the CSO1 list returned approved, the 

Board added assignments for seven of the boys previously left vacant and decided to 

appropriate two of the sick men as hospital wardsmen (perhaps they had recovered), but they 

amended only the CON27 list; both the TP and CSO1 lists remained unaltered.  

The 267 prisoners disembarked the same day and entered the prisoners’ barracks where they 

were ‘as usual inspected and admonished by His Excellency’ before distribution commenced.27 

One proposed master refused the convict assigned to him (see last entry in Figure 1.4), eight 

others either refused or failed to remove the convicts from the prisoners’ barracks, and two 

more boys received assignments. Hence, the CON27 appropriation list includes eleven further 

changes made by Lieutenant Gunn, the superintendent of the prisoners’ barracks, in his 

distinctive backward-sloping hand. The sample in Table 1.7 makes the sequence clear.    

Figure 1.4 First page of the CON27 appropriation list for the Layton, 1835 

 

Source: Layton, 1835, Appropriation list, CON27/1/2, TAHO. 

                                                 
27 Hobart Town Courier, 18 December 1835, p. 2. 
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The Layton appropriation list with the greatest number of alterations and the largest proportion 

of prisoners identified as appropriated is the CON27. All five 1830-35 ships for which an 

appropriation list survives in each record series follow the same pattern (see Table 1.8). Except 

for the Manlius, there is no variation in appropriation rates between TP and CSO1 lists for these 

five ships. (The cause of the variation for the Manlius was the deletion of two proposed 

appropriations on the CSO1 list after the creation of the TP copy.) Appropriation rates 

according to CSO1 and TP lists are therefore comparable. The difference between those and 

their CON27 counterparts ranges from 2.5 to 10.9 per cent. In each case, most of the difference 

is probably attributable to assignments added in the hours between the dispatch of the CSO1 

list to the colonial secretary and lieutenant-governor and the commencement of distribution 

from the prisoners’ barracks.  

Table 1.8 Percentages appropriated from each of five ships as per different appropriation lists 

 CSO1 Tasmanian 

Papers 
CON27 Variation 

Manlius (1830)  96.0% 97.0% 98.5% 2.5% 

England (1832) 81.3% 81.3% 87.3% 6.0% 

Lotus (1833) 89.3% 89.3% 94.4% 5.1% 

Aurora (1835) 77.0% 77.0% 81.0% 4.0% 

Layton (1835) 77.5% 77.5% 88.4% 10.9% 

Sources: TP 26 and 27, ML; MM33/1/6, CSO1/1/444 file 9891, CSO1/1/605 file 13788, CSO1/1/830 file 17603, 

CSO1/1/839 file 17773 and CON27/1/1, TAHO. 

With only two exceptions in the 1830−35 period, CON27 male lists have the largest proportion 

recorded as appropriated and are likely to come closest to being records of eventual 

distribution. The question of how close is one that reference to appropriation lists, alone, cannot 

answer.   

It is possible to gain some insight into this question by comparing the female appropriation list 

for the William Bryan with entries in the sole surviving Female House of Correction register. 

This register includes the admission and discharge details for every female convict who arrived 

on the William Bryan in October 1833. It shows that, of 106 with a proposed master or mistress 
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named in the extant appropriation list, 24 (22.6 per cent) were discharged to someone else.28 

The conduct records of these women and the muster for the year suggest that the people to 

whom the convicts were discharged were indeed the men and women who became their masters 

and mistresses and were not agents sent on their behalf. It is not possible to ascertain how 

typical a discrepancy of this magnitude was for female convicts because a lack of 

corresponding records precludes a similar comparison for any other female ship’s full 

complement. Nevertheless, this is a significant discrepancy and is potentially indicative.  

No record for male convicts survives that matches the Female House of Correction register. 

The most practicable alternative means of ascertaining how close a CON27 male appropriation 

list was to a record of eventual distribution is by comparing such a list with a list of assignments 

published in the official government organ, the Hobart Town Gazette (hereafter the Gazette). 

The Gazette began publishing lists of assignments, loans and transfers on 21 September 1832, 

but no such list included females, and none included males who were appropriated or 

transferred to the state, whether for punishment or to work in government departments. 

Convicts’ names and the names of the ships on which they arrived are the minimum 

requirement for successful matching of convicts in two or more record sets. These appeared 

consistently in lists of loans and master-to-master transfers published in the Gazette, but in only 

the first list of assignments. That first list—for the Lord William Bentinck—is therefore the 

only one suited to comparing with appropriation lists.    

The Lord William Bentinck arrived on 28 August 1832 with 185 male prisoners. 29  An 

appropriation list was ready for approval on 1 September.30 Thus, the process of examining the 

men, recording their descriptions and proposing their appropriation must have taken no more 

than five days. The men disembarked on 3 September and distribution commenced 

immediately.31 Although the Gazette did not publish the assignment list for another eighteen 

days, the list it published only matches the CON27 list insofar as the CON27 list matches its 

CSO1 counterpart. This means that the Gazette published assignment lists before they were 

final. As the sample in Table 1.9 shows, the Gazette’s published list reflects none of the changes 

made in the CON27 list.  

                                                 
28 William Bryan, 1833, Appropriation list, Tas Papers 27, ML; Female House of Correction, Hobart, Register of 

female convicts admitted to the factory, CON139/1/1, October, November and December 1833, TAHO. 
29 ‘Trade and Shipping’, Hobart Town Courier, 31 August 1832, p. 3. 
30 Lord William Bentinck, 1832, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/610 file 13913 and CON27/1/5, TAHO. 
31 J. Hobbs to John Burnett, 3 September 1832, CSO1/1/610 file 13913, TAHO; Hobart Town Gazette, 21 

September 1832, pp. 489–491. 
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Table 1.9 Comparison between appropriation lists and the Hobart Town Gazette for fourteen 

prisoners per Lord William Bentinck, 1832 

 CSO1 CON27 Hobart Town Gazette 

BOOTH, James Mr. R. Strahan R. Strahan  Chilton R. Strahan 

CHIVEN, Charles Mr. George Brooks Brooks  McArthur George Brooks 

CURTIS, John Dr. Ross Ross  Dyball James Ross 

DESIZA, Abraham Mr. Chas. Howard Howard  Storey Charles Howard 

HALL, Henry Mr. Judah Solomon Solomon  Devine Judah Solomon 

HAWKES, John Mr. A. Reid Reed  Montagu A. Reid 

JEMMETT, H. Mr. Rowley Rowley Commissariat Rowley 

JOHNSON, Peter Mr. Simon Fraser Fraser  Commissariat Simon Fraser 

LAWRENCE, Geo. Mr. J. C. Darke Darke  Nolan J. C. Darke 

MILSOM, Edw. Mr. Ransdale Ransdale  PW John Ransdale 

MORGAN, Jos. Mr. Thos. Scott Scott  Grant Thomas Scott 

POTTER, George Mr. Lascelles Lascelles  Murdock T. E. Lascelles 

SAUNDERS, John Mr. John Hassell Hassell  Commissariat John Hassell 

WOOD, W. Mrs. Susan Weavers Weaver  Thomson Susannah Weavers 

Sources: CSO1/1/610 file 13913 and CON27/1/1, TAHO; Hobart Town Gazette, 21 September 1832, p. 489. 

The list the Gazette published on 21 September concluded, as lists continued to do thereafter, 

with a warning to prospective masters and mistresses that ‘if the above men be not removed 

within a reasonable time, either by their masters or their agents, they will be reassigned’.32  A 

list of seventeen Lord William Bentinck men with a reassignment date of 20 September 

appeared in the Gazette on 28 September.33  Thus it appears that convict administrators were 

going through the motions by issuing a warning the day after reassignments had taken place. 

Furthermore, although Lieutenant-Governor Arthur stated that he expected applicants in the 

interior to nominate agents residing in Hobart Town who could remove convicts from the 

prisoners’ barracks ‘on the day of their assignment, pay for their slops [clothing], and forward 

them without delay to the place of their destination’, he (or the superintendent of the prisoners’ 

barracks) actually allowed them more than two weeks.34 Most importantly, the reassignment 

list demonstrates that nobody amended either the CSO1 or the CON27 appropriation list when 

                                                 
32 Hobart Town Gazette, 21 September 1832, p. 492. 
33 Hobart Town Gazette, 28 September 1832, pp. 504–505.  
34 ‘Government Notice’ [without number], dated 1 May 1827, Hobart Town Gazette, 5 May 1827, p.4. 
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the reassignments occurred (see Table 1.10). This means that more than nine percent of the 185 

male convicts who arrived on the vessel went to masters other than those identified on an 

appropriation list.  

Table 1.10 Comparison between Lord William Bentinck appropriations and reassignments 

Name CSO1 & CON27 lists HTG reassignment list 

GAGGERO, B. John Hayes, Brighton Barry Cotter, Campbell Town 

MORTLOCK, S. Major Gray, Rockford Lieut. Gunn, Hobart Town 

NEVARD, S. Hugh McGinnis, Carlton Bates & Stead, Break O’ Day 

PHILLIPS, J. John Bonney, Tamar T. Wilkinson, Coal River 

PILGRIM, J. John Fletcher, Liffey T. Wilkinson, Coal River 

QUIN, J. J.F. Steiglitz, St Paul’s T. Wilkinson, Coal River 

ROBINSON, D. W.G. Walker, Liffey T. Wilkinson, Coal River 

SCHOFIELD, T. James Reiby, Launceston S. Bromley, Clyde 

SLATER, F. Alex. Wales, Launceston H. Dixon, River Ouse 

SMITH, J. Rod. McDonald, Breadalbane Alexander Goldie, Orielton 

SPILSTEAD, S. Alex. Clarke, Launceston S. Bromley, Clyde 

TOTMAN, S. Edward Brown, Kangaroo Valley H. Dixon, River Ouse 

TUFFRELL, T. James Bonney, Tea Tree Brush H.W. Mortimer & W.H. Bary 

TURNOCK, S. Thomas Hillyer, New Town Road E. Winch, Hobart Town 

WILLIAMS, J. James Bonney, Tea Tree Brush H.W. Mortimer & W.H. Bary 

WILLIAMSON, T. James Fletcher, Liffey S. Bromley, Clyde 

WILSON, E. John Evans, Launceston R. Bent, Hobart Town 

Sources: Lord William Bentinck, 1832, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/610 file 13913 and CON27/1/5, TAHO; HTG, 

28 September 1832, pp. 504–505. 

It is impossible to gauge the overall frequency of reassignment because the Gazette did not 

distinguish between assignments and reassignments again for twelve months, despite the 

arrival of ten ships. When it did specify reassignments again on 20 September 1833, the number 

of reassigned convicts was twenty-two, but the Gazette named only the settlers to whom those 

convicts were reassigned, omitting both the convicts’ names and the name of the ship on which 

each arrived.35 Those who were reassigned in this instance may have disembarked from one or 

more of three ships that arrived within the space of three weeks. 

                                                 
35 Hobart Town Gazette, 20 September 1833, p. 492. 
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Some reassignments certainly occurred because masters or mistresses refused to accept the 

prisoners assigned to them. While this was their prerogative, exactly how often it occurred is 

difficult to judge. Crossed out names of proposed masters and mistresses on appropriation lists 

do not necessarily indicate refusals. Josiah Spode’s name appears crossed out on one 

appropriation list, and he would not have refused a convict whom he had assigned to himself.36 

Colonial Secretary John Burnett’s name appears crossed out on another appropriation list, but 

if the subsequent three annual musters are accurate, the convict concerned was in Burnett’s 

service for at least his first three years in the colony.37 Auctioneer J. C. Underwood’s name 

appears crossed out beside the name of another convict and the words ‘to go country’ added, 

but according to annual musters, that convict was in fact in Underwood’s service in Hobart 

Town for at least three years.38 Such evidence suggests that it would be misleading to assume 

that crossed out names reflect anything more than the provisional nature of appropriation lists.   

The word ‘Refused’ does not appear on any 1830–1835 female appropriation list, although the 

list for the Hector includes the note ‘not wanted’ under the proposed appropriation of Mary 

Ann Robb.39 Whether ‘not wanted’ equated with ‘refused’ is not clear. Only two CON27 

appropriation lists for males include specific references to convicts refused by their proposed 

masters. John Macdougal refused Samuel Best of the Layton, as shown in Table 1.7 and Figure 

1.4 above, and another two refusals appear in the CON27 list for the Aurora, which arrived 

about two months before the Layton.40  It is inconceivable that prospective masters refused 

only three male convicts in a six-year period, all of whom arrived on the last two male ships of 

1835. Therefore, officials must have neglected to record most refusals on appropriation lists, 

just as they neglected to record reassignments.  

The original intention was for the Gazette to publish assignment lists for females as well as for 

males. Two weeks before the first publication of a list of assignments, loans and transfers, 

Colonial Secretary John Burnett wrote to the members of the newly-formed Assignment Board 

with instructions from the lieutenant-governor directing them to 

publish in the Gazette weekly, a list of all assignments whether male or female, stating 

the Trades and Occupations of the parties, names of ships by which they have arrived, 

and police numbers as well as the residence of the persons to whom the men are 

                                                 
36 Hydery, 1832, Appropriation list, CON27/2/1, TAHO. 
37 Mary Ann Smith, Mellish, 1830, Appropriation list, MM33/1/6, TAHO; HO10/48–50, National Archives, Kew, 

Surrey, England, ‘N.S.W and Tasmania, Australia Convict Musters, 1806–1849’, Ancestry.com, accessed 

February 2016. 
38 Thomas Wheatley, Manlius, 1830, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/444 file 9891, TAHO; HO10/48–50, ibid. 
39 Hector, 1835, Appropriation list, MM33/1/6, TAHO. 
40 Aurora, 1835, Appropriation list, CON27/1/2, TAHO. 
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assigned, in the same manner as it is now done in New South Wales including the 

mechanics on loan, stating the period for which the latter are lent. (emphasis added)41  

Notwithstanding these direct instructions, the Gazette only named a female convict and her 

master or mistress when she absconded. The publication of female assignments never 

eventuated. The reason is not entirely clear, but the Colonial Times’ response to the Gazette’s 

first publication of a list of assignments, loans and transfers suggests that loans were of most 

interest to the public because they tended to involve skilled tradesmen who were in great 

demand. The new measure was ‘likely to put an end to the favoritism [sic] by which every 

thing connected with the assignment of servants, or more properly perhaps the loan of 

mechanics, has hitherto been distinguished’, it ventured. 42   When a shipload of female 

prisoners arrived four months later, no assignment list appeared in the Gazette, and no 

complaint appeared in any newspaper. This suggests there was either less interest in, or less 

discontent with, the distribution of female convicts.  

The failure to publish female assignment lists was not the only deviation from Arthur’s 

instructions. The published assignment lists for the nine shiploads of male prisoners that arrived 

between January and August 1833 included the trade, but neither the names nor the police 

numbers of the prisoners.43 The greater the number of prisoners who had the same trade and 

arrived on the same ship, the more difficult it is to retrospectively put a name to each one listed 

in the Gazette.  

Following the arrival of the Stakesby in September 1833, the amount of detail included in 

published assignment lists diminished further. The members of the Assignment Board wrote to 

the Colonial Secretary in October 1833 asking him to 

acquaint the Lieutenant Governor that great practical inconvenience having been 

experienced from publishing, in conformity with the instruction of 7th Septr. 1832 the 

description of men assigned, we have been induced to insert in the Gazette only the 

number of the men with the names of the individuals to whose service they may have 

been ordered, and trust that this course will meet His Excellency’s sanction.44  

Arthur evidently accepted the Board members’ nebulous explanation and agreed to a 

compromise with their proposal, because convicts’ trades only appeared in the Gazette 

                                                 
41 John Burnett to Board of Assignment, 7 September 1832, number 13942, ‘Letterbook of memoranda and 

correspondence addressed to the Board of Assignment 1 July 1832–31 October 1836’, CSO88/1/1, TAHO. 

42 Colonial Times, 25 September 1832, p. 2. 
43 Hobart Town Gazette, 11 January 1833, pp. 18–19. 
44 J. Logan, M. Forster and J. Spode to John Burnett, 10 October 1833, CSO1/1/611 file 13942/1, TAHO. 
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thereafter in lists of master-to-master transfers and loans, and not in assignment lists, except in 

some cases where the assignment was in lieu of a man who had received a ticket of leave. Thus, 

there was only one element consistently present in assignment, transfer and loan lists published 

in the years 1832–35 in the Gazette, and that was the name and place of residence of each 

master and mistress.  

Settlers’ places of residence were often missing from appropriation lists, triggering a restrained 

rebuke from Colonial Secretary John Burnett in August 1830. On the CSO1 list for the David 

Lyon (1830), he wrote mildly, ‘It would have been very desirable to have had the residences of 

these parties stated’.45  The list included only thirteen of a possible ninety-five places of 

residence. The responsible principal superintendent was R. H. Woods, who soon afterwards 

faced a charge of ‘flagrant neglect of duty and disobedience of orders’ in appropriating the 

convicts of that ship, one of thirteen charges that led to his suspension and eventual dismissal.46 

The omission of places of residence was almost certainly a deliberate but ultimately failed 

attempt to conceal the fact that he had appropriated a few convicts to Hobart Town residents 

in defiance of the lieutenant-governor’s specific instructions. However, even the number of 

places of residence written on the first CSO1 list after Woods’ suspension was fewer than 90 

of a possible 157.47  Despite Spode’s appointment as acting principal superintendent after 

Woods’ dismissal, appropriation lists continued to be deficient in places of residence. 

Both the colonial secretary and the lieutenant-governor left initialled comments on 

appropriation lists that became part of the CSO1 series, and each corresponding CON27 list 

reflects the response of the principal superintendent or the Assignment Board. When Burnett 

found that the Board proposed sending a chair turner and stainer to cabinetmaker Samuel 

Whittaker, he instructed them to find out if the Engineer’s Department wanted the convict.48  

The word ‘No’ appears immediately after Burnett’s comment, and the convict duly went to 

Whittaker. 49  When Arthur found that George Moore, a tinman and brazier, was to be 

appropriated to the Police, he asked, ‘Is not this man required in the Engineer’s Depart?’50  

Moore was subsequently appropriated to public works, which included the Engineer’s 

Department.51 When Arthur found that two men from the same vessel were destined for his 

                                                 
45 David Lyon, 1830, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/444 file 9891, TAHO. 
46 Mr. Woods’ case, Charge No. 13, CSO1/1/444 file 9891, p. 202, TAHO. 
47 Royal George, 1830, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/373 file 8510, TAHO. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Royal George, 1830, Appropriation list, CON27/1/4, TAHO. 
50 Sir Charles Forbes, 1830, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/444 file 402, TAHO. 
51 Sir Charles Forbes, 1830, Appropriation list, CON27/1/4, TAHO. 



 

44 

 

farm, he directed rather magnanimously that they ‘must be assigned to someone still more in 

want’.52  Again, the CON27 record shows compliance with Arthur’s wishes.53 Such examples 

provide further evidence of the sequential nature of appropriation lists.  

Annotations appear on only one female appropriation list that survives from the 1830–35 

period, and these annotations are only partly legible.54 Even the number of annotated male lists 

is only four of twenty-seven in the CSO1 series and two of thirty-nine in the CON27 series. In 

one instance, a note on a CON27 record indicates that Arthur ordered a change in two men’s 

assignments ‘when inspecting the prisoners in the Prisoners Barracks’ after disembarkation 

from the ship and before their departure for their places of assignment.55  Instead of going to 

individual settlers as proposed, the men went to the Van Diemen’s Land Company as Arthur 

ordered.  Arthur clearly had the final say on convict assignments, and he sometimes made his 

final decisions only after meeting the convicts face-to-face. 

In addition to appropriation lists and assignment, loan and transfer lists published in the 

Gazette, another set of records that is of value in the reconstruction of convict labour allocation 

in Van Diemen’s Land is the annual musters, which were usually signed and dated on 31 

December.  Three musters survive for females, and four for males for the period under study, 

as shown in the following table. 

Table 1.11 Surviving annual musters, 1830−35 

Male 1830 1832 1833 1835 

Female  1832 1833 1835 

This comprises the highest concentration of surviving annual convict musters for both male 

and female convicts in the whole period of transportation to Van Diemen’s Land. Annual 

musters are lengthy documents created in Van Diemen’s Land and transmitted to London with 

annual reports; they are now held in the National Archives at Kew, Surrey, England. 56 They 

comprise 248 pages for the year 1830, 487 pages for 1832, 492 pages for 1833 and 520 pages 

for 1835. Whereas the Gazette is a useful supplement to appropriation lists from its 21 

September 1832 issue wherever it includes convict’s names, there are four points of congruence 

                                                 
52 Sir Charles Forbes, 1830, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/444 file 402, TAHO. 
53 Sir Charles Forbes, 1830, Appropriation list, CON27/1/4, TAHO. 
54 Eliza, 1830, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/447 file 9937, TAHO. 
55 David Lyon, 1830, Appropriation List, CON27/1/4, TAHO. 
56 Arthur to Hay, 4 January 1834, ‘Governor’s duplicate despatches received by the Colonial Office’, GO33/1/6, 

TAHO. 
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that facilitate matching of convicts in musters and appropriation lists: convicts’ names, police 

numbers, ships and years of arrival. 

The word ‘muster’ tends to convey an impression of an assembly because of its use in 

describing a roundup of livestock or the marshalling of troops for inspection or preparation for 

battle. In earlier years when convicts were fewer in number and less dispersed, convicts did 

indeed assemble annually for musters. Arthur, however, preferred to avoid massing convicts in 

one location.57 Assigned convicts continued to assemble for weekly musters in their local areas 

in conjunction with their obligatory attendance at church, and failure to do so attracted at least 

a reprimand, sometimes confinement in a cell for a few days, and occasionally a more severe 

punishment of longer duration. A magistrate sentenced William Howsell to four months’ hard 

labour in a road party when he neglected to attend muster and church in November 1835, for 

example.58  Ticket-of-leave convicts were also obliged to assemble monthly at church and 

annually on an appointed day in their respective police districts, and if they did not, they were 

deemed ‘illegally at large’ and faced possible consequences.59  

The documents commonly referred to as the 1830, 1832, 1833 and 1835 ‘musters’ are not 

records of assemblies. Nor were they ‘taken’, in the way censuses are taken, ‘in order to 

determine where each prisoner was deployed’, as some have suggested.60 This is clear from the 

fact that they name not only those who were assigned, on loan or in public works, working as 

constables or field police, in hospital or gaol, invalided or in possession of tickets of leave or 

pardons, they also name those who were free by servitude, those who were in Sydney and on 

Norfolk Island because they were serving sentences of secondary transportation, those who had 

absconded or were missing or dead, and even those who died on the voyage or escaped during 

a stopover (see Table 1.12). ‘Muster’ is clearly a misnomer.  

In fact, the word ‘muster’ does not actually appear on any annual ‘muster’ compiled in the 

years 1830 to 1835. Instead, each document carries the much more accurate title, ‘Nominal 

Return’, for instance, ‘Nominal Return of Male Convicts shewing their distribution for the year 

ending the 31st. December 1835’ (see Figure 1.5).   

                                                 
57 W. D. Forsyth, Governor Arthur’s Convict System, 1824−1836 (Sydney, 1935 and 1970), p. 75. 
58 William Howsell, Lord Lyndoch, 1831, Conduct record, CON31/1/20, TAHO. 
59 ‘Police Office’, Hobart Town Gazette, 25 December 1834, p. 1014. 
60 Hamish Maxwell-Stewart and Rebecca Kippen, ‘Sickness and Death on Convict Voyages to Australia’, in Peter 

Baskerville and Kris Inwood, eds, Lives in Transition: Longitudinal Analysis from Historical Sources (Montreal, 

etc., 2015), p. 48. 
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Table 1.12 Distribution of convicts according to the 1832 nominal return or ‘muster’ 

Category Male Female 

Assigned 6081 949 

Public works (including govt. departments, road parties and chain gangs) 2577  

Ticket of leave 1044 59 

Transported to Port Arthur 267  

Absconded 186 3 

Free by servitude 180 43 

Secondarily transported to Macquarie Harbour, Maria Island, Sydney or 

Norfolk Island 
166 

 

Police constables 121  

In gaol 118 6 

Conditional or free pardon 95 13 

Marked as ‘Error’ 86  

Deceased 76 17 

In hospital 76 5 

On loan 69  

Field police 53  

Missing 48 16 

Invalided 40  

Died on the voyage 17 3 

Assigned to the governor or to government house 15 7 

Executed 10  

Assigned to the orphan school 2 5 

General pass 2 3 

Escaped at Rio 1  

House of Correction (Female)  296 

Married (and assigned to husband)  181 

TOTAL 11329 1606 

Source: AJCP Reels 78–79, HO10/48, National Archives, Kew, Surrey, England. 
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Figure 1.5 The first page of the ‘Nominal Return of Male Convicts shewing their distribution 

for the year ending the 31st. December 1835’ 

 

Source: AJCP Reel 79, HO10/50, National Archives, Kew, Surrey, England. 
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As with the equally misleadingly-named ‘Return or General Muster of Convicts in New South 

Wales on 31st Dec[embe]r 1837’, each ‘muster’ or nominal return created in Van Diemen’s 

Land in the years 1830–35 is the result of clerical reconstruction and contains clerical errors of 

various kinds.61 Some are transcription errors, such as the name Bartley miswritten as Barclay. 

Others are alignment errors, where a clerk evidently lost his place, missing one master’s name 

and repeating another. Yet others are evidence of the failure to keep records up to date. Charles 

Fitzhugh was free by servitude on 13 October 1830, yet the 1830 nominal return identifies him 

as still assigned to Thomas Cruttenden.62 Clerks perpetuated some errors from one nominal 

return to another. John Casey arrived on the Gilmore in March 1832 and died ‘suddenly in the 

service of Mrs. Wade 25th December 1832’, yet the nominal returns for 1832, 1833 and 1835 

identify him as assigned to Mrs Wade.63 The same three records identify Bryan Maginn as 

assigned to Mrs Wade even though he drowned in her service in October 1832.64 (Assignment 

to Mrs Wade seems to have been a risky business.) While imperceptible and insignificant other 

than when trying to reconstruct and reconcile the records of individual convicts, errors such as 

these provide evidence of the real nature of so-called ‘musters’.   

The order in which convicts’ names appear in the nominal returns or ‘musters’ suggests that 

clerks copied the information from a series of alphabetical registers. Male surnames beginning 

with ‘A’ appear first in the returns for the years ending 31 December 1830, 1832, 1833 and 

1835, in order of arrival and in ascending police number order. Male surnames beginning with 

‘B’ follow in the same manner, and so on to the end of the alphabet. A schedule of female 

names grouped in the same alphabetical and chronological order follows the male schedule in 

the 1832, 1833 and 1835 returns. Any deviation is obvious and provides a clue to a nominal 

return’s period of compilation.  

The placement of the names of the last shipload each year suggests that the compilation of each 

return began well before the end of the year and sometimes concluded a few weeks after the 

beginning of the next. This certainly helps to explain some of the errors found in the returns. 

In 1830, the Clyde arrived a week before Christmas. Instead of arrangement occurring 

according to the first letter of surnames, the names of Clyde prisoners appear in a discrete group 

                                                 
61 ‘General Return of Convicts in New South Wales, 1837’, Source Description Page, Biographical Database of 

Australia, http://www.bda-online.org.au/files/MC1837_Muster.pdf, p. 10, accessed 23 June 2017. 
62 Charles Fitzhugh, Lady East, 1825, Conduct record, CON31/1/13, TAHO; Hobart Town Gazette, 6 November 

1830, p. 301; HO 10/47. 
63 John Casey, Gilmore, 1832, Conduct record, CON31/1/7, TAHO; John Casey, buried 29 December 1832, 

RDG34/1/1 no. 2929, TAHO; HO10/48−50. 
64 Bryan Maginn, Gilmore, 1832, Conduct record, CON31/1/7, TAHO; HO10/48−50. 

http://www.bda-online.org.au/files/MC1837_Muster.pdf
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at the end of the male schedule, immediately preceding the signature of the acting principal 

superintendent of convicts and the date 28 January 1831. This return would have been 

incomplete without the names of Clyde prisoners, but arrival so close to the end of the year 

clearly contributed to their belated inclusion and to the delay in the completion of the return.  

Something similar occurred in subsequent years, except in 1832 when the York arrived on 29 

December. As the prisoners remained on board until early January 1833, it was not necessary 

to record their names on the nominal return for 1832. However, when the John arrived on 1 

December 1833, there was ample time for the prisoners to disembark before the New Year. If 

compilation of that year’s return began in December, then the last male entries for each letter 

would be for those who arrived on the John, but they are for convicts who arrived on the 

Stakesby on 4 September. The list of prisoners per the Isabella, which arrived between the 

Stakesby and the John on 14 November, appears in a discrete unit at the end of the male 

schedule, suggesting that the return was all but complete by mid-November. The list for the 

John is another discrete one, but instead of appearing immediately after the Isabella’s list, it 

follows the female schedule. Indeed, a memorandum accompanying the return explains that 

‘The Male Convict Ship “Isabella” is posted after the letter Y, and the “John” not having arrived 

until December is posted after the Females’.65 The evidence suggests that compilation of the 

return could have begun as early as the middle of September, after the Stakesby arrived, with 

an augmentation in late November after the Isabella  arrived, and another augmentation in 

December, after the arrival of the John.  

Because it was complete by mid-November for all convicts other than those who arrived on 

the Isabella and the John, the 1833 nominal return does not reflect all transfers that occurred 

during the last quarter of the year. Indeed, Table 1.13, which compares entries in the nominal 

return with entries in a transfer list published in the Gazette during the third week of October 

1833, shows that the return was out-of-date for eight of eleven transferred convicts. The 

transfer list, alone, does not prove that the transfers took place, but some of the convicts’ 

conduct records suggest they did. None of the masters from whom they transferred charged the 

convicts with any offences after the transfer date, but convicts John Bennett and William Rees 

soon faced magistrates while in the service of their new masters.66 At least these two transfers 

did indeed take place.  

                                                 
65 AJCP Reel No. 79, HO10/49, TNA, Kew, Surrey, England. 
66 John Bennett and William Rees, Atlas, 1833, Conduct records, CON31/1/37, TAHO. 
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Table 1.13 The published list of male convicts transferred in October 1833 compared with the 

annual nominal return dated 31 December 1833 

Name Ship From whom To whom 
Nominal 

Return 

WEBSTER, J. Lady Ridley (1821) T. Bannister W. Murdoch Bannister 

PEARDON, W. York (1829) T. Betts W. Robertson Lieut. Betts 

SAVAGE, W. Mary (1830) E. McDowell A. Murray A. Murray 

RIDEAL, T. Manlius (1830) Joseph Archer John Archer Joseph Archer 

FIELD, H. Persian (1830) M. Fenton W.A. Bethune W.A. Bethune 

BUTCHER, H. L.W. Bentinck (1832) G. Robinson B. Morris G. Robinson 

IRELAND, J. Lotus (1833) W. Murdoch T. Bannister Public Works 

MARTIN, H. Enchantress (1833) P. Murdoch W.H. Gill P. Murdoch 

BENNETT, J. Atlas (1833) W. Ashburner P. Foote Ashburner 

REES, W. Atlas (1833) J. Bisdee G.B. Hesse J. Bisdee 

HEALEY, J. Stakesby (1833) J. Mackersy L.H. Solomon L.H. Solomon 

Sources: Hobart Town Gazette, 25 October 1833, p. 620; HO10/47. 

The surviving register of female convicts admitted to the Female House of Correction in Hobart 

Town offers the best means of comparison with the 1833 nominal return for female convicts. 

If the return were like a census conducted on 31 December that year, as the general assumption 

seems to be, then it would name the House of Correction as the location of each woman marked 

present in the facility on that date. The House of Correction register includes the names of 247 

women present on 31 December 1833 and the dates on which they arrived there. The nominal 

return correctly identifies the House of Correction as the location of 190 of these women, while 

it misleadingly identifies the other 57 as being in the service of settlers. Eleven of the latter 

number arrived in the House of Correction during the final week of December; another 21 

arrived earlier the same month, and the remainder arrived on various dates between August and 

November. Principal Superintendent Josiah Spode was the magistrate who sentenced 23 of 

those women to terms of imprisonment in the House of Correction. He was therefore in a very 

good position to know where those women were, yet he signed the nominal return on 31 

December without ordering the updating of the women’s entries, probably because he knew 

that nominal returns needed only to be indicative of the distribution of convicts for that year, 

and not on a certain date. Nominal returns are indeed notable for their lack of alterations. For 

their purpose, individual inaccuracies were inconsequential. 
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For this reason, no nominal return is accurate for every individual as of any date, and entries 

for convicts transferred or undergoing sentences of imprisonment or hard labour on the 

treadmill or the roads are especially likely to be inaccurate. Entries for some individuals are 

glaringly inaccurate. Take Mary Creed, for example. Magistrate John H. Butcher sentenced her 

to six months’ imprisonment with hard labour on 22 August 1833.67 She arrived at the Female 

House of Correction in Hobart Town two days later and was marked present every day 

thereafter until 29 March 1834, the date of the register’s last entries.68 Yet according to the 

nominal return for the year ending 31 December 1833, she was in the service of Mrs Chilton.69 

Mrs Chilton was not the mistress who took her to the magistrate on 22 August, nor is there 

evidence that she had ever been Mary Creed’s mistress.70 Why her name appears beside Mary 

Creed’s on the nominal return is a mystery.  

Henry Ironmonger is another example. He accepted appointment as a javelin man in November 

1834 and served in that capacity until he resigned in March 1838, yet the 1835 nominal return 

identifies him as assigned to Mr Blinkworth, the master he served before his appointment as a 

javelin man.71 The alphabetical registers that clerks used to compile nominal returns were 

clearly not kept meticulously up-to-date. The implication is that where a nominal return 

contradicts the House of Correction register, a Gazette transfer list or a conduct record, the 

researcher must consider the nominal return to be the less reliable source.  

As arrival dates were unpredictable and compiling a record of thousands of convicts in 

longhand with quill pen was time-consuming, it is not surprising that a clerk in the office of 

the principal superintendent began preparing each nominal return well before the end of the 

year. Margaret Dillon’s statement that ‘the muster data shows the district situation in late 

December 1835’ and Kirsty Reid’s use of the phrase ‘at the time the muster was taken’ suggest 

a belief that the muster was, like a census, something that was taken in a particular week and 

not something that was compiled over several months.72 The belief that the returns provide an 

accurate, census-like snapshot of the distribution of the entire convict population on or about 

                                                 
67 Mary Creed, Mermaid, 1828, Conduct record, CON40/1/1, TAHO. 
68 ‘Register of female convicts admitted to the factory’, August, p. 17, September, p. 8, October, p. 4, November, 

p. 2, December, p. 2, January, p. 2, February, p. 1 and March, p. 1. 
69 HO10/49. 
70 Mary Creed, Conduct record. 
71 Hobart Town Gazette, 13 November 1834, p. 877; Hobart Town Courier, 9 March 1838, p. 2; ‘Annual Return 

of Assigned Servants for Richmond District’, dated 20 May 1833, POL584/1/1, TAHO. 
72 Margaret Dillon, ‘Convict Labour and Colonial Society in the Campbell Town Police District: 1820–1839’, 

unpublished PhD thesis, University of Tasmania, 2008, p. 185; Kirsty Reid, ‘Work, Sexuality and Resistance’, p. 

199. 
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31 December is misguided. Annual nominal returns did no more than they had to do, and that 

was to account for every convict.  

This was something they did more accurately than appropriation lists, especially for convicts 

who were reassigned when their prospective employers either refused them or failed to remove 

them from the prisoners’ barracks or the Female House of Correction. Table 1.14 is an extended 

version of Table 1.10, which shows that neither the CSO1 nor the CON27 appropriation list 

for the Lord William Bentinck reflect the reassignments of seventeen male prisoners. The 

nominal return for the year ending 31 December 1832 reflects thirteen of those reassignments 

and three assignment changes not published in any list of transfers. 

Table 1.14 Prisoners per Lord William Bentinck, 1832, in appropriation lists, HTG and 1832 

nominal return 

Name CSO1 & CON27 HTG reassignment 1832 nominal return 

GAGGERO, B. John Hayes Barry Cotter Dr. Cotton 

MORTLOCK, S. Major Gray Lieut. Gunn W. Gunn 

NEVARD, S. Hugh McGinnis Bates & Stead Sir John Owen 

PHILLIPS, J. John Bonney T. Wilkinson T. Wilkinson 

PILGRIM, J. John Fletcher T. Wilkinson Mr. Wilkinson 

QUIN, J. J.F. Steiglitz T. Wilkinson T. Wilkinson 

ROBINSON, D. W.G. Walker T. Wilkinson T. Wilkinson 

SCHOFIELD, T. James Reiby S. Bromley Bromley 

SLATER, F. Alex. Wales H. Dixon Captn. Dixon 

SMITH, J. Rod. McDonald Alexander Goldie R. McDonald 

SPILSTEAD, S. Alex. Clarke S. Bromley S. Bromley 

TOTMAN, S. Edward Brown H. Dixon Captn. Dixon 

TUFFRELL, T. James Bonney W.H. Mortimer & H. Bary W.H. Mortimer 

TURNOCK, S. Thomas Hillyer E. Winch Mr. Winch 

WILLIAMS, J. James Bonney W.H. Mortimer & H. Bary W.H. Mortimer 

WILLIAMSON, T. James Fletcher S. Bromley S. Bromley 

WILSON, E. John Evans R. Bent Public Works 

Sources: Lord William Bentinck, 1832, Appropriation lists, CSO1/1/610 file 13913 and CON27/1/5, TAHO; 

Hobart Town Gazette, 28 September 1832, pp. 504–505; HO10/48. 

Although conduct records are perhaps the best known of the Van Diemen’s Land convict 

archive and this chapter has already mentioned them in relation to other records, they require 



 

53 

 

a fuller description because some authors have made ambiguous, if not misleading, claims 

about them. Eldershaw’s statement, that the primary purpose of a conduct record was ‘to record 

the behaviour of the convict while he underwent his sentence in the colony’, as well as leaving 

female convicts out of the picture, might lead to the belief that conduct records were akin to 

diaries in which witnesses periodically recorded their observations of convicts’ behaviour 

under sentence.73 They were not. Unless a convict faced a charge for an offence he or she 

committed in the colony or received a commendation for praiseworthy conduct, there was 

usually nothing recorded about his or her behaviour in the colony. A sizable minority of 

conduct records are therefore like that of Charles Hunt, displayed in Figure 1.6.  The only 

details on this record are the convict’s name, ship and date of arrival, date and place of 

conviction, sentence, police number, a description of the offence for which he was transported, 

gaoler’s and hulk reports, and the convict’s statement about his crime and his marital status, 

none of which is about his behaviour in the colony. Hirst stated that ‘a convict was given half 

a page in an alphabetical register’—it was sometimes one-third of a page, as in Hunt’s case—

and that ‘all the details of his colonial career were recorded there’.74 This was clearly not the 

case. 

Figure 1.6 The conduct record of Charles Hunt, Strathfieldsay, 1831 

 

Source: CON31/1/20, TAHO. 

                                                 
73 Eldershaw, Guide to the Public Records of Tasmania, p. 27. 
74 Hirst, Convict Society and its Enemies, p. 91. 
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Rebecca Kippen and Janet McCalman have stated that conduct records ‘register every instance 

that a convict was accused of offending against penal discipline, the outcome of the hearing 

before a police magistrate, and of any prosecution in the higher courts’, and that ‘every 

infringement of discipline was recorded and taken before a magistrate’. 75 This, too, requires 

clarification. First, police magistrates were not the only ones to hold hearings. Honorary 

magistrates held hearings too. Second, a conduct record might be an incomplete record of 

offences because it lists only those for which a convict appeared before a magistrate, and not 

those dealt with privately. William Archer (Senior) resolved one of every four disciplinary 

matters on site with verbal reprimands and the suspension of indulgences.76 His son, John, 

reported that four of his assigned men ‘would have had other offences recorded against them 

but for … the very general practice of sending them all either to a Road Party or the Chain 

Gang thereby punishing the Master more than the offender’.77 According to a newspaper report, 

convict William Bushell absconded the day after receiving his first thirty lashes, but his 

absconding was not recorded on his conduct record.78 Perhaps he returned to work voluntarily 

and his master decided not to press a charge. Whatever the case, some infringements of 

discipline never went before a magistrate. 

Nor does every infringement of discipline that was taken before a magistrate appear on a 

conduct record. This is mainly because the system depended on the cooperation of scores of 

honorary magistrates who sometimes failed to meet their obligation to transmit to their district 

police magistrates monthly reports of the charges they had heard and the sentences they had 

passed during the preceding month.79 Each district police magistrate was expected to compile 

a consolidated report from these individual reports and send it to the central police office in 

Hobart Town where convict clerks copied the details into conduct registers, all of which were 

stored there.80 Even cases heard in the Hobart Town police office occasionally went unrecorded 

                                                 
75 Rebecca Kippen and Janet McCalman, ‘A Test of Character: A Case Study of Male Convicts Transported to 

Van Diemen’s Land, 1826–38’ in Peter Baskerville and Kris Inwood, eds, Lives in Transition: Longitudinal 

Analysis from Historical Sources (Montreal, etc., 2015), pp. 21 and 29. 
76 Andrew Gregg, ‘Convict Labour at Brickendon: The Diary of William Archer Senior’, unpublished BA Hons 

Thesis, University of Tasmania, 2005, p. 62. 
77 John Archer to Arthur, CSO5/87/1907, as quoted in B. Brown, ‘The Machine Breakers from the Proteus and 

The Eliza’, unpublished MA thesis, University of Tasmania, 2004, p. 129. 
78 “Absconded”, Hobart Town Courier, 31 March 1832, p. 2; William Bushell, Persian, 1830, Conduct record, 

CON31/1/4, TAHO. Atkinson excluded absconding from his four patterns of convict protest because he based his 

analysis only on evidence contained in extant New South Wales magistrates’ bench books and magistrates rarely 

investigated absconders’ motives. Nevertheless, it seems more than likely that Bushell’s absconding was a form 

of protest, a reaction to his flogging. For his analysis of convict protest, see A. Atkinson, ‘Four Patterns of Convict 

Protest’, Labour History, Vol. 37 (November 1979), pp. 28–51. 
79 “Government Notice, No. 301”, Hobart Town Gazette, 28 December 1832, p. 667. 
80 Chief police magistrate to colonial secretary, (c. December 1833), CSO1/1/252 file 6040, TAHO. 
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on conduct records. Omissions become apparent when lower court records are compared with 

conduct records. In an unusual instance, nine of twenty-seven unrelated cases recorded in the 

Hobart Town lower court register on 27 December 1836 are not present on the conduct records 

of the convicts concerned.81 Errors and omissions are rare, however, which means that conduct 

records provide an almost complete listing of charges and sentences passed against convicts 

while they were under sentence. Susan Hood’s definition of a conduct record as ‘basically the 

equivalent of a police record today’ is probably the most accurate in existing literature.82  

Convict records are clearly fallible, just as any other document can be. As the following case 

illustrates, errors and inconsistencies were not restricted to conduct records, appropriation lists, 

‘musters’ and lists published in the Hobart Town Gazette. Henry Roney arrived in Van 

Diemen’s Land on the Juliana in 1821. 83  According to newspaper reports, he was the 

government barber in Launceston when on 29 July 1831 he broke his leg by falling into a hole 

in the street opposite the penitentiary.84 His broken leg was amputated on 21 August; he failed 

to recover, and the local newspaper announced his death on 10 September.85 More than five 

months later, the Hobart Town Gazette announced that the lieutenant-governor was pleased to 

grant him a ticket of leave.86 

Because convict records are imperfect, there are implications for researchers who utilise those 

records. The major record groups surveyed in this chapter, each of which survives in a high 

concentration for the 1830–35 period, have obvious strengths, but it would be unwise to accept 

them at face value. As outlined, appropriation lists are not ready-made tools with which to 

gauge the demand or distribution of individual convicts independent of other evidence. They 

reflect stages in the initial labour allocation process and not the conclusion of that process. The 

crucial insight that has eluded researchers in the past is that the allocation process continued 

beyond the active life of an appropriation list. Appropriation lists rarely show who became the 

masters and mistresses of convicts who recovered after having been sick on arrival, and they 

do not show the fate of many others whose initial destination was undecided until after 

                                                 
81 Record of cases heard in Hobart Lower Court, LC247/1/6, pp. 318–319, TAHO; Conduct records of John Tipper, 

William Miles, 1828, CON31/1/42; William Bell, Manlius, 1830; William Jukes, Southworth, 1834; William 

Green, Lady Kennaway, 1835; Benjamin Dawson, Lady Kennaway, 1835, CON31/1/10; Edward Riley, Lady 

Kennaway, 1835, CON31/1/37; Richard Vickers, Manlius, 1830; Joseph Clarke, Enchantress, 1833, CON31/1/7; 

James McKay, John, 1833, CON31/1/31, TAHO. 
82 Hood, Transcribing Tasmanian Convict Records, p. 13. 
83 Henry Roney, Juliana, 1821, Description list, CON23/1/3, TAHO. 
84 Independent (Launceston), 30 July 1831, p. 3. 
85 Independent (Launceston), 27 August 1831, p. 3 and 10 September 1831, p. 3. 
86 Hobart Town Gazette, 25 February 1832, p. 69. 
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disembarkation. Nor do they show whose service convicts entered when their intended masters 

or mistresses failed to remove them from the prisoners’ barracks or female factory within a 

designated time. This is because the active life of these documents was too short. 

Annual nominal returns, misleadingly referred to as ‘musters’, account for every convict, 

including most of the reassigned, those initially left unassigned and those assigned after 

recovering from illness. However, they were not entirely current on the date on which they 

were completed because they took several months to compile. Nevertheless, they are broadly 

indicative of overall distribution as it stood during their period of compilation.  In cases where 

there is a discrepancy between an annual nominal return and a transfer list published in the 

Gazette, the transfer list must take precedence. Similarly, in cases where a discrepancy exists 

between an annual nominal return and a conduct record, the conduct record must take 

precedence.   

Notwithstanding their imperfections, the convict records that survive provide invaluable 

insights into the management of the penal colony of Van Diemen’s Land, whether read against 

or along their grain. Their imperfections in fact offer additional clues about the reality of the 

day-to-day work of public officials in one of the British Empire’s southernmost colonies, and 

about the lives of the convicts whose fates depended in part upon their decisions. 
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Chapter 2 

The more prisoners, the better 

 

None will pretend to deny that convict labor has brought Van Diemen’s Land 

to what she is—to a state of improvement and prosperity, which she could 

never have attained without it.1 

As a penal colony, Van Diemen’s Land was highly dependent on convict labour. Convicts 

constructed roads, bridges, wharves and public buildings, cultivated farms and gardens, 

tended livestock, crewed vessels, carted goods, and performed various professional, industrial 

and domestic tasks. Even the colony’s police constables were generally convicts.2 At the close 

of the 1820s, settlers welcomed an expected increase in convict arrivals because they believed 

it would advantage the fledgling colonial economy.3 More convicts would mean more rapid 

improvements to infrastructure, more mouths for the farmers to fill, and a larger share of 

money from the British Treasury to pay the salaries of those employed to supervise the 

prisoner population and administer the convict machine.  

Along with more convicts, larger numbers of free immigrant labourers, mechanics (men with 

recognised trades) and domestic servants arrived in the 1830s, with free females arriving in 

greater numbers than their convict counterparts. Conventional wisdom suggests that large 

increases in the supply of free workers had the potential to cause wages to fall to levels that 

made the prospect of employing cheap coerced labour unattractive. This is purely an 

economic perspective and does not consider the preferences employers might have had for 

convict labour. It also implicitly assumes that free immigrants would have competed with the 

unfree as employees without also contributing to demand by becoming employers of the 

unfree. Using official records and both official and unofficial contemporaneous observations, 

this chapter assesses the demand for both female and male convict labour in Van Diemen’s 

Land between January 1830 and December 1835 and investigates the effect of increasing free 

immigration on demand for convict labour. The evidence suggests that, irrespective of 

increased free immigration, it was rare for the supply of either male or female convict labour 

to exceed demand in the 1830 to 1835 period.  

                                                 
1 Launceston Advertiser, 25 April 1832, p. 133. 
2 Stefan Petrow, ‘Policing in a Penal Colony: Governor Arthur’s Police System in Van Diemen’s Land, 1826–

1836’, Law and History Review, Vol. 18, No. 2 (2000), p. 355. 
3 Colonial Times, 18 December 1829, p. 2. 
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Contemporaneous reports unambiguously support this view. In April 1830, farmers were 

preparing to sow grain when the Colonial Times reported, 

The arrival of prison ships are now anxiously expected, as the applications for 

labourers are numerous beyond precedent, and not a man to be had, although the 

Government retain no more in their own works than are absolutely necessary to 

perform the various duties attached to the respective establishments. It is supposed 

2,000 men, if landed here at this moment might all be assigned off to Settlers; and such 

is the want of hands, that in many instances the operation of the plough is suspended, 

or very limited, from a want of manual labour.4 

Despite the arrival of 2,187 male convicts on ten ships in the following fourteen months, the 

deficiency failed to subside. In June 1831, the Hobart Town Courier declared, ‘It is true, the 

applications from the settlers for assigned servants, and the demand for convict labour 

throughout the colony is as great and perhaps greater than ever’.5 Demand appears to have 

been growing, and there was no abatement over the next two years despite the arrival of 

another 3,104 male convicts and 388 female convicts between June 1831 and February 1833. 

In a despatch to Secretary of State Lord Goderich in February 1833, Lieutenant-Governor 

George Arthur estimated that ‘twice as many [convicts] as are now in the colony might be 

assigned or advantageously employed’.6  

A record number of free immigrants arrived in the ensuing year and evidently helped to ease 

the labour shortage but failed to supplant the ongoing need for convict workers. As the 

Colonial Times reported in March 1834,  

In consequence of the great influx of free labour, we say the demand for prisoners is 

much less than heretofore; but although the settlers may not be in [as] much need of 

their services, as they were a few years since, it by no means follows that the Colony 

could dispense with the usual supply of prisoners. The more prisoners that arrive on 

our shores, the better is it [sic] for us all; there is plenty of work cut out for them.7  

Indeed, a report presented to the Select Committee on Transportation in 1837 revealed that 

settlers applied for 3,130 assigned convicts in 1835, but the number assigned was only 2,740, 

leaving a shortfall of 390.8 Thus, both official reports and unofficial observations clearly 

suggest that demand for convict labour outstripped supply every year from 1830 to 1835.  

                                                 
4 Colonial Times, 2 April 1830, p. 2. 
5 Hobart Town Courier, 25 June 1831, p. 4. 
6 Arthur to Goderich, 27 February 1833, ‘Governor’s duplicate despatches received by the Colonial Office’, 

GO33/1/13, TAHO. 
7 Colonial Times, 18 March 1834, p. 5. 
8 Report from the Select Committee on Transportation (London, 1838), Appendix No. 8, p. 217. 
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The remainder of this chapter reconciles these reports and observations with the evidence 

found in convict records. Female and male convicts will be considered separately because 

they arrived in different numbers and largely entered different sectors of the colonial labour 

market.  

In the early 1990s, Kirsty Reid examined appropriation lists for eight of the eleven female 

convict vessels that arrived in Van Diemen’s Land between January 1830 and December 1835, 

as well as lists for other ships that arrived both before and after that period. She concluded 

that female convicts transported to Van Diemen’s Land, were a ‘highly valuable’ and sought-

after source of ‘human capital’, and neither undervalued nor underemployed in the colony.9 

Notwithstanding her thorough analysis, it is possible to shed further light on this subject.  The 

following analysis utilises the same eight appropriation lists, the lists for two additional ships 

that arrived in the same period and a record of a different kind that constitutes an effective 

substitute for a list for the eleventh ship, thus encompassing all female convicts who arrived 

in the six-year period. More importantly, it also follows up on the fates of the initially 

unappropriated females. Follow-up is necessary because the appropriation process continued 

beyond the short active life of appropriation lists. The evidence suggests that surviving 

appropriation lists significantly understate actual appropriation rates. For a complete picture, 

it is essential to consult additional sources.  

Notwithstanding their imperfections, appropriation lists are naturally the best starting point 

for an assessment of appropriation rates, and those rates provide some indication of demand. 

The appropriation lists that survive for ten female convict vessels that arrived in Van 

Diemen’s Land between January 1830 and December 1835 name a proposed master, mistress 

or public-sector place of employment for nearly 84 per cent of 1,377 new arrivals. They also 

indicate that another 5.59 per cent of the new arrivals were temporarily unavailable for 

assignment because they were either sick or pregnant, nursing infants, or detained in Crime 

Class in the House of Correction.10 This leaves just under 10 per cent with no proposed 

assignment recorded and no reason specified (see Table 2.1). However, the figures are only 

broadly indicative of demand. 

                                                 
9 Kirsty Reid, ‘Work, Sexuality and Resistance: The Convict Women of Van Diemen’s Land, 1820–1839’, 

Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Edinburgh, 1995, pp. iii and 160–161. 
10 Only one woman was identified as pregnant on an appropriation list. However, two unmarried women arrived 

on the Eliza advanced in pregnancy according to the surgeon-superintendent (see David Thomson to James Scott, 

26 February 1830, CSO1/1/447 file 9937, TAHO). According to the appropriation list, both were sent to Crime 

Class in the Female House of Correction on arrival (Eliza, 1830, Appropriation list, ibid.). Other pregnant women 

may have been among those sent to Crime Class. 
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Table 2.1 Female convict appropriation from ten ships that arrived 1830–35 

How appropriated  Number % total 

Private sector (including one on loan) 1127 81.84 

Government House 15 1.09 

Public sector (female orphan school) 11 13 0.95 

Appropriated total 1155 83.88 

Unappropriated: no reason given 136 9.88 

Unappropriated: sick 51 3.70 

Unappropriated: with child in arms 18 1.31 

Unappropriated: aged, disabled or mentally impaired 8 0.58 

Unappropriated: sent to crime class in House of Correction 7 0.51 

Unappropriated: pregnant 1 0.07 

Unappropriated: ‘useless’ 1 0.07 

Unappropriated total 222 16.12 

TOTAL 1377 100.00 

Sources: Appropriation lists, Tas Papers 27, ML; MM33/1/6, CSO1/1/520 file 11322, CSO1/1/790 file 16926, 

and CON27/1/1, TAHO.  

While the aggregated data provides an overall picture, it obscures variations that occurred 

between each consignment of female convicts. By separating the data according to ship of 

arrival, fluctuations become apparent. The lists for eight of the ten ships have the name of a 

proposed recipient or destination recorded for between 86 and 95 per cent of the women and 

girls, while those for the other two ships have one for only 47 or 75 per cent (see Figure 2.1). 

Some of the inconsistency between the rates of initial appropriation is undoubtedly due to 

differences between different record series, as revealed by comparing the two appropriation 

lists that survive for the America. The CSO1 list indicates an appropriation rate 3 per cent 

higher than the CON27.12 Figure 2.1 displays the higher rate. As this case demonstrates, 

comparison between ships is not entirely valid because all the appropriation lists that survive 

are not of the same kind. 

                                                 
11 Those assigned to the female orphan school on arrival were not children sent there to acquire skills. They were 

aged between 18 and 52. The orphan school employed both free and convict personnel as teachers, housemaids, 

nurses, nurse maids, laundresses and cooks (see, for example, Colonial Times, 3 December 1833, p. 4 and Hobart 

Town Courier, 26 September 1834, p. 3).  
12 America, 1831, Appropriation lists, CON27/1/1 and CSO1/1/520 file 11322, TAHO. 
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Figure 2.1 The percentages of female convicts assigned, unassignable and not assigned from 

each ship that arrived in VDL in the years 1830–35, in order of arrival  

 

Sources: As for Table 1. 

No appropriation list survives in the CSO1 series for either the Edward or the Hydery, and 

this may partly explain why their appropriation rates appear to have been below the normal 

range. The Edward is particularly atypical in having nothing written in the How Appropriated 

column for 57 of the 151 prisoners it carried. The conventional explanation in historical circles 

is that demand for female convicts was in temporary abatement when the Edward arrived 

because a free female immigrant vessel had arrived only twenty-two days earlier with 286 

women, and settlers possibly avoided or delayed applying for convict servants when given 

the opportunity of procuring free female servants in their stead.13   According to Barbara 

Richmond, two-thirds of the free immigrants who arrived ahead of the Edward found 

employment within two weeks, and the remainder found employment within five weeks.14 It 

is significant that while the market was able to absorb the available free female labour, it did 

not do so overnight. 

If the arrival of the free females was responsible for reducing demand from the Edward, then 

it is reasonable to expect the situation to have recurred six months later when another influx 

                                                 
13  Christine Leppard, ‘“The Unfortunates”: Prostitutes Transported to Van Diemen’s Land 1822–1843’, 

unpublished PhD thesis, University of Tasmania, 2013, p. 231; Reid, ‘Work, Sexuality and Resistance’, pp. 181–

182.  
14 Barbara Richmond, ‘Some Aspects of the History of Transportation and Immigration in Van Diemen’s Land 

1824–1855’, unpublished MA thesis, University of Tasmania, 1956, p.103. 
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of free female immigrants closely preceded the arrival of the New Grove,15 yet this was not 

the case. The initial appropriation rate from the New Grove was over 88 per cent, well within 

the normal range.16 This suggests that inflows of free female immigrants did not necessarily 

reduce demand for female convicts. Indeed, if officials were going to have trouble placing 

female convicts, it should have been in 1833, when the combined inflow of convict and free 

females was greatest (see Figure 2.2). Yet the number of proposed appropriations that year 

was virtually the same as the number in 1831 when there was far less competition for 

employment from free immigrants.  

Figure 2.2 Numbers of female free immigrants and convicts arrived, and convicts 

appropriated 1830–35  

 

Sources: Convict data from appropriation lists and the Female House of Correction, Hobart, Register; Immigrant 

data from returns forwarded in annual despatches to the Colonial Office.  

Simple logic suggests that if the arrival of free immigrants was responsible for one ship’s low 

appropriation rate, then it would have been associated with that of others. Yet neither the 

Hydery, with the second lowest female appropriation rate, nor the John Barry and William 

Metcalfe, with the two lowest male appropriation rates, closely followed an inflow of free 

arrivals of any magnitude. The William Metcalfe, however, arrived on the same day as the 

Edward, and the John Barry preceded them by only twenty-four days. The proximity of these 

three arrivals suggests their low appropriation rates might have arisen from the same cause. 

The most obvious explanation is that an unexpected major influx of convicts in a relatively 

                                                 
15  ‘More Immigration’, The True Colonist Van Diemen’s Land Political Despatch, and Agricultural and 

Commercial Advertiser (Hobart Town), 16 February 1835, p. 2. 
16 New Grove, 1835, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/790 file 16926, TAHO. 
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short period caused a glut. However, there is evidence that other influences were at play, and 

neither weak demand nor over-supply was one of them.  

In January each year, a government notice appeared in the Hobart Town Gazette directing 

settlers to submit returns of all the assigned servants in their employ. Settlers were to send 

these returns to the police magistrates in their districts on or before 1 March. 17  Police 

magistrates were to verify the accuracy of the returns, keep copies in their offices, and forward 

the original returns to the principal superintendent of convicts by 2 April. When the chief 

police magistrate informed Arthur in June 1834 that fewer than sixty returns had arrived from 

settlers in the Hobart Town district, the lieutenant-governor ordered the Assignment Board 

not to assign additional convicts to any settler who had not submitted a return, and a notice to 

that effect appeared in the colonial press.18 Only two months later, Arthur directed the colonial 

surgeon to provide the Assignment Board with a list of settlers who had failed to pay for the 

treatment of their assigned servants in hospital, and he ordered the Board not to assign 

additional convicts to those settlers until they had paid the charges in full.19 These actions 

would have significantly reduced the pool of eligible masters and mistresses in the third 

quarter of 1834, the period during which the John Barry and William Metcalfe arrived with 

male convicts and the Edward arrived with females. This would have had a noticeable, albeit 

temporary, impact on the number of convicts assigned into private service from those ships. 

Furthermore, the Edward arrived with a much larger number of female prisoners than usual 

who were not immediately assignable. The appropriation list identifies eight who had infant 

children, one who was lame, one who was ‘crippled’, another who was ‘idiotic’, another who 

officials considered ‘useless’ and thirteen who were sick.20 That explains the absence of a 

proposed master or mistress for twenty-five of the fifty-seven women who had none. A letter 

from Colonial Surgeon James Scott to the colonial secretary helps to explain the remainder. 

After inspecting the ship and consulting with the surgeon superintendent who had 

accompanied the women on the voyage, Scott reported that the leaky state of the vessel’s 

decks had kept many of the women’s beds constantly wet and created a ‘considerable 

                                                 
17 Hobart Town Gazette, 10 January 1834, p. 26. 
18 Forster to Burnett, 5 April 1834, CSO1/1/396 file 8980, TAHO; Colonial Secretary to Board of Assignment, 10 

June 1834, Letterbook of memoranda and correspondence to the Board of Assignment 1 July 1832 to 31 October 

1836, CSO88/1/1, TAHO; Hobart Town Gazette, 13 June 1834, p. 394. 
19 Colonial Secretary to Board of Assignment, 6 August 1834, Letterbook, ibid. The Colonial Surgeon’s list does 

not seem to have survived. 
20 Edward, 1834, Appropriation list, CON27/1/1, TAHO.  
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disposition to scurvy’, with about fifty women ‘more or less affected’.21 The ship’s surgeon 

believed that a few days’ fresh meat would ‘put all to rights’, but the gaps on the appropriation 

list suggest that the Assignment Board was reluctant to assign the women until their symptoms 

had subsided.22  

Nevertheless, on the day of disembarkation, the Colonial Times reported that there were not 

enough applications for female convicts.23 Either the newspaper was not in possession of all 

the facts or its comment prompted a flurry of applications, because the Hobart Town Gazette 

reported weekly for the subsequent four weeks the number of Edward prisoners remaining in 

the House of Correction (or female factory), and only seven Edward women remained there 

three weeks after disembarkation.24 There was no report in the fourth week, which suggests 

that all were gone.25 The women’s health must have improved and settlers must have been 

submitting their annual returns, paying their hospital bills and submitting applications. Indeed, 

conduct records show that a Hobart Town master accepted even the ‘useless’ eighteen-year-

old house servant, Ellen Kemble, and another accepted the ‘cripple’, Mary Costello.26 In other 

words, not even some of the least likely candidates avoided assignment even though the 

appropriation list suggests otherwise.  

The female ship with the second lowest appropriation rate was the Hydery. There was no 

mention of Hydery prisoners awaiting assignment or withdrawal from the Female House of 

Correction when the Gazette published its inaugural House of Correction report five weeks 

after the ship’s arrival, which suggests none remained there by that time.27 Furthermore, their 

conduct records reveal that seven of the initially unassigned Hydery women committed 

offences in assignment within a month of disembarkation, including house servant Fanny 

Dewhirst whom the magistrate ordered to the washtub in the Female House of Correction for 

one month because she told her mistress she could not wash.28 A blank space in the How 

Appropriated column of an appropriation list may only mean the convict waited a few days 

                                                 
21 Colonial Surgeon to Colonial Secretary, 4 September 1834, CSO1/1/746 file 16104, TAHO; Arthur to Lefevre, 

13 October 1834, GO33/1/18, TAHO. 
22 List of sick on board the Edward convict ship, CSO1/1/746 file 16104, TAHO. 
23 Colonial Times, 9 September 1834, p. 6, c. 1. 
24 Hobart Town Gazette, 2 October 1834, p. 716 
25 Hobart Town Gazette, 9 October 1834, p. 746. 
26 Ellen Kemble, Edward, 1834, Conduct record, CON40/1/5, TAHO; Mary Costella, Edward, 1834, Conduct 

record, CON40/1/1, TAHO. 
27 Hobart Town Gazette, 14 September 1832, p. 487. 
28 Fanny Dewhirst, Hydery, 1832, Conduct record, CON40/1/3, p. 73, TAHO. 
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or weeks longer than his or her shipmates did for assignment, just as some free female 

immigrants waited days or weeks longer than their shipmates did for employment. 

Evidence found in the sole surviving register of female convicts admitted to the House of 

Correction in Hobart Town supports this hypothesis. The register covers the period June 1833 

to March 1834, the period during which both the Jane and the William Bryan arrived with 

female convicts. It includes the prisoners’ names, their ships of arrival, the dates on which 

each woman was present in the facility, whether they were sick or had infant children, and to 

whom or to where they were discharged.29 Although Josiah Spode reported in 1841 that 

assignees (the word he and other officials used to describe settlers receiving assigned servants) 

who lived in Hobart Town preferred to remove their assigned female convicts from the ship 

rather than from the Female House of Correction, every prisoner from the Jane and the 

William Bryan spent at least one day in the House of Correction.30  For the Jane, the register 

more than compensates for the lack of an appropriation list, as it shows that, excluding seven 

women with children in arms, all but two of the female convicts departed for assigned service 

within a month. The last two left in the ninth week, making an appropriation rate of 100 per 

cent for unencumbered Jane transportees within two months. 

The story for the William Bryan is similar. Of 123 females, the name of a proposed master or 

mistress appears on the appropriation list for 106, but the House of Correction register shows 

what happened to all 123.31 Three were not immediately assignable: Elizabeth Bedford went 

to the nursery with her seven-month-old daughter the day after they disembarked, Mary Lee 

entered the Colonial Hospital to await the birth of her baby, and Mary Ryan remained in 

hospital for about three weeks before returning to the House of Correction.32 She waited there 

only five days before a Mr Gilbert arrived to take her into assigned service.33 Altogether, 115 

women departed for assigned service within two weeks, and another four within four weeks. 

Fifteen-year-old Elizabeth Shanks left in the sixth week and sixteen-year-old Mary Ann Peart 

in the eighth week.34 Thus, 100 per cent of unencumbered William Bryan prisoners were in 

assigned service within eight weeks, despite having arrived in 1833 when the combined total 

of free and convict female arrivals was higher than any previous year. This is clear evidence 

                                                 
29 Female House of Correction, Hobart, ‘Register of female convicts admitted to the factory’, CON139/1/1, TAHO. 
30 Josiah Spode, Report and Evidence of a Committee Enquiring into Female Convict Discipline, 1841–1843, 

CSO22/1/50, pp. 139–140, TAHO. 
31 William Bryan, 1833, Appropriation list, Tas Papers 27, ML. 
32 ‘Register of female convicts admitted to the factory’, October, p. 17 and November, p. 19. 
33 Ibid., p. 19. 
34 ‘Register of female convicts admitted to the factory’, October, November and December 1833. 
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that free immigration had no perceptible impact on demand for female convict labour and 

again shows that those appearing unappropriated on an appropriation list may not have 

remained so for more than a few weeks. 

Whenever the principal superintendent sent an appropriation list to the lieutenant-governor 

for his approval (typically via the colonial secretary), he wrote a cover letter. The letters that 

survive not only shed valuable light on how he approached the appropriation process, they 

also show that there were various circumstances that could affect appropriation rates. For 

example, when Spode was Acting Principal Superintendent and forwarded the list for the 

Mellish in September 1830, he reported that ‘there are more names down than there are 

servants to give’, even though he left three assignable women unassigned.35  However, he 

continued, ‘I am aware that many who have their names on the books will not now take 

servants; on the other hand, there are those who have not yet made applications that will 

eventually be glad to receive those that may remain undisposed of’.36 It seems strange that 

Spode felt the need to keep a small pool of assignable women in reserve when he had more 

requests than he could satisfy. Nevertheless, Arthur demonstrated confidence in Spode’s 

judgment and agreement with his course of action by returning the appropriation list approved. 

This shows that Arthur understood that appropriation lists did not necessarily reflect the 

completion of the appropriation process.   

Circumstances and explanations could change significantly within a short time. In May 1831, 

eight months after the arrival of the Mellish, the America arrived with 186 female convicts. 

In the letter accompanying the proposed appropriation list, Spode wrote that there were ‘no 

applications now standing on the Books for those whose names are left unappropriated’.37 

Either the surplus of applications had vanished over the course of eight months or there were 

too few applications on the books for the kinds of female servants who arrived. As well as 

four women who were sick and another who had a child in arms, six of the convicts were 

unappropriated when Spode prepared the draft appropriation list; one was a nurse girl, four 

were house servants and the other was a tailoress. 38  The tailoress was the older and 

presumably more-experienced of two who arrived on the ship, the house servants were of 

diverse ages among eighty-five on board, and the fifteen-year-old nurse girl was the youngest 

                                                 
35 J. Spode to J. Burnett, 23 September 1830, CSO1/1/476 file 10612, TAHO. 
36 Ibid. 
37 J. Spode to J. Burnett, 13 May 1831, CSO1/1/520 file 11322, TAHO. 
38 America, 1831, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/520 file 11322, TAHO. 
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arrival.39 There is no evidence of a common characteristic such as age, height, character, 

occupation or anything else that distinguished the unappropriated from others on the same 

ship, but like those initially left unappropriated from other ships, they are unlikely to have 

remained so for long. The nurse girl, Ellen Murphy, was certainly in assigned service four 

months after arrival when she received a reprimand for disobeying orders.40 Perhaps her 

mistress applied for a nurse girl only when prompted by the ship’s arrival, and, given Spode’s 

comments in his letter regarding the convicts per the Mellish, this might have been a common 

practice.   

There were a few circumstances that could keep a female convict from assignment for more 

than a few months after arrival and one of these was having a child in arms. Not surprisingly, 

every woman who arrived with a child in arms between January 1830 and December 1835 

was aged between nineteen and forty-three. Of twenty-two such women, only Margaret Ellis 

was immediately assigned. Margaret arrived on the New Grove in March 1835.41 This was 

another ship from which only six prisoners were left unassigned who were not sick, kept in 

the House of Correction for punishment, or nursing infants.42 Women were generally exempt 

from assignment until their babies were weaned, but as the surgeon superintendent of the 

Hydery observed, there was no specified time for weaning.43  Margaret’s baby, Eliza, was 

eleven months old, the eldest of five infants who arrived on the New Grove. Perhaps Eliza had 

already been weaned or perhaps her mother was selected for assignment because she was the 

most versatile of all the women left unassigned. She was a plain cook and housemaid who 

could wash and iron, and she was assigned to a Hobart Town doctor while Eliza stayed in the 

Female Factory.44 Within a few weeks, the child was dead.45  

Being on a second term of transportation also precluded a woman from immediate assignment. 

This was the case for Mary Scales, who first arrived in Van Diemen’s Land in 1823 under a 

seven-year sentence.46 In 1826, she married James Scott Odeland in Launceston, and in 1832 

                                                 
39 America, 1831, Description list, CON19/1/12, TAHO. 
40 Ellen Murphy, America, 1831, Conduct record, CON40/1/7, TAHO. 
41 New Grove, 1835, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/790 file 16926, TAHO. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Josiah Spode, Report and Evidence, p. 141; Journal of the Hydery, 1832, Surgeon Alan McLaren, p. 43, 

ADM101/35/7, ‘UK, Royal Navy Medical Journals, 1817−1857’, Ancestry.com. 
44 New Grove, 1835, Appropriation list. 
45 Eliza Ellis, buried 12 May 1835, Burials in the Parish of Hobart Town, RGD34/1/1 no. 3910, TAHO. 
46 Mary Odeland alias Scales, New Grove, 1835, Conduct record, CON40/1/7, TAHO; Mary Scales, Mary, 1823, 

Conduct record, CON40/1/9, TAHO. 
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(not 1833 as her conduct record states) she returned home to England without him.47 In 

October 1834, she was convicted in Bristol as Mary Odeland and sentenced to fourteen years’ 

transportation.48 When she returned to the colony in March 1835, Arthur ordered her detention 

in the Factory for two years, at the conclusion of which the principal superintendent was to 

assign her to country service.49 Within sixteen months of her disembarkation, however, Mary 

faced a magistrate in the rural Richmond police district charged with disobedience of orders 

and gross insolence in the service of a Mr Robinson, probably William Robinson of Muddy 

Plains.50 Demand for female convict servants must have been very strong for a woman on her 

second term of transportation to be in assigned service well before the expiration of the 

specified two-year period of detention in the Female House of Correction. 

Figure 2.3 Part of the conduct record of Mary Odeland alias Scales 

 

Source: CON40/1/7, TAHO. 

The records of other New Grove convicts provide additional evidence of strong demand in 

1835. Elizabeth Mitchell was immediately assigned to Hobart Town resident Mrs Webb, 

despite being described as deformed. 51  Elizabeth Hardwood, although not immediately 

assigned, was certainly in service when charged with neglect of duty and insolence a few 

months after arrival, despite having been of ‘unsound mind’ for two years.52 With an average 

                                                 
47 Mary Odeland, Conduct record, ibid.; Marriage record for Mary Ann Scales and James Scott Ochland [sic], 

Married 4 May 1826, Parish of St John’s Launceston, RGD36/1/1 no. 947, TAHO; ‘Shipping Intelligence’, 

Launceston Advertiser, 9 May 1832, p. 149. 
48 Mary Odeland, Conduct record. 
49 Ibid.; New Grove, 1835, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/790 file 16926, TAHO. 
50 Mary Odeland, Conduct record. 
51 New Grove, 1835, Appropriation list. 
52 Elizabeth Harwood, New Grove, 1835, Conduct record, CON40/1/5, TAHO. 
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of fewer than two female convict ships per year, settlers accepted female servants who were 

less than ideal knowing that if they did not, they might have a long wait for the next 

opportunity. Any female servant was evidently better than none. 

Except for nursing mothers, women on their second term of transportation and the sick and 

the disabled, the last female convicts to be appropriated were usually the youngest and eldest. 

Of sixteen females aged under fifteen or over sixty, seven appear unassigned on appropriation 

lists. Three arrived on the Hector in October 1835. According to the annual nominal return 

completed two months later, however, none of the three then remained in the House of 

Correction. Thirteen-year-old Susan Miller, just 4ft ½in (about 123cms) tall, was at the 

Orphan School.53 She might have gone there as much to receive training as to work. Sixty-

year-old Robina Forrest and sixty-two-year-old Elspeth Leslie were in the service of settlers, 

despite the former being described as ‘too old for assignment’ and the latter as ‘unassignable’, 

presumably also because of her age. 54  Not every woman aged over sixty was deemed 

unassignable, however. Three women who were between sixty and seventy-one years old were 

immediately assigned when they arrived in 1830, and sixty-year-old Elizabeth Roberts was 

immediately assigned in 1832 even though she was labelled ‘feeble and old’.55  Age and 

infirmity clearly did not constitute permanent barriers to assignment.  

Only two female convicts who survived their first month in the colony in the 1830-35 period 

remained permanently unassigned. One was Jean Cummings, who had been in Bridewell 

‘more than 12 times’ and was finally sentenced to transportation in Edinburgh in November 

1829 for stealing rags, a valuable commodity in nineteenth-century Britain.56  When she 

arrived in Van Diemen’s Land in September 1830 she was forty-two and described as having 

a ‘weak intellect’ and being ‘unassignable’.57 After spending most of her first four years in 

the colony in the Female House of Correction in Hobart Town, she was admitted to the 

                                                 
53 Hector, 1835, Description list, CON19/1/13, TAHO; Hector, 1835, Appropriation list, MM33/1/6, TAHO; 

Nominal return for the year ending 31 December 1835, HO10/50. 
54 Hector, 1835, Appropriation list; HO10/50. 
55 Mary Harnett, Mary Lewis and Maria Myers, Eliza, 1830, Appropriation list, TAHO, CSO1/1/447 file 9937; 

Hydery, 1832, Appropriation list. 
56 Jean Cumming or Cummings, Mellish, 1830, Conduct record, CON40/1/1, TAHO; Deborah Wynne, ‘Reading 

Victorian Rags: Recycling, Redemption, and Dickens’s Ragged Children’, Journal of Victorian Culture, Vol. 20, 

No. 1 (2015), pp. 34–49. 
57 Mellish, 1830, Appropriation list, MM33/1/6, TAHO. 
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Colonial Hospital at New Norfolk where she died seven years later ‘by the Visitation of God 

in a natural way’.58   

The other female convict who arrived in the study period and never entered assigned service 

was Ann or Anna Curtis. Her husband was a convict in Sydney and her six children were in a 

workhouse when she sailed from England.59  Transported for stealing money, described as 

having a ‘wild disposition’ and aged thirty-two on arrival in 1834, she was ‘dirty and idiotic’ 

according to the ship’s surgeon.60  After spending nine months in the Colonial Hospital in 

Hobart Town, she was admitted to the hospital at New Norfolk, where she was described 

seven years later as remaining ‘in the same condition as she has been for years … without any 

hope of an amendment’.61 In 1865, after more than thirty years in the colony, she died in the 

hospital of fever and diarrhoea.62  

In an environment of robust demand, there was a place for almost every female convict. 

Priscilla Heath, a twenty-six-year-old housemaid described as unassignable, probably because 

she had exhibited symptoms of ‘hysteria’ during the voyage, was in the service of a Mr Watson 

within four months of arrival.63 The situation in Van Diemen’s Land was not like that in New 

South Wales, where, according to Stephen Foster, ‘supply of females almost invariably 

exceeded demand’ and  according to A.G.L. Shaw, it became increasingly difficult to place 

female convicts with settlers after assisted free immigrant women began arriving in 1831.64 As 

the Hobart Town Courier expressed it, ‘female assigned servants [were] by no means an 

unimportant class’ in the Van Diemen’s Land community.65 The evidence supports the accuracy 

of the reply Arthur gave when a member of the Select Committee on Transportation asked him 

in 1837 if female convicts were in demand. “Very much in demand”, he responded.66 

                                                 
58 Alphabetical Monthly Register of Patients and Attendants, Tasmanian Archive and Heritage Office, HSD104, 

September, p. 3; Jean Cummings, Inquest no. 559, SC195/1/7, TAHO. 
59 Anna Curtis, Edward, 1834, Conduct record, CON40/1/1, TAHO. 
60 Anna Curtis, Conduct record, ibid.; Edward, 1834, Appropriation list. 
61 Patient Case Book, New Norfolk Colonial Hospital, Tasmanian Archive and Heritage Office, HSD55/1/2, p. 

51.  
62 HO 10/50 and HO 10/51; Medical Journal, Edward, 1834, ADM 101/23/6, TNA, Kew, Surrey, England, ‘UK 

Royal Navy Medical Journals, 1817–1857’, Ancestry.com; Anna Curtis, Edward, 1834, Conduct record; Ann 

Curtis, Registration of death in the district of New Norfolk, RGD35/1/34 no. 343, TAHO. 
63 Eliza, 1830, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/447 file 9937, TAHO; Priscilla Heath, Eliza, 1830, Conduct record, 

CON40/1/5, TAHO. 
64 S. G. Foster, ‘Convict Assignment in New South Wales in the 1830s’, Push From the Bush, Vol. 15 (April 

1983), p. 35; A.G.L. Shaw, Convicts and the Colonies (Carlton, Victoria, 1981 [first published 1966]), p. 244. 
65 Hobart Town Courier, 9 April 1831, p. 2. 
66 Evidence of George Arthur, 30 June 1837, Report of the Select Committee on Transportation, p. 311. 
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Appropriation lists survive for forty-seven of the forty-nine male convict vessels that arrived 

in Van Diemen’s Land between January 1830 and December 1835. According to these lists, 

nearly 71 per cent of male prisoners were initially allocated to individuals and about 17.5 per 

cent to government. The proportion sent to penal settlements, chain gangs or road parties for 

punishment on arrival—usually by order of the Secretary of State because it was their second 

or even third term of transportation—was a little over 2 per cent. Another 1.8 per cent were 

unfit for immediate assignment because they were sick, and 0.64 per cent were deemed unfit 

from age or disability. Excluding those destined for road parties, chain gangs and penal 

settlements, the proportion of able-bodied males left ‘vacant’ was about seven per cent (see 

Table 2.2). Therefore, the difference between the male and female rates of unexplained vacancy, 

according to surviving appropriation lists alone, was a little over 3 per cent. However, the same 

caveats that apply to the figures for female convicts apply also to males.  

Table 2.2 Male convict appropriation from forty-seven ships that arrived 1830–35 

How appropriated Number % of total 

Private sector: settler identified 6963 69.39 
 

Private sector: settler not identified (David Lyon, 1830, only) 42 0.42  

Government House or Lieutenant-Governor’s farm 43 0.43  

Reserved for settlers giving up convicts for pursuit of 

Aborigines (1830 only) 

60 0.60  

Private sector total 7108 70.84  

Public works: government department, including police 1427 14.22 
 

Public works: penal settlement to learn or complete a trade 9 0.09  

Loan gang 324 3.23  

Public sector total 1760 17.54  

Appropriated total 8868 88.38  

Punishment: road party 88 0.88 
 

Punishment: chain gang 81 0.81  

Punishment: penal settlement 43 0.43  

Punishment total 212 2.11  

Unappropriated: vacant, no reason given 669 6.67 
 

Unappropriated: no applicant 16 0.16  

Unappropriated: behaviour-related 25 0.25  

Unappropriated: sick 180 1.79  

Unappropriated: aged or disabled 64 0.64  

Unappropriated total 954 9.51  

TOTAL 10034 100.00  

Sources: Appropriation lists, CSO1 and CON27, TAHO; Tas Papers, ML. 
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First, the same kind of appropriation list has not survived for every ship. Where more than 

one survives for the same ship and the appropriation rates differ, the figures displayed in Table 

2.2 incorporate the higher rate. As shown in Chapter 1, CON27 appropriation lists almost 

invariably provide significantly higher appropriation rates than corresponding lists found in 

the CSO1 and Tas Papers series. The differences can be as much as 11 per cent. As there is 

no extant CON27 list for ten of the ships included in this analysis, the overall figures presented 

are undoubtedly lower than they might have been had CON27 lists survived for every ship.   

Second, these figures exclude data for the Moffatt, which arrived in May 1834, and the Arab, 

which arrived the following month, because no appropriation list survives for either. However, 

a hand-written distribution list (or appropriation summary) of the sort that usually accompanied 

CSO1 appropriation lists exists for the Arab and it specifies the number of prisoners the 

Assignment Board proposed allocating to settlers, public works, government departments and 

the loan gang, and the number in irons, sick, and otherwise unassigned.67 This enables the 

calculation of an appropriation rate of 76.75 per cent. A distribution list also survives for the 

Moffatt, but in printed form in the Hobart Town Gazette.68  Like the hand-written list for the 

Arab, it specifies the numbers of prisoners allocated to settlers, public works, government 

departments and the loan gang, and the number put in irons, sick, and otherwise unassigned. 

The calculated appropriation rate is just under 76 per cent. Incorporation of these figures lifts 

the overall male appropriation rate to more than 90 per cent. 

Nevertheless, aggregated data requires cautious interpretation. Figure 2.5 displays the 

disaggregated data that shows that appropriation rates varied from 58 to 100 per cent on 

individual ships, the ships with the three lowest rates all arrived in the same year, and most 

prisoners sent directly to penal settlements, chain gangs and road parties between 1830 and 

1835 arrived in the last two of those six years.69 Strong demand is particularly evident in 1830 

and 1831, just as the local press observed, but if appropriation lists provide reliable indications 

of demand, then demand appears to have weakened in the second half of 1833 in apparent 

contradiction of Arthur’s observation that the colony could usefully employ twice as many 

convicts as were then in the colony.70 The fluctuations can be explained. 

                                                 
67 Register of the distribution of 230 male convicts per Arab (1834), CON108/1/1, TAHO. 
68 Hobart Town Gazette, 23 May 1834, p. 354. 
69 A notable exception is that ten prisoners from the Royal George (1830) went to Macquarie Harbour by order of 

the Secretary of State for having been involved in ‘certain mutinous proceedings’ on a hulk at Bermuda. See John 

Burnett, Memo, 25 October 1830, CSO1/1/373 file 8510, TAHO.  
70 Arthur to Goderich, 27 February 1833. 
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Figure 2.5 Percentages of male convicts appropriated, punished or sick on arrival on 47 ships, 

1830–35, in order of arrival 

 

Sources: Appropriation lists, Tas Papers, ML; CSO1 and CON27, TAHO. 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

10 Jan 1830, Prince Regent
18 Jan 1830, Bussorah Merchant

9 Apr 1830, Mary
27 Jul 1830, Sir Charles Forbes

12 Aug 1830, Manlius
19 Aug 1830, David Lyon

18 Oct 1830, Royal George
19 Oct 1830, Southworth

7 Nov 1830, Persian
18 Dec 1830, Clyde

29 Jan 1831, John
26 Mar 1831, Red Rover

28 May 1831, Eliza
4 Aug 1831, Proteus

5 Aug 1831, Argyle
19 Oct 1831, Larkins

1 Nov 1831, William Glen Anderson
15 Nov 1831, Strathfieldsay
18 Nov 1831, Lord Lyndoch

14 Feb 1832, Elizabeth
22 Mar 1832, Gilmore

16 Jul 1832, Katherine Stewart Forbes
19 Jul 1832, England

29 Aug 1832, Lord William Bentinck
29 Dec 1832, York

1 Feb 1833, Georgiana
16 Feb 1833, Circassian

7 Apr 1833, Surrey
16 May 1833, Lotus

26 May 1833, Jupiter
31 Jul 1833, Enchantress

12 Aug 1833, Emperor Alexander
24 Aug 1833, Atlas

4 Sep 1833, Stakesby
14 Nov 1833, Isabella

1 Dec 1833, John
14 Jan 1834, Southworth
11 Aug 1834, John Barry

4 Sep 1834, William Metcalfe
22 Jan 1835, Augusta Jessie

13 Feb 1835, Lady Kennaway
2 Mar 1835, Waterloo

14 Apr 1835, George III
1 Aug 1835, Mangles
28 Aug 1835, Norfolk

8 Oct 1835, Aurora
10 Dec 1835, Layton

Percentage appropriated Percentage in punishment percentage sick
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In the letter Spode sent with the appropriation list for the Argyle in August 1831 he explained 

that  

those of them who are still left vacant … are strongly suspected of being principals in 

the attempt supposed to have been intended to be made, to take the Vessel, & therefore 

have not been appropriated at present.71 (Emphasis added)  

A pending investigation of suspected conspiracy was very reasonable grounds for delaying 

appropriation, but the explanation is only present on the cover letter filed in the 

correspondence of the colonial secretary’s office and not on either of the two appropriation 

lists that survive for the Argyle in other record series.72 The letter shows that unappropriated 

did not necessarily mean unwanted. 

In October 1830, the Royal George and the Southworth arrived with male convicts on 

consecutive days. In the cover letter that accompanied the draft appropriation list for the Royal 

George five days after its arrival, Spode wrote,   

It will be observed that a number of apparently useful men are left vacant for 

anticipating some difficulty in the assignment of the other ship now in the Harbour. I 

have reserved them for the purpose of joining them with others of not so useful a 

character.73  

This suggests that Spode was attempting an equitable distribution of skills. The fact that he 

felt the need to explain his actions suggests that the means, if not the end, was his own idea, 

and not according to instructions from a superior. The five unallocated men included two 

ploughmen, one of whom was also a harness maker who could milk; there was also a footman, 

a gardener, and a labourer-cum-sweep. Spode certainly placed these ‘useful’ men, but he 

recorded none of their destinations on either of the two appropriation lists that survive for the 

ship, even though he probably took no more than a few days to decide where to send them.74  

The nominal return or ‘muster’ completed two months later shows that four of the men went 

to settlers and only the ploughman-cum-harness maker was employed in public works.75 This 

again shows that unappropriated did not necessarily mean unwanted. 

Spode probably had less difficulty assigning the men from the Southworth than he anticipated. 

Apart from one man deemed unassignable because he had lost a leg, another because he was 

                                                 
71 J. Spode to Colonial Secretary, 11 August 1831, CSO1/1/539 file 11703, TAHO. 
72 Argyle, 1831, Appropriation lists, MM33/1/6 and CON27/1/6, TAHO. 
73 J. Spode to J. Burnett, 23 October 1830, CSO1/1/373 file 8510, TAHO. 
74 Royal George, 1830, Appropriation lists, CSO1/1/373 file 8510 and CON27/1/4, TAHO. 
75 Edward Price, Robert Watts, John Whitaker, Benjamin Whymark and Joseph Yorke, Royal George, 1830, in 

HO10/47. 
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‘unnatural’ and six who were in hospital, he immediately appropriated all but four of the 

consignment of 159.76 The convict with one leg spent his first seven years in the colony 

working for government in a road party.77 Spode could not understand why men missing an 

arm or leg arrived on almost every ship. ‘It must be obvious’, he wrote, that they ‘are totally 

unserviceable in a community like ours and must therefore remain a burthen upon the 

Government’.78  A burthen, perhaps, but clearly made to earn their sustenance, where possible. 

Most convicts who were sick on arrival went into assigned service when they recovered, but 

they rarely recovered while the relevant appropriation lists remained in active use. Four of the 

six convicts hospitalised because they were sick when they arrived on the Southworth were 

in assigned service by the time the nominal return was completed two months after their 

arrival; another was engaged in public works and the other had died.79  

Two of the assignable men who were initially left vacant were clerks. One of these was Isaac 

Thompson, who remained in public works until convicted of stealing a blanket during his fifth 

month in the colony.80 The other was Alexander Guild, who was appointed a constable on the 

day of disembarkation nine days after arrival,81 yet this is not apparent on the appropriation 

list, an indication of just how short the active life of such a list was.  

When there were no outstanding applications for convicts with certain trades, one option was 

retraining. One of the initially unassigned convicts from the Southworth was nineteen-year-

old Edward Brown, who had two years’ experience as a letterpress printer, but as there was 

evidently no application on the books for a convict of his description, he was soon at Port 

Arthur learning another trade.82 Deliberations regarding retraining could evidently continue 

beyond the active life of an appropriation list. 

The letter Spode wrote to accompany the appropriation list for the Royal George exemplifies 

his approach to the challenges of appropriation. He wrote, 

As there will undoubtedly be a number of boys rejected from both the ships, and the 

number of sawyers being much lessened in the public works of late, I beg to propose 

                                                 
76 Southworth, 1830, Appropriation list, CON27/1/4, TAHO. 
77 George Morris, Southworth, 1830, Conduct record, CON31/1/30, TAHO. 
78 Spode to Burnett, 4 November 1831, CSO1/1/556 file 12258, TAHO. 
79 Matthew Adam, Edward Farnworth, Lewis Hall, Charles Hendrick, Simpson Horner and Daniel McIntosh in 

Nominal return for the year ending 31 December 1830, HO10/47. 
80 Isaac Thompson, Southworth, 1830, Conduct record, CON31/1/43, TAHO. 
81 Hobart Town Gazette, 13 November 1830, p. 305; Spode to Burnett, 27 October 1830, CSO1/1/373 file 8510, 

TAHO. 
82 Edward Brown, Conduct record, Southworth, 1830, CON31/1/4, TAHO. 
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that “George Morris” & “Fredk Morris” (sawyers), with “Peter Stubbs” a saw filer, be 

placed at Port Arthur, with about twenty pair of Boys to be selected, for the purpose 

of their being taught the trade of sawyers. The two brothers (Morris) appear to be well 

calculated for such an undertaking, and if some indulgence was held out to them, on 

the completion of the boys in that trade, I think much good to the Colony at large 

would accrue, as well as place an honest living in the hands of the boys.83 

The colonial secretary described Spode’s proposal as ‘extremely judicious’.84 The nominal 

return signed and dated on 31 December 1832 identifies Port Arthur as the location of the 

sawyers and the saw filer more than two years after their arrival.85 Only twenty-two boys went 

with them, which was just as well, as their arrival surprised the commandant, John Russell, 

who expressed his fear that it was ‘rather premature sending so many boys down in the present 

infant state of the settlement’ and politely asked that he ‘may have a short notice’ before more 

were sent.86 Most of the boys must have come from the prisoners’ barracks, as only one from 

the Royal George and five from the Southworth appear to have gone to Port Arthur.87 Fewer 

rejections of boys eventuated than Spode had anticipated. The nominal return dated 28 January 

1831 identifies almost all from both the Royal George and the Southworth as assigned to the 

masters proposed three months earlier in the appropriation lists.88 If the nominal return is 

accurate, then demand for male labour was so strong in 1830 that settlers could not afford to 

be fussy.  

Spode appears to have learnt from that experience. When he forwarded to the colonial secretary 

an appropriation list for the Elizabeth in February 1832, he remarked on the convicts’ ‘excellent 

state of health’ before describing them as an  

ordinary set as respects their utility to settlers, few being of the Class of Agricultural 

Labourers; such being the case, with the circumstance also of there being a large 

proportion of small Boys, a larger number than usual will appear unassigned, but who 

will be, I make no doubt, disposed of without remaining on the hands of Government.89 

Although the appropriation list alluded to appears to have been lost, the corresponding 

appropriation list in the Tas Papers series bears the same date as the letter and shows that 27 of 

                                                 
83 Spode to Burnett, 23 October 1830, CSO1/1/373 file 8510, TAHO. 
84 Burnett to Spode, 23 October 1830, CSO1/1/373 file 8510, ibid. 
85 Nominal return for the year ending 31 December 1832. 
86 John Russell to John Burnett, 2 December 1830, CSO1/1/483 file 10748, p. 119, TAHO. 
87 CSO1/1/483 file 10748, TAHO; Thomas Pheny per Royal George, 1830 and George Green, John Hughes, John 

Jones (481) and Henry Sanders per Southworth, 1830, Nominal return for the year ending 31 October 1830; 

Edward Brown, Conduct record, Southworth, 1830. 
88 HO10/47. 
89 Spode to the colonial secretary, CSO1/1/589 file 13043, TAHO. 
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the 220 convicts were then unassigned.90 The undated corresponding list in the CON27 series 

shows the progress that was made, probably within hours, with 17 additional convicts 

assigned.91  Spode’s confidence was well-founded.   

Comparison between the convicts of the Elizabeth and all other male convicts who arrived in 

the years 1830–35 shows that it can be misleading to take even a cover letter at face value. Of 

220 convicts who arrived on the Elizabeth, 69 (31.36 per cent) fit into HISCO category 6, 

which comprises agricultural, animal husbandry and forestry workers, fishermen and hunters.92 

Of 9,554 male convicts whose trades or occupations are recorded on surviving 1830 to 1835 

appropriation lists exclusive of those for the Elizabeth, 3,056 or 31.98 per cent had one or more 

occupation that fit into the same HISCO category. The difference between the proportion of 

Elizabeth convicts with broadly agricultural occupations and the proportion of all male convicts 

with such occupations was therefore slight. If Elizabeth convicts were ‘an ordinary set as 

respects their utility to settlers’ because few were ‘of the Class of Agricultural Labourers’, then 

Spode could have applied the same description to male convicts generally who arrived in the 

1830–35 period. 

Spode’s statement regarding a ‘large proportion of small boys’ on the Elizabeth is more 

difficult to test because he did not specify what he meant by ‘small’ or who he considered 

‘boys’, but he almost certainly had height and age in mind. Opinions vary as to what constituted 

a boy. Kim Humphery, Kerin Gorton and Cameron Nunn define boys, or juvenile male convicts, 

as being variously either under the age of nineteen, seventeen or sixteen.93 There may in fact 

have been no hard-and-fast rule. The distribution list for the Moffatt specifies that 47 of the 

unassigned 49 were ‘boys’.94 Only 32 of the prisoners who arrived on the Moffatt were under 

seventeen and 46 were under eighteen, which means that those referred to as boys must have 

included at least one eighteen-year-old.95 Even four nineteen-year-olds and one young man 

who claimed to be twenty-one were described as labouring boys (as distinct from labourers) on 

appropriation lists created in the 1830–35 period, and at least one nineteen-year-old was among 

                                                 
90 Elizabeth, 1832, Appropriation list, Tas Papers 26, ML. 
91 Elizabeth, 1832, Appropriation list, CON27/1/5, TAHO. 
92 HISCO stands for Historical International Standard Classification of Occupations. 
93  Kim Humphery, ‘Objects of Compassion: Young Male Convicts in Van Diemen’s Land, 1834–1850’, 

Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 25 (1992), No. 98, p. 14; Kerin Gorton, ‘Carters’ Barracks and Point Puer: 

The Confinement Experience of Convict Boys in Colonial Australia, 1820−1850’, unpublished PhD thesis, 

University of Newcastle [NSW], 2002, pp. 21–22; Cameron Nunn, ‘Juveniles as Human Capital: Re-evaluating 

the Economic Value of Juvenile Male Convict Labour’, Labour History No. 108 (May 2015), pp. 53–69, p. 58. 
94 Hobart Town Gazette, 23 May 1834, p. 354. 
95 Moffatt, 1834, Description list, CON18/1/15, TAHO. 
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those despatched to the boys’ facility at Point Puer in February 1835.96 It was most likely up 

to the discretion of the officials conducting on-board examinations and interviews to decide 

who was a boy and who was not. John Spats, the twenty-one-year-old ‘labouring boy’, was 

only 4ft 10½ins (148.6cms) tall.97  In considering his capacity for manual labour, his height 

and evidence of physical strength and maturity were probably more important than his age. 

Thus, while the description list calls him a labourer, both surviving appropriation lists—records 

created with more of an eye to labour potential—call him a ‘labouring boy’ without mentioning 

his height.  

To test the accuracy of Spode’s statement that the Elizabeth carried a ‘large proportion of small 

boys’, ‘boys’ will be defined as aged under nineteen. Probably the best way to verify Spode’s 

statement is to compare the heights of the boys who arrived on the Elizabeth with the heights 

of all boys of a comparable age who arrived in the 1830 to 1835 period. Neither of the two 

appropriation lists that survive for the Elizabeth provide height or age data, but the description 

list that survives provides both. According to the description list, 28 convicts who arrived on 

the Elizabeth were aged under nineteen; the youngest was fifteen, the oldest was eighteen and 

their mean height was 4ft 11½ins.98 The mean height of all fifteen to eighteen-year-old male 

convicts listed on the description lists for the other forty-six male convict ships included in this 

study was 5ft 1½ins. Therefore, the boys who arrived on the Elizabeth were relatively small 

for their age group.   

According to Cameron Nunn, height was an important consideration in juvenile male convict 

assignment, so much so that ‘taller unskilled workers were more likely to be assigned than 

skilled workers under five feet’.99 Nunn’s sample comprised all 250 convicts who arrived in 

Van Diemen’s Land in 1836–37 aged under seventeen. His assertion is based on the 

understandable misapprehension that the word ‘vacant’ or the letter ‘v’ in the How 

Appropriated column of an appropriation list denotes convicts who were ‘unable to be 

assigned’.100 James Henry is an example of a convict designated ‘vacant’ on both appropriation 

                                                 
96  J. Spode to W. Gunn, 17 and 19 February 1835, Prisoners Barracks, Hobart, Superintendent’s Inward 

Correspondence, 6 January 1834 to 6 July 1835, CON95/1/1, TAHO; John Kelly and John Spats, William Metcalfe, 

1834, Description list, CON18/1/22, TAHO, and William Metcalfe, 1834, Appropriation lists, CSO1/1/746 file 

16103 and MM33/1/6, TAHO. 
97 John Spats, William Metcalfe, 1834, Description list. 
98 Elizabeth, description list, CON18/1/6, TAHO. 
99 Nunn, ‘Juveniles as Human Capital’, p. 65. 
100 Ibid. 



 

80 

 

lists that survive for the Larkins (1831), but he was certainly not ‘unable to be assigned’.101 In 

fact, he began working as a ‘writer’ in the office of the principal superintendent soon after he 

disembarked.102 Spode probably had to await Arthur’s approval before he could employ him 

in his office, and the approval came when the appropriation list was no longer in use. Vacant, 

in effect, meant ‘to be advised’. 

Nunn’s misapprehension aside, his finding does not apply to the years 1830 to 1835. Height 

and age data are available for 438 male convicts identified as being under the age of seventeen 

on appropriation lists from that period. Only 131 were over five feet tall, and of those, 61 

evidently had no specific skill as they were described only as boys, labourers or labouring boys. 

Of that group of 61, appropriation was recorded for 33 (54.1 per cent).  Of the 307 under five 

feet, 118 had skills of some description. Of that group of 118, appropriation was recorded for 

82, or 69.49 per cent. Height was therefore secondary to skill as a selection criterion for juvenile 

male convicts in the six years before 1836.   

Indeed, if height was a critical criterion, one wonders why the heights of only 838 of 10,034 

male convicts appear on extant appropriation lists and why the appropriation lists for only 

four of the forty-seven male convict ships that arrived in the years 1830-35 include the 

convicts’ heights. If height was consistently a category on one type of appropriation list, then 

this would suggest that the absence of the height category is a consequence of the same kind 

of appropriation list not surviving for every ship, but that is not the case.  Height features on 

all three kinds of appropriation list, but on only the CON27 and not the CSO1 list for the Red 

Rover (1831), on both the Tas Papers and CSO1 list for the Norfolk (1835), and on all three 

lists for both the Aurora and the Layton (both 1835). Height is not a category on any list for 

three other ships for which there are three extant appropriation lists: the Manlius (1830), the 

England (1832), and the Lotus (1833). The only category that appears consistently on every 

appropriation list is trade, calling or occupation. A convict’s skills and his or her utility were 

clearly the preeminent considerations. 

Without providing any figures, Nunn also claims that convicts who arrived in Van Diemen’s 

Land aged under seventeen were ‘overwhelmingly’ unassigned.103 While this might be true 

of convicts who arrived in 1836–37, every male convict who arrived under the age of 

                                                 
101 Larkins, 1831, Appropriation lists, CON27/1/5 and CSO1/1/662 file 14776, TAHO. 
102 James Henry in Larkins, 1831, Appropriation lists, ibid.; Petition of James Henry, June 1836, Home Office: 

Criminal Petitions, HO17/24, Item BQ10, TNA, Kew, Surrey, England.  
103 Nunn, ‘Juveniles as Human Capital’, p. 65. 
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seventeen years in 1830, including one ten-year-old tailor’s boy from London who was just 

over four feet tall, received immediate assignment.104  

Nevertheless, using the definition of ‘juveniles’ as male convicts aged under nineteen years, 

rates of initial juvenile male appropriation certainly declined each year from 1831 to 1835. The 

declining rates did not consistently reflect overall demand. In fact, in June 1832 and again in 

April 1833, the Assignment Board announced it would accept only urgent applications for 

convict servants until a surplus of more than a thousand applications was ‘very significantly 

reduced’.105 Yet the number and proportion of able-bodied juvenile males left vacant (that is, 

not assigned while the appropriation lists were in active use) was increasing, as shown in Table 

2.3. Note that numbers marked with a single asterisk include all 1833 ships, but as ages are 

missing for 108 males who arrived on the Isabella in November 1833, the table includes only 

boys with ages or the description ‘boy’ recorded on the appropriation lists. Note also that 

figures marked with double asterisks exclude the Arab because, while the description list 

identifies twenty-three juveniles, no appropriation list survives, and the extant distribution list 

provides only a summary and does not specify the number of juveniles among the unassigned.  

The figures in Table 2.3 do include the Moffatt even though no appropriation list survives 

because the description list provides the ages of all the ship’s complement, including 60 

juveniles, and the published distribution list states that 47 of those boys were unassigned. 

Table 2.3 Numbers and proportions of ‘vacant’ able-bodied juvenile males, 1830–35 

 No. arrived aged <19 No. vacant aged <19 % vacant aged <19 

1830 228  0  0.00  

1831 196  20  10.20  

1832 186  23  12.37  

1833 *323  *100  *30.96  

1834 **240  **184  **76.67  

1835 281  114  40.57  

Sources: Appropriation and Description lists, ML and TAHO.  

As the figures in Table 2.3 show, the number of juvenile male convicts who arrived in 1833 far 

exceeded the number who arrived in any of the preceding three years. The unusual influx of 

                                                 
104 Manlius, 1830, Appropriation lists, Tas Papers 26, ML and CSO1/1/444 file 376 and CON27/1/4, TAHO. 
105 Government Notice No. 168 printed in various colonial newspapers in July 1832 and April 1833. 
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young male convicts prompted the three members of the Assignment Board to write to the 

colonial secretary in late November 1833 about sixty boys in the prisoners’ barracks whom 

they were unable to assign and who were therefore ‘a dead weight upon the Government’.106 

They did not ‘see any probability of the Government getting rid of these Boys’ because they 

had ‘a considerably greater number of men for assignment than there [was] any demand for’.107 

A surplus of more than a thousand applications in the autumn had evidently become a surplus 

of convicts by late spring.  Unfavourable weather in mid-spring might have contributed to the 

reversal because it dented hopes of an abundant harvest, but an unexpected influx of male 

convicts was undoubtedly the main reason for the surplus.108 When the Assignment Board 

restricted applications in April 1833, it could not have foreseen that the number of male convict 

arrivals by year’s end would be nearly twice that of the previous year, more than enough to 

satisfy all outstanding applications (see Figure 2.6). The number appropriated for the year 

turned out to be much higher than for the previous year, despite a concurrent increase in the 

number of free male immigrants. In other words, the excess of men in late 1833 was not a 

consequence of falling demand but of an unexpected increase in supply compounded by the 

restriction imposed on applications.  

Figure 2.6 Numbers of male free immigrants and convicts arrived, and convicts appropriated 

1830–35 

 

Sources: Convict data from appropriation and distribution lists; immigrant data from returns forwarded in annual 

despatches to the Colonial Office.  

                                                 
106 Assignment Board members Logan, Forster and Spode to Colonial Secretary Burnett, 23 November 1833, 

CSO1/1/690 file 15198, TAHO. 
107 Ibid. 
108 For observations about the impact of the weather on the approaching harvest, see, for example, Hobart Town 

Courier, 25 October 1833, p. 3 and 15 November 1833, p. 2; Colonial Times, 12 November 1833, p. 3. 
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The numbers are therefore more telling than the percentages. While there was a decline in the 

percentage of male prisoners immediately appropriated in the second half of 1833, the number 

of male convicts immediately appropriated that year was in fact higher than for any of the 

previous three years. It was a similar story with female convicts. The number of females 

identified as appropriated on appropriation lists in 1833 was 289 compared with 108 in 1832, 

despite the arrival of a comparative avalanche of 1,697 free female immigrants in those two 

years (see Figure 2.2), and more females were immediately appropriated in 1833 than in two 

of the three previous years. The ability to place so many male and female convicts in 1833 

suggests that demand for convict labour remained strong irrespective of increasing levels of 

free immigration.  

Nevertheless, there was concern that larger numbers of free immigrants might have the effect 

of depressing wages and consequently reducing the incentive for settlers to accept the hitherto 

cheaper alternative of convict labour. At the lieutenant-governor’s request, the Immigration 

Committee met in Hobart Town a week after 150 free mechanics arrived from Dublin in June 

1833; the purpose was to investigate the effect the presence of the free immigrants was having 

on the price of labour.109 The committee examined eight employers, namely three builders, a 

carpenter, a mason, a cabinetmaker, a brass founder and a nailer, presumably the kinds of 

employers who might attract the new immigrants. Two of the tradesmen examined had no 

assigned convicts, six had only one each and the other was an exception, with eight at the end 

of 1833; between them, however, they provided more than sixty free men with paid 

employment.110 The committee concluded that it was too early to be sure about the effect of 

the recent arrivals, but it made some general observations that the lieutenant-governor 

summarised in a despatch to Secretary of State Viscount Goderich. He wrote,  

The capabilities of the Colony are such as to admit of a rapidly increasing population 

without inconvenience, and without reducing the wages of labour so low as to render 

Convict Assignment a matter of little importance to the Settler. It is remarkable that … 

the wages of labour have not fallen in any considerable degree, but maintain very nearly 

the same rate as they did two years since. The proof of the capacity of the Colony to 

take in Immigration rapidly is the more remarkable as the wages even in the Town have 

not much fallen where the greater number of the recent arrivals are still congregated.111 

                                                 
109 Arthur to Goderich, 5 July 1833, GO33/1/14, TAHO. 
110 Appropriation lists; Nominal return for the Year Ending 31 December 1833; Appendix to Report of the 

Immigration Committee, 3 July 1833, GO33/1/14, pp. 227–240, TAHO. 
111 Arthur to Goderich, 5 July 1833, Governor’s duplicate despatches received by the Colonial Office, GO33/1/14, 

TAHO. 
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The reluctance of most of the Irish immigrants to leave Hobart Town meant their arrival would 

have little impact in the interior, and the fact that they had building trades would have little 

impact on convict assignment in Hobart Town because few convicts with building trades were 

assigned to settlers in Hobart Town. As a result, appropriation rates from the first four male 

convict vessels to arrive after the Irish mechanics remained in the normal range between 85 

and 90 per cent (see Figure 2.5). Had the Irish immigrants been farm labourers instead of 

mechanics, their presence might have had more of an impact on demand for convict labour. 

Appropriation rates dropped below 75 per cent when 71 juvenile male convicts arrived on the 

Isabella in November 1833. Boys aged under nineteen comprised nearly 24 per cent of the 

consignment.112 The Assignment Board was unable to assign 46 of them and had no alternative 

than to leave them in the prisoners’ barracks to join another 14 boys who had arrived earlier.113 

Only the word ‘boy’ appears in the Trade column of the appropriation list for 34 of the 

unassigned Isabella juveniles, suggesting they had no employment experience. Another eight 

were described as labourers or labouring boys, which probably means they had been in 

unskilled employment. No single ship had previously arrived with so many unskilled juvenile 

convicts, although the annual number had been increasing every year since 1830 (see Table 

2.4). 

Table 2.4 Numbers of males who arrived 1830–33 aged under nineteen and described as boy, 

labourer or labouring boy 

1830 1831 1832 1833 

43 85 102 170 

Sources: Appropriation lists, ML and TAHO. 

Assignment Board members became concerned that there was no means of either ‘turning [the 

boys’] labour to advantage’, of ‘properly occupying and classifying them’ or of ‘taking any 

steps towards their instruction or reformation’ while they remained in the barracks.114 The 

Board recommended sending them to a group of existing buildings at Slopen Main on 

Tasman’s Peninsular to receive ‘moral & useful instruction’ and to perform ‘manual labour 

with the Spade & the Hoe’, thus turning the boys’ labour to advantage by ‘its produce being 

                                                 
112 Isabella, 1833, Appropriation list, CON27/1/6, TAHO. Note that ages for 108 Isabella convicts are missing 

from the records. Two of these convicts, however, were described as boys and are therefore included in this figure. 
113 Ibid. 
114 CSO1/1/690 file 15198, TAHO. 
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applied to their sustenance’.115  They were evidently unaware that Arthur had approved a 

coalmine at Slopen Main earlier the same month, to which he intended sending the ‘most 

refractory’ adult male prisoners.116  Port Arthur Commandant Charles O’Hara Booth suggested 

locating a boys’ barracks on a promontory across the bay from the main Port Arthur settlement, 

and the lieutenant-governor approved his proposal on 8 December.117 Booth wasted no time 

having the barracks constructed. On 24 December, he reported that the building was ready to 

receive ‘seventy boys (or more if required)’.118 The facility became known as Point Puer, ‘puer’ 

being Latin for ‘boy’.  

While Point Puer was the first purpose-built juvenile male reformatory in the Australian 

colonies, it was not the first facility to cater specifically for juvenile male prisoners.119 As Kerin 

Gorton has pointed out, the first was the Carters’ House of Correction, or Carters’ Barracks 

established in Sydney, New South Wales in 1820 and closed in 1835.120 In addition,  while 

Point Puer operated for nearly five years before Parkhurst Prison opened as a juvenile facility 

for boys on the Isle of Wight in December 1838, it was not an acknowledged precursor or 

model.121  

Sixty-eight boys who remained unassigned from the Isabella and the John in November and 

December 1833 respectively comprised the first intake at Point Puer on 10 January 1834.122 

Four days after their arrival there, the Southworth (2) arrived at Hobart Town with 188 

prisoners, including another 60 boys. The ‘most unusual number’ of boys sent on these three 

ships was the subject of a despatch from Arthur to R. W. Hay, the Undersecretary in the 

Colonial Office responsible for Van Diemen’s Land affairs.123 Arthur was concerned about 

more than just the boys’ youth. ‘It is utterly impossible to imagine a more corrupt fraternity of 

little depraved Felons … To assign them is impossible’, he complained.124  

                                                 
115 Ibid.  
116 Ian Brand, Penal Peninsular (West Moonah [Tasmania], 1978), p. 17. 
117 Ibid. p. 18. 
118 Commandant Booth to Colonial Secretary Burnett, 24 December 1833, CSO1/1/690 file 15198, TAHO. There 

was an earlier plan to send juvenile male convicts to Macquarie Harbour. See Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, Closing 

Hell’s Gates (Crows Nest, NSW, 2008), p. 230.  
119 Visitor Guide to Port Arthur Historic Site, 2016. 
120 Kerin Gorton, ‘Carters’ Barracks and Point Puer’, pp. 40−52, 90 and 96. 
121  Paul Buddee, Fate of the Artful Dodger: Parkhurst Boys Transported to Australia and New Zealand, 

1842−1852 (Perth, 1984), p. 18. 
122 Commandant Booth to Colonial Secretary Burnett, 13 January 1834, CSO1/1/690 file 15198, TAHO; Isabella, 

1833, and John, 1833, Appropriation lists, CON27/1/6, TAHO. 
123  Lieutenant-Governor Arthur to Under-Secretary Hay, 8 February 1834, Governor’s duplicate despatches 

received by the Colonial Office, GO33/1/16, TAHO. 
124 Ibid. 
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‘Impossible’ was an exaggeration. According to the appropriation lists, the Assignment Board 

was able to immediately assign 57 boys to settlers and allocated four to government 

departments and three to the loan gang. Excluding another three who were hospitalised and one 

who had to undergo a probationary period of twelve months in chains in a road party, the Board 

was unable to find takers for 121 of 189 juveniles from the three ships while the appropriation 

lists remained in use. 125  Juveniles comprised nearly 32 per cent of the Southworth’s 

consignment of prisoners and accounted for all but three of 49 who appear unassigned on the 

only surviving appropriation list.126 The large number of boys not immediately assigned was 

primarily responsible for keeping the rates of initial appropriation from the Isabella and John 

at 74 and 77 per cent respectively in the last quarter of 1833 and for keeping the rate of initial 

appropriation from the Southworth at 64 per cent in January 1834.  

Three adults, each of whom had a disability, added to the number not immediately appropriated 

from the Southworth. One who had lost an arm soon became a watchman and later a messenger 

in a government department.127 The other two were ‘crippled’; one joined a road party and the 

other joined an invalid party at Green Point, where he died within two months.128 While there 

were roles available for convicts with disabilities, the placement of the able-bodied tended to 

occur first, probably because it was more straightforward. The disabled posed similar 

challenges to the allocating authorities as those who were both young and unskilled. 

Large numbers of juvenile male convicts continued to arrive in 1834, including 120 in August 

and September on the John Barry and William Metcalfe. These were the first male ships to 

arrive after Arthur instructed the Assignment Board not to assign additional convicts to any 

settler who had not submitted a return of the convicts already in his or her employ or failed to 

pay for their treatment in hospital. Of the 120 boys who arrived on these ships, the Board 

initially assigned only 18 to settlers and appropriated only three to public works; another two 

joined chain gangs by order of the secretary of state, three were hospitalised and 93 left 

‘vacant’.129  Nearly all of those assigned to settlers or appropriated to public works were 

                                                 
125 Isabella, 1833, and John, 1833, Appropriation lists, CON27/1/6, TAHO; Southworth, 1834, Appropriation list, 

MM33/1/6, TAHO. 
126 Southworth, 1834, Appropriation list, ibid.  
127 Ibid.; Joseph Oldfield, Southworth, 1834, Conduct record, CON31/1/33, TAHO. 
128 See William Chandler and Richard Myers, Southworth, 1834, Conduct records, CON31/1/31, TAHO. 
129 John Barry, 1834, Appropriation lists, CSO1/1/740 file 16012, TAHO and Tas Papers 27, ML; William 

Metcalfe, 1834, Appropriation lists, MM33/1/6 and CSO1/1/746 file 16103, TAHO.  
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eighteen-year-olds with trades or occupations, which shows the value placed on both maturity 

and skills.  

The 93 juveniles left vacant ranged in age from twelve to eighteen years, and 43 of these were 

described only as boys. Another 13 claimed to have some training or experience in a specific 

trade or occupation. Three of these were shoemaker’s boys; another was a butcher’s boy, three 

were stable boys, one was a baker’s boy and another was a dyer; three boys were partly-trained, 

one as a brick maker, another as a printer’s pressman and the other as a cabinet maker.130 Most 

of the remaining 36 were labourers or labouring boys, but even some of those reported having 

some kind of skill. Fourteen-year-old Nigel Riddiford said he could drive and look after a horse 

and cart and seventeen-year-old James Dillon said he could reap; sixteen-year-old Joseph 

Barnes reported being able to milk and twelve-year-old William Russell said he could sow 

potatoes.131  

Eighteen-year-old John Newin, a labourer who could look after a horse and cart, might have 

been the first of the initially unappropriated to depart for assigned service. Within a month of 

his arrival, he appeared twice before the assistant police magistrate in Hobart Town charged 

with disobedience of orders in the service of a Mr Andrew.132 This was probably John Andrew 

of Fitzroy Place, a shopkeeper named in the Hobart Town Gazette as the recipient of an 

unnamed male convict (probably Newin) seven days after the William Metcalfe arrived.133 

While Newin’s assignment went unrecorded on both of the extant William Metcalfe 

appropriation lists, there is a good chance it was recorded on the list that no longer exists. 

Nevertheless, restricting the analysis to surviving appropriation lists, the increasing number of 

unskilled juvenile boys and the corresponding number with ‘vacant’ against their names 

contributed to a dramatic rise in the apparent juvenile vacancy rate in 1834.  

Even in the absence of appropriation data for the Moffatt and the Arab, this made the slump in 

appropriation percentages in 1834 deeper for males aged under twenty years than for older 

males (see Figure 2.7). Appropriation rates improved the following year in all age groups and 

returned to near normal in most.  Note that owing to the nonexistence of appropriation lists for 

the Arab and the Moffatt, percentages shown for 1834 in Figure 2.7 do not include convicts 

                                                 
130 Ibid. 
131 William Metcalfe, 1834, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/746 file 16103, TAHO; John Barry, 1834, Appropriation 

list, CSO1/1/740 file 16012, TAHO. 
132 John Newin, William Metcalfe, 1834, Conduct record, CON31/1/33, TAHO. 
133 Hobart Town Gazette, 18 September 1834, p. 680; ‘Quarter Sessions’, Colonial Times, 12 August 1834, p. 7. 
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who arrived on those two ships, and owing to a deficiency of age data, percentages for 1833 

do not include 108 Isabella convicts. Noel Butlin has asserted that health, physique, skill and 

incentives influenced the ability of convicts to contribute to the workforce, but age did not.134 

It is impossible to deny, however, how strong a determinant age is of both physique and skills.  

Figure 2.7 Male appropriation rates by age and year of arrival 

 

Sources: Appropriation lists, ML and TAHO.  

By the end of 1834, 161 boys aged twelve to eighteen had arrived at Point Puer, and 109 

followed in 1835. 135  Nevertheless, Point Puer appears as a destination on only one 

appropriation list created in those two years and for only five boys, all of whom had received 

punishment during the voyage.136 Point Puer was clearly not the default destination for all 

unskilled boys after its establishment. It was only the default destination for boys whose on-

board misbehaviour disqualified them from immediate assignment. Assignment was the 

preferred option. Numbers are impossible to ascertain for 1834 owing to the absence of 

appropriation lists for two ships, but appropriation lists for 1835 show that, of 281 juveniles 

who arrived in Van Diemen’s Land that year, the Assignment Board immediately allocated 88 

to settlers, 12 to public works and 39 to the loan gang, a total of 139. Thus, nearly 50 per cent 

                                                 
134 Noel Butlin, ‘White Human Capital in Australia 1788–1850’, Australian National University Working Papers 

in Economic History, 32 (1985), p. 29. 
135 Statistical Returns of Tasmania from 1824 to 1839 (Hobart Town, 1839). 
136 Lady Kennaway, 1835, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/785 file 16764, TAHO. 
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of juvenile male convicts who arrived in 1835 received immediate employment. Another 11 

boys went directly to road parties by order of the secretary of state and four were initially 

unassignable because they arrived sick. The nominal return for that year identifies another 21 

of the initially vacant 114 as assigned to settlers.137 Altogether, 58 of the juveniles assigned 

that year were described on the appropriation lists as boys, labourers or labouring boys. It was 

certainly not impossible to assign unskilled boys when demand was strong.  

The boys who went to Point Puer received training as either blacksmiths, nailers, sawyers, 

tailors, carpenters, shoemakers or labourers in 1834 and 1835.138 Just under fifteen months after 

the first intake, Arthur enquired as to which of the boys might be ‘sufficiently advanced as to 

admit of their profitable assignment or employment in the settled districts’.139 Commandant 

Booth recommended thirty boys, but added that they were not ready to work as tradesmen 

unsupervised and that another six months at their trades would make them ‘comparatively 

perfect’.140  Arthur responded, ‘Very well, then I will approve of another six months’. 141 

Although some of the boys were still only fifteen, Spode assured the colonial secretary that if 

they were ‘at all competent in their trades’ there would be ‘little fear of their disposal’.142 It 

was their lack of skills more than their age that had made them difficult to assign at the outset.   

The trades taught at Point Puer were certainly among those most in demand in the colony at 

the time. Only seven of 129 men identified as blacksmiths and one of thirty men identified as 

nailers appear unallocated in 1830-35 appropriation lists; three of those immediately assigned 

claimed to have both trades, as did one left vacant. Of 134 sawyers, only three who were not 

sick did not receive immediate assignment, and of 183 carpenters (not including rough 

carpenters), all but two who were not sick or crippled were appropriated; eight of those 

immediately assigned claimed to have both trades. Of 237 tailors and tailors’ boys, all but 

twenty-one had immediate employment, and of the twenty-one who did not, sixteen had not 

completed their training. There were ready recipients for all but fourteen of 342 shoemakers, 

one of whom said he was also a tailor. Taken together, immediate employment was available 

for more than 95 per cent of prisoners who arrived in the 1830–35 period with one or more of 

                                                 
137 HO10/50. 
138 Statistical Returns; Commandant Booth to Colonial Secretary Montagu, 27 April 1835, CSO1/1/690 file 15198, 

TAHO. 
139 Arthur to Colonial Secretary Montagu, 8 April 1835, CSO1/1/690 file 15198, TAHO. 
140 Booth to Montagu, 27 April 1835, CSO1/1/690 file 15198, TAHO. 
141 Reverse side of Booth to Montagu, ibid. 
142 Spode to Montagu, 9 May 1835, CSO1/1/690 file 15198, TAHO. 
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the trades taught at Point Puer. This not only suggests strong demand for those skills, but also 

careful selection of trades taught at the juvenile facility.  

That convicts transported to Van Diemen’s Land were distributed among applicants largely 

according to their former occupations is a fact demonstrated in other studies and which will 

be further demonstrated in the next chapter.143 It follows that there was potential for the 

occasional excess of men with certain occupational backgrounds. Retraining was one option 

discussed earlier. Another option was to hold the men temporarily in reserve. This seems to 

have occurred when an unusually large number of prisoners arrived together with nautical 

skills, a particularly valuable asset in an island colony with numerous inland waterways and 

with its penal settlements such as Maria Island, Macquarie Harbour and Port Arthur, and its 

second largest town, Launceston, most easily reached by sea. The Atlas (1833) carried nine 

convict seamen, three watermen and one mariner, apparently causing a glut. One seaman who 

said he was also a compositor received immediate assignment, as did the mariner. The 

annotation ‘no application’ distinguishes the remaining seamen and the watermen from 

another nine unassigned men on the same vessel. However, while all the seamen and 

watermen appear unassigned in the CSO1 list, four appear assigned in the CON27 list.144 Four 

applications materialised literally overnight.  

‘No application’ also appears in the How Appropriated columns beside the names of two 

boatmen and two seamen on the CSO1 list for the Norfolk (1835).145 No CON27 list survives 

in this case, but the nominal return completed four months later shows all four assigned to 

settlers.146 In another instance, two watermen from the John (1833) were unassigned for lack 

of an applicant. This time there were two other men unassigned from the same ship for the 

same reason: an experienced harness maker and a cooper.147 It was not that there was little 

demand for seamen, boatmen, watermen, mariners, harness makers and coopers. On the 

contrary, of 363 convicts who arrived with one or more of those occupations, no assignment 

was recorded for only 26 or 7.4 per cent who were not sick or undergoing punishment. Only 

17 harness makers arrived; two who were not sick appear unappropriated. Of 39 able-bodied 

coopers, only one was not immediately appropriated.  No doubt, when word got out, 

applications came in.  

                                                 
143 Maxwell-Stewart, ‘The Bushrangers’, p. 72; Reid, ‘Setting Women to Work’, p. 3. 
144 Atlas, 1833, Appropriation lists, CSO1/1/662 file 14776 and CON27/1/6, TAHO. 
145 Norfolk, 1835, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/820 file 17486, TAHO. 
146 HO10/50. 
147 John, 1833, Appropriation lists, MM33/1/1 and CON27/1/6, TAHO. 



 

91 

 

It is clearly not possible to determine the demand for convict labour purely from appropriation 

lists because almost none reflect the conclusion of the appropriation process. Many convicts 

who appear unappropriated in appropriation lists did not remain so for long. Most convicts 

who arrived sick recovered and soon went to work for settlers or in government departments, 

but seldom in time to appear appropriated on appropriation lists because the active life of the 

lists was too short. Conduct records and annual nominal returns show many more convicts 

appropriated in the 1830-35 period than appropriation lists indicate.  

The workability of the assignment system depended on strong demand. Thus, from August 

1822, the government in New South Wales compelled every land grantee to maintain one 

convict for every hundred acres.148 This was evidently an unnecessary measure as, according 

to Hirst, demand outstripped supply throughout the 1820s and 1830s in New South Wales, 

and according to Peter Eldershaw, the situation was no different in Van Diemen’s Land.149 

Indeed, despite increasing free immigration, there is little evidence that demand for convict 

servants declined in Van Diemen’s Land between 1830 and 1835. Demand for female 

convicts was so strong throughout the period that even those deemed deformed, of unsound 

mind, useless or too old for assignment found themselves assigned to settlers, if not 

immediately, then within weeks. Demand for convict labour in general was so strong that the 

government confidently used the threat of withholding supply to ensure settlers’ compliance 

with government orders in the third quarter of 1834. Increasing free immigration between 

1830 and 1833 helped to ease the shortage of labour, but as the Colonial Times observed in 

March 1834, it did not mean that the colony could do without the usual supply of prisoners.150  

As far as both the government and the colonists were concerned, the more prisoners who 

arrived, the better.

                                                 
148 ‘Government and General Orders’, Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser, 17 August 1822, 

p. 1. 
149 Hirst, Convict Society and its Enemies, p. 62; Eldershaw, Guide to the Public Records of Tasmania, p. 9. 
150 Colonial Times, 18 March 1834, p. 5. 
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Figure 2.8 Male convicts arrived VDL 1830-35: Number and distribution by age according to appropriation lists 

 

Sources: Appropriation lists, Tas papers, ML; CSO1 and CON27, TAHO.  
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Chapter 3 

Labour allocation: a ‘most perfect lottery’? 

 

Convict shoemaker Richard Bonner stood before police magistrate William Thomas 

Parramore in January 1833 charged with refusing to work.1 In his defence he declared, “I 

refused to do any more work but at my trade, for I understood from the Governor on our 

landing that those who were tradesmen should be assigned to places where they would be 

employed at their trades and I did not think I was doing wrong in refusing. I have been working 

only two months out of the fifteen that I have been with Mr. Blinkworth working at my trade”.2 

Bonner clearly felt aggrieved, but whether the magistrate sympathised or not, refusal to work 

was a punishable offence and he duly ordered thirty-six lashes.3   

Colonial administrators had no control over either the number or the qualifications of convicts 

who arrived in Van Diemen’s Land. Similarly, they had no control over how settlers employed 

the convicts assigned to them, and they could not hold convicts indefinitely, awaiting 

applications from government departments and settlers who required exactly the kinds of 

workers who were available. Nevertheless, Richard Bonner’s statement suggests that 

Lieutenant-Governor George Arthur verbally articulated a policy of placing convicts where 

they could work at their trades. Placing convicts in familiar work roles would certainly have 

reduced training costs and would have provided the quickest benefit to the colony. It would 

also have helped maintain demand. Focusing on the 1830–35 period and using both specific 

examples and aggregated data, this chapter assesses the efficiency of assignment in terms of 

how successfully Arthur managed the implementation of his policy. The evidence suggests 

that, notwithstanding the vagaries of transportation, he succeeded to a remarkable degree.  

Contemporaneous accounts show that settlers depended on the systematic and careful 

assignment of convicts and expected nothing less. John Dixon, for example, despite opposing 

the continued assignment of convicts to private service, unequivocally vouched for the 

government’s practice of placing convicts where they could use their existing skills. In 1839 

he wrote, ‘It is a principle in prison discipline in Van Diemen’s Land, to fix the convict in the 

                                                 
1 Richard Bonner, William Glen Anderson, 1831, Conduct record, CON31/1/4, TAHO; William Glen Anderson, 

1831, Appropriation list, CON27/1/5, TAHO. 
2 Richmond Police Office record of local court proceedings, 19 January 1833, MM110/1/1, TAHO. 
3 Richard Bonner, Conduct record. 
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occupation to which he has been bred; and whether the Government retains him, or he is sent 

to a private master, this principle is never neglected’.4 

An editorial in the Cornwall Chronicle concurred with this sentiment and reasoned that 

placing convicts where they could work at their trades was likely to help reform remorseful 

convicts. Reform, after all, came second only to punishment as a priority in the transportation 

system. According to the Chronicle, 

Landed in this Colony, the convict makes known his occupation … and the Board of 

Assignment dispose of him as appears to it best. … His occupation … is duly 

considered by the Board, who assign him to a master of his trade, and can it be denied, 

that the service of respectable master tradesmen is the most likely assylum [sic] to 

effect reformation in a repentant offender? He is here permitted to work at his own 

trade.5  

Molesworth’s Select Committee on Transportation concluded in 1837 that ‘the previous 

occupation of the convict in [Great Britain] mainly determines his condition in the penal 

colonies. For instance, domestic servants … are assigned as domestic servants in Australia’.6 

The committee correctly believed that not only tradesmen, but also convicts with more generic 

occupations, found themselves working in familiar roles.    

Nevertheless, there were disgruntled settlers who disagreed. The following commentary 

appeared in Launceston’s Cornwall Chronicle on 18 April 1835.      

Agreeable to the present system of Prison Discipline, convicts are assigned to the 

service of free persons, without discrimination. A Farmer applies to the Board of 

Assignment for a servant, who, to be useful to him, must be a farming man − a hair 

dresser is probably sent to him, when, at the same time, a hair dresser applies to the 

same fountain for a servant of his own trade, and receives a fellow who has been all 

the days of his life accustomed to drive a plough. The London Confectioner is sent to 

perform the drudgery of a stable yard, and the thorough bred groom to be useless in 

the kitchen of the gentleman.7   

There was always someone with an axe to grind. The True Colonist reported in 1835 that a 

settler who needed a ploughman was at the Police Office at Brighton signing his application 

to the Assignment Board when a convict ploughman arrived who was returning to government 

for reassignment. Believing that the Assignment Board might sanction a request for the 

                                                 
4 John Dixon, The Condition and Capabilities of Van Diemen’s Land as a Place of Emigration Being the Practical 

Experience of Nearly Ten Years’ Experience in the Colony (London, 1839) p. 45. 
5 ‘Captain Maconochie’s Report on Prison Discipline’, Cornwall Chronicle, 5 January 1839, p. 1. 
6 Report from the Select Committee on Transportation (London, 1838), p. vi. 
7 Cornwall Chronicle, 18 April 1835, p. 2. 
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ploughman by name, the police magistrate agreed to detain him until the settler received a 

reply to his application. A reply came from Assignment Board chief clerk James Thornloe 

advising that the Board was unable to consent to a request for a convict by name and that the 

settler had to get a servant from a road gang.  The newspaper speculated that this policy might 

result in the settler getting  

may be, the first man on the assignable list, who probably turns out to be a regular-

bred jeweller or pedlar … or a man who may have “tipped” the convict overseer. Thus 

it is the most perfect lottery whether he gets a ploughman or not – a useless member is 

added to his establishment, which proves a burdensome nuisance – while the 

ploughman whom he required is probably sent to annoy some shopkeeper by his 

awkwardness.8 

While there was no dispute about whether convicts possessed useful skills, opinions clearly 

varied on how efficiently those skills were distributed.  

In the 1980s, Stephen Nicholas investigated the efficiency of the convict labour market by 

comparing the occupations of 1,389 male convicts in the 1828 New South Wales census with 

their occupations as recorded in the convict indents; all had arrived in New South Wales 

between 1817 and 1827, and none were in gaol or in penal settlements, but an undisclosed 

number were employed in public works.9 Nicholas found that 70 per cent of skilled urban 

workers, 60 per cent of skilled builders, 33 per cent of unskilled urban workers, 42 per cent 

of rural workers and 27 per cent of male domestic servants were engaged in the same kinds of 

jobs in the colony that they had held in Britain.10 He was impressed with the degree to which 

unskilled urban workers had similar jobs in the colony despite the ‘poor match’ their skills 

seemed to be ‘for the needs of an agricultural colony’, but provided no explanation as to why 

only 42 per cent of rural workers were engaged in agricultural activity.11 He could assert only 

that ‘most skilled convict workers found themselves employed in the same jobs in Australia 

as they had held at home prior to conviction’ (emphasis added), and on this basis concluded 

that the allocation of convict labour was not the lottery that detractors of the assignment 

system had claimed.12 Despite the reference to ‘Australia’, the scope of the study did not 

encompass Van Diemen’s Land, which was an independent colony from the end of 1825. 

                                                 
8  True Colonist Van Diemen’s Land Political Despatch and Agricultural and Commercial Advertiser, 18 

September 1835, p. 6. 
9 Stephen Nicholas, ‘The Convict Labour Market’, in Stephen Nicholas, ed., Convict Workers: Reinterpreting 

Australia’s Past (Cambridge, 1988), p. 120. 
10 Stephen Nicholas, ‘Convicts as Workers’, in Convict Workers, ibid., pp. 66 and 123. 
11 Ibid., pp. 66; Nicholas, ‘The Convict Labour Market’, p. 123. 
12 Ibid., pp. 62–84 and 200. 
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In Nicholas’ wake, Hamish Maxwell-Stewart and Kirsty Reid separately investigated the 

efficiency of the convict labour system in Van Diemen’s Land. As no census comparable with 

that of the 1828 New South Wales census survives for Van Diemen’s Land, both relied 

primarily on appropriation lists.13  Maxwell-Stewart utilised the CON27 appropriation lists for 

two convict vessels that arrived in the 1835–36 period, which provided a sample of 506 male 

convicts.14 Reid based her analysis on most of the appropriation lists and annual ‘musters’ that 

survive for female convicts who arrived in the years 1820 to 1839, which provided a sample 

of 3,804 female convicts.15  They each concluded that Van Diemen’s Land administrators 

made a concerted effort to assign convicts according to their existing occupations and skills.16 

The clearest direct evidence of Arthur’s intentions regarding convict labour allocation exists 

in the form of annotations on appropriation lists outside the study parameters of both Maxwell-

Stewart and Reid. A prime example is a list created early in February 1831, which contains 

several annotations of this kind written by Colonial Secretary John Burnett on Arthur’s behalf. 

One annotation suggests that a convict boatman allocated for assignment to a farmer living 

near Bothwell ‘might be more usefully employed by being assigned to some person on the 

Derwent, Tamar, or keeping a punt, if there are any applications from such where the man 

might be employed in his vocation’.17 Another suggests that a paperhanger and distemperer 

whom the principal superintendent proposed sending to a Pittwater farmer ‘would be more 

usefully employed by assigning where he would continue to work at his own trade’.18 

Referring to the proposed assignment of a bookbinder to the property of an absentee farm 

proprietor at New Norfolk, Burnett wrote, ‘The Lieut. Governor supposes this man would be 

more usefully employed by some person requiring a Tradesman of his description’.19 Arthur 

also queried the proposed appropriation of a painter and paperhanger to a farmer at Epping 

Forest, asking, ‘Is not this man required by any person in Hobart Town or Launceston who 

would employ him at his trade?’20 These annotations make Arthur’s intent very clear, while 

they also demonstrate his understanding that a perfect match between master and servant was 

not always possible.   

                                                 
13 Maxwell-Stewart, ‘The Bushrangers’, p. 72; Reid, ‘Work, Sexuality and Resistance’, pp. 192–193. 
14 Maxwell-Stewart, ‘The Bushrangers’, p. 72. 
15 Reid, ‘Work, Sexuality and Resistance’, p. iii. 
16 Maxwell-Stewart, ‘The Bushrangers’, p. 81; Reid, ‘Work, Sexuality and Resistance’, p. 213. 
17 John, 1831, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/499 file 10943, TAHO. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
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Other appropriation lists found in the correspondence of the Colonial Secretary’s Office 

provide similar evidence of the intention to place convicts where they could work at their 

trades, while annual nominal returns, conduct records and the Hobart Town Gazette provide 

evidence of the outcomes of these good intentions. ‘Is this man not required in the Engineer’s 

Dept?’ wrote Burnett of the principal superintendent’s proposal to send carver and gilder 

William Dawson to a farmer in the New Norfolk area in 1831.21 The Engineer’s Department 

evidently had no immediate need for a worker of Dawson’s description, as his conduct record 

shows that he went to the farmer as originally proposed.22 ‘May this man’s services not be 

more useful?’ Burnett wrote of Samuel Dunne, a leather parer and glover whom Principal 

Superintendent Spode proposed appropriating to the Police.23 The answer must have been in 

the negative, because Dunne was appointed a constable a few days later.24 ‘Enquiry is to be 

made whether this man may not be of use at the [cloth] Factory at Maria Island’, Burnett wrote 

of John Smith, a woollen cloth weaver whom Spode proposed assigning to Edward Wilkinson, 

cashier of the Van Diemen’s Land Bank.25 Smith’s conduct record shows that his originally-

proposed assignment went ahead and that he remained with Wilkinson for more than two 

years, but there is no indication of the capacity in which he served.26   

Again, ‘Is he not required at Maria Island’, wrote Arthur of George Simms, a woollen cloth 

weaver whom Spode proposed sending to farmer and police magistrate Edward Dumaresq.27  

The cloth factory evidently had as many weavers as it needed, but instead of going to 

Dumaresq, Simms remained in public works.28 Not surprisingly, Burnett also queried the 

proposed assignment of goldsmith and jeweller Joseph Files to the Reverend Mr Claiborne, 

who had opened a boys’ grammar school at Norfolk Plains two years earlier; according to the 

subsequent annual nominal return, the assignment went ahead anyway.29 Clearly, while a 

perfect allocation was the ideal, it was sometimes impossible to achieve because consignments 

of convicts were not made-to-order. 

                                                 
21 Red Rover, 1831, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/512 file 11203, TAHO. 
22 William Dawson, Red Rover, 1831, Conduct record, CON31/1/10, TAHO. 
23 Sir Charles Forbes, 1830, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/444 file 9891, TAHO. 
24 Hobart Town Gazette, 28 August 1830, p. 244. 
25 Red Rover, 1831, Appropriation list. 
26 John Smith, Red Rover, 1831, Conduct record, CON31/1/39, TAHO. 
27 Sir Charles Forbes, 1830, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/444 file 9891, TAHO. 
28 HO 10/47, TNA, Kew Surrey, England. 
29 Sir Charles Forbes, 1830, Appropriation list; HO10/47; Description list, CON18/1/19, TAHO; ‘Classified 

Advertising’, Tasmanian, 11 January 1828, p. 3. 
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Appropriation lists amongst the correspondence of the Colonial Secretary’s Office (as 

opposed to those in the CON27 and Tas Papers collections) provide the best evidence of the 

attempt to distribute convicts according to their previous occupations, not only because they 

are the lists that the lieutenant-governor and colonial secretary vetted and annotated, but also 

because they include the most detail concerning convicts’ skills. For example, while the Atlas’ 

CON27 list identifies John Jones only as a seaman, its CSO1 counterpart describes him as 

both a seaman and compositor.30 The latter description explains his assignment to Hobart 

printer Nathaniel Olding. Similarly, the Aurora’s CON27 list identifies George Foster only as 

a silversmith, while the CSO1 record describes him as both a silversmith and brewer, which 

explains his assignment to James Kirk, proprietor of a Launceston brewery.31   

Likewise, James Lee is identified simply as a ‘Servant’ in the Waterloo’s Tas Papers record, 

but as a ‘Gentn’s servant’ who ‘understands Stuffing Birds & Beasts’ in its CSO1 

counterpart.32 His skills as a taxidermist led to his assignment to Ronald Gunn, superintendent 

of convicts in Launceston and a passionate natural historian, supplier of specimens to the 

British Museum and the London Zoological Society, and correspondent of botanist Professor 

William Hooker and of ornithologist John Gould. 33 As these examples illustrate, had no 

appropriation list survived in the correspondence of the Colonial Secretary’s Office for the 

ships on which these convicts arrived, their assignments would appear to reflect poorly on the 

efficiency of the labour distribution system. This highlights one of the problems associated 

with attempting to examine the assignment system in Van Diemen’s Land in detail: the fact 

that surviving appropriation lists do not allude equally to the versatility of the convicts.  

In 1990, Maxwell-Stewart pointed out some additional problems. The first was that 

appropriation lists do not state the occupations of the recipients of convict labour.34 Indeed, 

surviving 1830-35 appropriation lists specify the occupations of proposed masters and 

mistresses in fewer than one per cent of cases and in no instance do they mention that these 

people had more than one occupation, which some did. The scarcity of employers’ occupations 

on appropriation lists is understandable. After all, those who were responsible for proposing 

the allocation focused more on the descriptions of the servants that applicants requested than 

                                                 
30 Atlas, 1833, Appropriation lists, CSO1/1/662 file 14776 and CON27/1/6, TAHO. 
31 Aurora, 1835, Appropriation lists: TP 27, ML; CSO1/1/830 file 17608 and CON27/122, TAHO. 
32 Waterloo, 1835, Appropriation lists: Tasmanian Papers 27, ML; CSO1/1/788 file 16831, TAHO. 
33  E. C. Cave, ‘Flora Tasmaniae: Tasmanian Naturalists and Imperial Botany 1829−1860’, PhD thesis, 

University of Tasmania, 2012, pp. 2–3. 
34 Maxwell-Stewart, ‘The Bushrangers’, p. 77. 
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on the descriptions of the applicants, although they generally knew who everyone was and 

how they made their living. There was, for example, only one Henry Melville in Van Diemen’s 

Land in the 1830s and every government official would have known that he published the 

Colonial Times, so there was never a need to record his occupation on an appropriation list, a 

document created for contemporaneous official use and not for future historical analysis. 

There is only one query about a proposed master’s identity on any of the ninety-seven 

appropriation lists examined for this study: ‘Who is Mr Turnbull?’, it asks.35  

When officials did record the occupations of masters and mistresses on appropriation lists, the 

purpose was evidently to differentiate between people with the same family name, such as Mr 

Wilson the tobacconist and Mr Wilson the confectioner and baker. Both the tobacconist’s wife 

and the confectioner had a female convict assigned to them from the same ship. 36  By 

distinguishing ‘Mrs Wilson—tobacconist’ from ‘Mr Wilson—confectioner’ Spode ensured 

that the female convict who was a laundry maid went to the tobacconist’s wife and the one 

who was a pastry cook went to the confectioner and baker, as intended.   

However, disambiguation by occupation was not standard practice. There was a Mr Fraser 

who was a coachbuilder, another who was a shoemaker, one who was a tailor and another who 

was a farmer, yet of twenty-four instances in which a Mr Fraser’s name appears on 

appropriation lists created in the 1830–35 period, an occupation is present in only six. Sixteen 

entries contain a place of residence, including all three instances of a convict assigned to the 

farmer of South Esk, which helps to distinguish him from the tradesmen of Elizabeth, 

Liverpool and Macquarie Streets, Hobart Town. Fourteen include a given name or initial. Only 

the entry for the master of a shoemaker’s boy includes neither an occupation, place of 

residence or given name or initial, but because Arthur was intent on seeing that convicts, 

whenever possible, had the opportunity to work at their trades, there is little doubt that the 

intended master of the shoemaker’s boy was Mr Fraser the shoemaker. Table 3.1 lists the 

convicts assigned to the various Mr Frasers, two of whom had the first name Simon, together 

with their occupations as recorded on appropriation lists. The correlation between the 

occupations of the convicts and their masters is close to perfect.  

                                                 
35 David Lyon, 1830, Appropriation list, CON27/1/4, TAHO. 
36 Hector, 1835, Appropriation list, MM33/1/6, TAHO. 



 

100 

 

Table 3.1 A coachbuilder, a shoemaker, a tailor and a farmer with the same family name and 

the convicts assigned to them, together with their trades as recorded on appropriation lists 

Alexander Fraser – coach builder, Elizabeth Street, Hobart Town 

James Oliver (Lord William Bentinck, 1832) Coach smith 2 years  

Thomas Underhill (York, 1832) Coach smith 

Thomas Griffith (Augusta Jessie, 1835) Labourer and coach smith 

Elizabeth Bain (Hector, 1835) Plain cook & house servant, wash & iron 

Simon Fraser – shoemaker, Macquarie Street, Hobart Town 

John Bates (Bussorah Merchant, 1830) Shoemaker 

William Gloyne (Sir Charles Forbes, 1830) Shoemaker 

Joseph Palmer (Royal George, 1830) Shoemaker 

Joseph Bird (Strathfiedsay, 1831) Boot closer 

James Murdoch (Lord Lyndoch, 1831) Shoemaker 

Benjamin Blakeway (Surrey, 1833) Boot and shoe maker 

Thomas Murray (Surrey, 1833) Labouring boy 

James Ball (John, 1833) Boot closer 

Joseph Clark (Enchantress, 1833) Shoemaker’s boy 

John Whitehall (Enchantress, 1833) Shoemaker 

Mary Mahoney (Eliza, 1830) Shoe binder and house maid 

Mary Ann Foster (America, 1831) Shoe binder, needlewoman & house maid 

Simon Fraser – tailor, Liverpool Street, Hobart Town 

Robert Fish (Southworth, 1830) Tailor, 7 years 

Charles Orchard (Sir Charles Forbes, 1830) Tailor 

William Smith (Persian, 1830) Tailor (cut out) and brewer 

William Webb (Eliza, 1831) Tailor 

Isaac Hawkins (York, 1832) Tailor—served his time 

William Fraser – farmer, South Esk 

John Brown (Persian, 1830) Labourer 

John Amnett (Persian, 1830) Weaver and labourer, can reap 

Frances Fretwell (America, 1831) Plain cook and house maid, wash & iron 

Sources: CON27, CSO1 and MM33 appropriation lists, TAHO; Tas Papers appropriation lists, ML. 

As Maxwell-Stewart pointed out, another problem with assessing skill matching is the 

difficulty of isolating rural from commercial and industrial concerns, since many settlers 

pursued multiple economic activities that included enterprises in two or more of those 

categories.37 Some residents of the towns had farms or other interests outside the towns, and 

                                                 
37 Maxwell-Stewart, ‘The Bushrangers’, p. 77. 
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some male convicts assigned to them worked in those locations under the supervision of free 

overseers. Henry Melville, for example, conducted his printing business in Hobart Town and 

employed an overseer to look after his farm near New Norfolk, about 22 miles (36 km) to the 

north-west. When he received a farm labourer and a labourer in 1833, ‘New Norfolk’ was 

written beside his name in the How Appropriated column, but this was not standard practice.38 

Colonial Secretary John Burnett and Principal Superintendent Josiah Spode, both of course 

based in Hobart Town, also had farms in the New Norfolk area.39 Lieutenant William Gunn, 

the superintendent of the prisoners’ barracks in Hobart Town, had a farm in the Richmond 

district.40 John Petchey conducted the Waterloo Hotel on the corner of Davey and Murray 

Streets in Hobart Town, and had shipyards, a carting business and an inn at Kangaroo Point, 

three bay-whaling stations at Recherche Bay, about 68 miles (110 km) to the south, and a farm 

at Hollow Tree (now Acton) in the Richmond district.41 These are just a few of many who had 

multiple interests, required workers of various descriptions and utilised convict labour in more 

than one location.  This presents a considerable challenge when investigating how well 

convicts’ assignments suited their skillsets on a large scale.    

Nevertheless, Arthur’s clearly established practice of trying to ensure that convicts had the 

opportunity to work at their trades means that it is often possible to deduce from their professed 

occupations and skills which of their masters’ enterprises they probably served in. Seven of 

eight newly arrived male convicts assigned to Gunn between 1830 and 1835 were ploughmen, 

while the eighth was a shoemaker whose services Gunn was equally unlikely to need in Hobart 

Town since the town had an abundance of shoemakers.42  All but two of the ploughmen had 

additional rural skills: one could milk, another could thatch and stack, another could sow seeds 

and draw lambs; one was also a butcher (useful on a farm, although not strictly a rural 

occupation), another doubled as a kitchen gardener, and another had experience as a 

shepherd.43 Thus, each of the eight were ideally suited to Gunn’s rural enterprise and are 

unlikely to have stayed with him in Hobart Town.  

                                                 
38 Georgiana, 1833, Appropriation lists, CSO1/1/639 file 14382 and CON27/1/6, TAHO. 
39 Register of Convicts in the Employ of Settlers [in the district of New Norfolk], POL514/1/1, TAHO. 
40 Annual Return of Servants for 1833 for Richmond District, POL584/2/3, TAHO. 
41 W. E. Goodhand, ‘Petchy, John, (?−1850)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, 

Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/petchy-john-2547/text3467, published first in 

hardcopy 1967, Accessed online 5 May 2017; ‘Cows, Horse, and Bullocks’, Tasmanian, 14 February 1834, p. 2. 
42  Southworth, 1830, Sir Charles Forbes, 1830, and Prince Regent, 1830, Appropriation lists, CON27/1/4; 

Proteus, 1831, and Eliza, 1831, Appropriation lists, CON27/1/5; Aurora, 1835, Appropriation list, CON27/1/2; 

Emperor Alexander, 1833, Appropriation list, CON27/1/6; Norfolk, 1835, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/820 file 

17486, TAHO. 
43 Ibid. 
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Likewise, as four newly arrived convicts assigned to Petchey were seamen, they probably 

worked either at one or more of his bay-whaling stations or at his shipyards.44 Two others 

were ploughmen who could reap and mow, one could also milk, and another was a farm 

labourer who could milk.45 These three were obviously suited to his farm. Another two were 

carters and probably worked in the carting business at Kangaroo Point.46 Another was a pot 

boy who may have worked in his master’s tavern serving pots of beer and ale just as he had 

done at home in London.47 The recorded pre-transportation occupations of each of these ten 

convicts matched Petchey’s diverse needs perfectly. 

It is impossible to consider skill matching across the whole cohort of male convicts who arrived 

in the 1830-35 period because nearly 24 per cent were described generically as labourers and 

more than 25 per cent professed more than one, often unrelated, occupation.48 For example, 

some bakers said they were also dyers, house servants, butchers, seamen, kitchen gardeners or 

shoemakers. Similarly, nearly 45 per cent of female convicts reported having more than one 

occupation.49 Ann Pike, for example, was both a dressmaker and schoolmistress.50 In addition, 

neither the registers nor lists of applications kept by the principal superintendent survive, which 

means it is seldom possible to determine what description of servant a settler requested.  

The efficiency of assignment is best demonstrated by focusing on specific groups of 

employers. Newspaper proprietors and printers were one group who had specific requirements 

and received convict personnel of exactly the right description. In fact, every convict 

compositor and letterpress printer who arrived in Van Diemen’s Land between January 1830 

and December 1835 was assigned on arrival to a newspaper proprietor or printer. Table 3.2 

lists the convicts clearly meant for the recipients’ printing offices, together with their trades 

and years of arrival. 

                                                 
44 William Smith, Manlius, 1830, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/444, file 9891, TAHO; Charles Higgins, Lotus, 1833, 

Appropriation list; John Evans, Lord Lyndoch, 1831, Appropriation list; James Taylor, Argyle, 1831, 

Appropriation list, CON27/1/5, TAHO. 
45 Thomas Smith, William Metcalfe, 1834, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/746 file 16103, TAHO; William Budd, 

Lady Kennaway, 1835, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/785 file 16764, TAHO; John Mitchell, Augusta Jessie, 1831, 

Appropriation list, CON27/1/5, TAHO. 
46 Benjamin Webb, Mary, 1830, Appropriation list, CON27/1/4, TAHO; John Almeroth, Enchantress, 1833, 

Appropriation list, CON27/1/6, TAHO. 
47 Joseph Jones, Manlius, 1830, Appropriation list. 
48  Calculated from Rebecca Read, Male Convicts to VDL 1830–1835: Transcriptions of Appropriation and 

Description lists, Excel 365 spreadsheet, in author’s possession. 
49 Calculated from Rebecca Read, Female Convicts to VDL 1830–1835: Transcriptions of Appropriation and 

Description lists, Excel 365 spreadsheet, in author’s possession. 
50 Eliza, 1830, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/447 file 9937, TAHO. 
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Table 3.2 Newspaper proprietors and convicts assigned to them on arrival, 1830–35 

Henry Dowling, Launceston 

Thomas Williams (York, 1832) Letterpress printer 3 years 

James Burton (Stakesby, 1833) Press man 

Thomas Hayter (Waterloo, 1835) Printer and compositor 

Joseph Reeves (Stakesby, 1833) Bookbinder 3 years 

Henry Gover (Lotus, 1833) Printer press man 15 months 

John Howell (Lord Lyndoch, 1831) Letterpress printer 

James Gibson (Larkins, 1831) Compositor and press man 2 ½ years 

John Atkins (John, 1833) Compositor 

John Mizon (Elizabeth, 1832) Printer and compositor 

Thomas Shuffrey (Aurora, 1835) Letterpress man 

Henry Melville, Hobart Town 

William Williams (York, 1832) Compositor 

Charles Wilson (Royal George, 1830) Compositor and press man 

Henry Williams (Persian, 1830) Letterpress man 

Richard Westall (Lord Wm. Bentinck, 1832) Bookbinder and clerk 

John Johnson (Kath. Stewart Forbes, 1832) Compositor 3 years  

Daniel Grant (Gilmore, 1832) Letterpress man 

Philip Farrington (Georgiana, 1833) Compositor 3 years 

John Day (Argyle, 1831) Letterpress man 

James Ross, Hobart Town 

William Chappell (William Metcalfe, 1834) Compositor and pressman complete 

John Hawe (Southworth, 1830) Compositor and printer 

Michael Quinlan (Royal George, 1830) Copperplate pressman 

Thomas Hepburn (Persian, 1830) Bookbinder 

James Doyle (Manlius, 1830) Music printer and pressman 

John Poulett (Enchantress, 1833) Compositor and printer 

Richard Philp (Atlas, 1833) Printer’s pressman 

Andrew Bent, Hobart Town 

Ernest Elsnor (John, 1831) Bookbinder (complete) 

Nathaniel Olding, Hobart Town 

Michael McCabe (Isabella, 1833) Compositor 

Nelson Proctor (Augusta Jessie, 1835) Printer, compositor, ploughman, butcher 

John Jones (Atlas, 1833, no. 686) Seaman and compositor 

Robert Lathrop Murray, Hobart Town 

Richard Brown (Circassian, 1833) Compositor and press man 

Sources: Appropriation lists, CSO1 and CON27, TAHO. 
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In addition to receiving convicts assigned on arrival, masters and mistresses could receive 

male convicts from road parties, public works, the Prisoners’ Barracks or by transfer from 

other masters and mistresses. As noted in Chapter 1, lists of male convict assignments 

published in the Hobart Town Gazette from September 1832 until September 1833 named the 

masters or mistresses to whom the convicts were assigned but identified the convicts only by 

their occupations. These lists show that printer Andrew Bent was the recipient of an unnamed 

letterpress printer in October 1832 and an unnamed bookbinder in June 1833. 51  Henry 

Dowling received an unnamed printer from public works in Launceston in March 1833.52  

Transfer lists published in the Hobart Town Gazette from September 1832 named the convicts 

and both their old and new masters. Convict printer Henry Williams first worked for Henry 

Melville in Hobart Town in 1830, transferred to Geoffrey Eager, publisher of the Independent 

in Launceston, and from thence to George Lushington Goodwin, proprietor of the Cornwall 

Chronicle in the same town in 1835.53 Arthur’s policy naturally applied not only to initial 

assignment, but also to subsequent reassignment and transfer, as Richard Tuffin also found 

when he investigated the appropriation and subsequent transfer of convict miners.54  

There was some disquiet regarding the assignment of convict compositors to newspaper 

proprietors. Chief Police Magistrate Matthew Forster first raised concerns in March 1835 

about what he believed was ‘the great injury done to prison discipline’ by permitting convict 

printers, press men and compositors to be assigned to people who were ‘in the habit of 

disseminating the vilest sedition and abuse of the Government’.55 The executive council 

discussed the matter and decided to maintain the status quo. A little over a year later, stung by 

continued attacks on himself and the government generally, Forster again recommended that 

compositors not be assigned to printing offices because they were not only setting up in type, 

but possibly also composing articles that criticised the convict system and inculcated 

discontent in convicts generally.56 This, he said, was in direct disobedience to the spirit of a 

government notice of July 1828 that prohibited convicts writing in public newspapers. In 

support of his recommendation, he enclosed a copy of the Australian, which reported a rumour 

that the Assignment Board in New South Wales had decided to stop assigning compositors in 

                                                 
51 Hobart Town Gazette, 12 October 1832, p. 538 and 8 June 1833, p. 272. 
52 Hobart Town Gazette, 29 March 1833, p. 151. 
53 Henry Williams, Persian, 1830, Appropriation list, CON27/1/4, TAHO; Hobart Town Gazette, 7 May 1835, p. 

377. 
54 Richard Tuffin, ‘Convicts of the “Proper Description”: The Appropriation and Management of Skilled Convict 

Labour’, Labour History, No. 114 (May 2018), p. 82. 
55 Forster to Montagu, 12 March 1835, Papers of Sir George Arthur, Vol. 29, 1827–47, ML. 
56 Forster to Montagu, 12 April 1836, CSO1/1/789 file 16865, TAHO. 
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Sydney. Adam Turnbull, clerk of the executive council, found that the intention had been 

abandoned, and there the matter rested.57    

One documented episode shows how dependent printers could be on the convicts assigned to 

them. John Mizon had been in Henry Dowling’s service in Launceston for more than four 

years and was only eighteen months from completing his seven-year sentence when he was 

sentenced to an additional three years’ servitude for receiving two gold seals stolen by another 

man.58 Arthur decided that Mizon should serve twelve months’ probation in a road party, at 

the end of which he was to join the assignable gang if his conduct was considered acceptable.59 

When Dowling discovered that Mizon would not be returning to his service, he complained 

of the ‘serious inconvenience’ it would cause.60 He maintained that he had a well-run business 

in which he employed a brother and a cousin as apprentices, a free foreman, two free 

journeymen and only one assigned servant other than Mizon who had no more experience in 

the printing trade than an apprentice of six months’ standing.61 Mizon, he claimed, was ‘the 

only man worthy of the name of a printer’ whom the government had ever assigned to him 

and without him he was compelled to operate the press himself and would be unable to ‘fulfil 

current engagements’ because it was ‘impossible’ at that time to find free journeymen ‘at any 

rate of wages’.62 He begged Arthur to reinstate Mizon to his service, arguing that an extension 

of three years to a sentence almost served was ‘a punishment of no little weight’, and that 

Mizon’s conduct had been ‘decidedly good’ since his return from eight months’ probation in 

a road party the previous December.63 Arthur consulted with the chief police magistrate who 

recommended no remission, but Mizon’s conduct record shows that he was soon back in 

Dowling’s service.64 Arthur was clearly willing to comply with the well-reasoned requests of 

business owners, even when it involved overturning one of his own decisions. 

Of course, if there was anyone in the community who could cause embarrassment or 

discomfort to the government, it was the editors, printers and publishers of newspapers. It was 

therefore in the government’s interests to satisfy their requests for assigned servants.  There 

                                                 
57 Turnbull to Montagu, 1 November 1836, CSO1/1/789 file 16865, TAHO. 
58 Dowling to Arthur, 30 July 1836, CSO1/1/873 file 18466, TAHO; John Mizon, Elizabeth, 1832, Conduct record, 

CON31/1/30, TAHO. 
59 John Mizon, Conduct record, ibid. 
60 Dowling to Arthur, 30 July 1836. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Forster to Montagu, 4 August 1836, CSO1/1/873 file 18466, TAHO. 
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was not the same motivation to please saddlers. Nevertheless, saddlers are another group of 

urban employers who had specific requirements and received convict staff of the right 

description. One recipient was Leonard Briggs, the proprietor of a saddlery shop on Collins 

Street, Hobart Town.65 The two male convicts assigned to him in 1831 and 1832 were both 

saddlers and harness makers.66 David Graham, who ran a saddlery and harness warehouse on 

Elizabeth Street, Hobart Town, received one saddler and harness maker, a whip maker and a 

shoemaker’s boy.67 John Mezger had a saddlery shop on Argyle Street, Hobart Town, when 

he had a seventeen-year-old saddler’s boy and a brush maker assigned to him.68 Horse brushes, 

spoke brushes, water brushes and dandy brushes were all in the inventory of saddlery firms, 

including that of Christopher Sharpe and Henry Brown on Collins Street, Hobart Town, which 

had a convict harness maker assigned in 1833.69 These assignments were more than fortuitous 

coincidences.  

Founders also received convicts of the right description. William Harris began advertising his 

brass and iron foundry opposite the government mill on Macquarie Street, Hobart Town, in 

1825, offering cast iron work for ploughs, cog-wheels for mills, boxes for carts, brass work 

for portable desks, carriages and harness, brass hinges and bells, brass and iron mortars and 

pestles, weights, copper nails and rivets and copper work for ships.70 When he was unable to 

satisfy several outstanding orders, he asked for a particular whitesmith who was working as a 

labourer in the stonemasons’ gang, and his request was granted.71 Between 1830 and 1835, he 

became the first master of eight brass founders, two tinmen and braziers, two iron moulders 

and one whitesmith and cutler. 72  He also received an iron moulder by transfer and a 

                                                 
65 Van Diemen’s Land Annual and Hobart Town Almanack for the Year 1833 (Hobart Town, 1833), p. 50. 
66 Thomas Stubbs, John, 1831, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/499 file 10943, TAHO; Thomas Ibbotson, Elizabeth, 

1832, Appropriation list, CON27/1/5, TAHO. 
67 Van Diemen’s Land Almanack for the Year 1832 (Hobart Town, 1832), p. 257; John MacDonald, Strathfieldsay, 

1831, Appropriation list, CON27/1/5, TAHO; William Walker, Lord William Bentinck, 1832, Appropriation list, 

CSO1/1/610 file 13913, TAHO; John Croston, Gilmore, 1832, Appropriation list. 
68 ‘Fresh Importation of Saddlery’, Tasmanian, 22 January 1830, p. 2; Edward Lindus, Prince Regent, 1830, 

Appropriation list, CON27/1/4, and John Clark, Atlas, 1833, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/662, file 14776, TAHO. 
69 ‘Saddlery Warehouse’, Colonial Times, 28 October 1834, p. 3; Benjamin Thomas, Jupiter, 1833, Appropriation 

list, CON27/1/6, TAHO. 
70 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser, 17 June 1825, p. 4. 
71 Harris to Burnett, 28 September 1829, CSO1/1/424 file 9536, TAHO; James Edward Arberry, York, 1829, 

Conduct record, CON31/1/1, TAHO. 
72 George Franks, York, 1832, Appropriation list; John Whyley, Waterloo, 1835, Appropriation list; George Kent, 

Royal George, 1830, Appropriation list; Charles Kennedy, Mangles, 1835, Appropriation list; Thomas Whitehead, 

Larkins, 1831, Appropriation list; James Smith, Isabella, 1833, Appropriation list; William Gascoign and Richard 

Mavis, Gilmore, 1832, Appropriation list; John Smith, George III, 1835, Appropriation list; William Kitchen, 

England, 1832, Appropriation list; John Davis, Enchantress, 1833, Appropriation list; George Jenkins, Aurora, 

1835, Appropriation list; Edward Jones, Argyle, 1831, Appropriation list. 
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coppersmith on a three-month loan in 1835. 73  Robert Russell started advertising as a 

blacksmith and founder in December 1832 after moving into premises opposite the hospital 

on Liverpool Street, Hobart Town, soon after he arrived from Scotland.74 He offered iron work 

for ships, houses, mills and engines, kitchen ranges with ovens, water boilers, carpenters’ 

cramps, axes and adzes, wool presses and letter presses, gates and railing, oil and coal gas 

apparatus, safes and proof locks and ‘many other articles too tedious to mention’.75 Before the 

end of 1835, he became the first master of a brass caster, two brass founders, a blacksmith’s 

labourer and a locksmith.76 There is no hint of a lottery in these assignments. 

Of course, printing, saddlery and brass founding were very much in the male domain. The 

vast majority of female convicts went to work in rural and urban households as domestic 

servants, but administrators also looked after the needs of business proprietors who required 

female convicts with specific skills. Dressmaker Mrs Harper was the proposed first mistress 

of two female convicts who shared her trade, one of whom was also a laundress; another of 

the females assigned to her from the ship was a shoe binder and needlewoman, while another 

was a house servant who said she could wash and do plain needlework.77 Mrs Easton was a 

laundress who had a house servant and needlewoman assigned to her who could wash and 

iron. 78  Drapery merchant John Muston became the first master of laundry maid and 

needlewoman Eliza Clayton soon after a soiled and improperly packed shipment of drapery 

arrived from his brother-in-law in Birmingham. 79  The skillsets of these female convicts 

aligned well with the needs of their business proprietor masters and mistresses. 

A few business proprietors received both male and female convicts whose reputed skills either 

matched or were adaptable to the needs of their businesses. However, as most of the females 

also had experience in domestic service (or were at least described as if they had experience), 

they probably also worked within the household. As shown in Table 3.2, shoemaker Simon 

                                                 
73 Hobart Town Gazette, 7 May 1835, p 377 and 10 September 1835, p. 735; James Houghton, Circassian, 1833, 
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74 ‘Hobart Town Foundry and Smith Work’, Hobart Town Courier, 14 December 1832, p. 1. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Charles Haywood, York, 1832, Appropriation list; John Jones, Southworth, 1834, Appropriation list; Joshua 
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MM33/1/6, TAHO; Elizabeth Thompson, Mary, 1831, Appropriation list; Mary Herring, Edward, 1834, 

Appropriation list, CON27/1/1, TAHO. 
78 Van Diemen’s Land Anniversary and Hobart Town Almanack, p. 76; Ann Shaw, America, 1831, CSO1/1/520 

file 11322, TAHO. 
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Fraser was the first master of two female convicts, both of whom were shoe binders as well 

as house maids.80 Of nine newly-arrived male convicts assigned to him, six were shoemakers, 

one was a shoemaker’s boy and two were boot closers.81 Baker and confectioner James Wilson 

received a female pastry cook who was evidently also used to plain cooking, and he had seven 

male bakers assigned to him, two of whom were also confectioners.82  

Tailor and draper Theophilus Lightfoot became the first master of a milliner and dressmaker, 

Maria Smith, who was also a nurse maid.83 Maria had exactly the right mix of skills to enable 

her to be of use in both the business and the household as Theophilus and Ann Lightfoot had 

three young children and another on the way when Maria arrived. 84  Elizabeth Piper, a 

housemaid and straw bonnet maker who could wash and iron, transferred to Mr and Mrs 

Lightfoot after she had been in the service of the Jacombe family at Muddy Plains (now 

Lauderdale).85 Lightfoot’s family also received, at different times, two house maids and two 

nurse maids who could do plain needlework.86 Lightfoot was the first proposed master of 

fifteen male convicts between January 1830 and December 1835, thirteen of whom shared his 

occupation; the other two were a sixteen-year-old errand boy and a boy of the same age who 

had no employment experience to report, both of whom arrived on the same ship.87 The boys 
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probably spent at least some of their time making deliveries to their master’s customers in and 

near Hobart Town.  

In some cases, evidence of thoughtful distribution exists when it is not immediately obvious. 

William Shoobridge was growing hops on four acres of a twenty-acre parcel of land about a 

mile from Hobart Town in 1830 when he became the first master of the one female convict to 

arrive in the 1830–35 period who described herself only as a stocking weaver.88 As she was 

evidently not used to domestic service, she was perhaps ill-prepared for work within the 

household, but as hop bines grow vertically on a tall trellis and need to be wrapped around the 

trellis to train them, it is not difficult to imagine her adapting her weaving skills to the outdoor 

job. In the absence of a settler who could employ her in her accustomed role, a hop grower 

was a suitable alternative. 

As well as four acres under hops, Shoobridge had two acres of garden, a nursery of several 

thousand fruit trees in training, an orchard of almost three hundred apple trees, ten milking 

cows, one bull and one horse in May 1830.89 Over the following five years, he became the 

first master of three farm labourers and a male house servant; one of the farm labourers was 

also a groom who could milk, another could ‘plough a little’, and the other could reap and 

work in a kitchen garden and hop grounds.90 Their skills were an excellent fit for his enterprise.  

Shoobridge was remarkably well-informed about the status of convicts who had the skills he 

required. A few months after his female servant arrived, he applied for three male convicts by 

name whom he described as ‘farmering Men and Partly acquainted with the Cultivation of 

Hops’.91 Principal Superintendent R. H. Woods thought that the first man on Shoobridge’s list 

was serving in a road party, but Shoobridge was aware that the man had completed his spell 

in the road party and was already in the Prisoners’ Barracks awaiting assignment; he also 

knew that the other two were close to completing two-year sentences in chain gangs.92 (The 

Supreme Court had found them guilty of theft and extended their sentences by seven years, 
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the first two of which they had to spend in chains.)93 Shoobridge complained that he had been 

‘a very great Loser for want of Men’ who understood hops and by not having enough hands 

‘at the Proper season’.94 Woods presented his case to Arthur, but Arthur was not then prepared 

to put a settler’s needs before prison discipline. He approved the assignment to Shoobridge of 

the first man and another of the principal superintendent’s choosing, but the two in chain gangs 

he considered ‘proper subjects for the new Sawing Establish[men]t at Port Arthur’.95 Neither 

were sawyers; both were farm labourers and ploughmen. 96  While Arthur was evidently 

prepared to agree to a settler’s request for particular convicts under certain circumstances, 

deterrence and punishment were paramount.  

Another settler who asked for a suitably qualified convict by name was James Sherwin, a 

potter who established the New Town Pottery at Kangaroo Valley (now Lenah Valley) just 

outside the Hobart Town boundary in 1830.97 In January 1831, he applied to Spode for a 

convict potter called Thomas Lea, and Spode told him that Lea was employed in the 

Government Garden and that the superintendent, William Davidson, refused to give him up.98 

Undeterred, Sherwin then appealed to the colonial secretary, stating that Lea ‘would be of the 

greatest value’ to him because he had been ‘regularly brought up to the Pottery business, and 

especially to that particular part of it which would be of the greatest service’, namely ‘the 

Glazing and Firing department’.99 The Government Garden came under the jurisdiction of the 

chief engineer, John Lee Archer. Burnett asked Archer to find out if the superintendent of the 

garden could spare the convict potter, and Archer replied that he knew Thomas Lea 

‘particularly well’ and that Sherwin was ‘mistaken as to his abilities in Glazing and firing 

Pottery’.100 He added that Lea ‘never could succeed in the Govt. Works at this employment’ 

but that he was a very good gardener and that Davidson could not then spare him without 

inconvenience because the garden was short of the ‘regulated number’.101 The only surviving 
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convict record that provides evidence of Lea’s skills describes him only as a potter and not as 

a gardener.102 No appropriation list seems to have survived for the ship on which he arrived. 

Perhaps a once extant appropriation list identified him as both a gardener and a potter. 

Burnett evidently succeeded in inducing Davidson to relinquish Lea, as the latter was in 

Sherwin’s service when he received a sentence of two-months’ hard labour for claiming to be 

free when found in a pub after hours less than ten weeks after Sherwin applied for him.103 Ten 

days in, Sherwin appealed to the colonial secretary for the mitigation of the convict’s sentence 

because his absence was ‘very injurious’ to his business.104 Lea must have proved himself 

capable, but Arthur instructed Burnett to tell Sherwin that the discipline of convicts was ‘of 

the very first importance’ to the government and that he therefore could not approve of the 

remission of the sentence.105  Only a week later, a convict described as a plate maker in a 

pottery arrived on another vessel and Arthur approved of his assignment to Sherwin.106 Over 

the following twelve months, Sherwin also became the first master of a china turner and two 

potters, one of whom was skilled at firing.107 Arthur lived up to the assurance he gave to 

Sherwin in 1830 that he would ‘be happy to afford Him the same facilities as are extended to 

all other settlers, especially the assistance of assigned servants’.108 Only convicts with relevant 

skills would have provided the requisite assistance. 

The government sector had little call for workers with most of the occupations mentioned thus 

far, but it did require a portion of the available workers who had experience in the metal trades, 

including blacksmiths and allied workers. Of 9,769 male convicts with one or more trades or 

occupations recorded on surviving 1830–35 appropriation lists, only 150 reported having 

worked either as or with blacksmiths or shoeing smiths. 109 Administrators had to manage 

carefully the distribution of this valuable category of workers, a task complicated by the 

existence of numerous subcategories and more than the usual incidence of multi-skilled 

workers. Of all the male convicts who had any trade or occupation recorded on an appropriation 
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list, 2,530 (25.9 per cent) had more than one recorded; of 150 who had experience in the 

blacksmithing trade, 60 (40 per cent) had at least one additional occupation recorded.110  

Those with one occupation recorded described themselves as either smith, rough smith, 

blacksmith, shoeing smith, blacksmith’s labourer, blacksmith’s boy, blacksmith’s hammer man, 

filer for a blacksmith, blacksmith’s assistant, jobbing blacksmith, shoeing smith or country 

blacksmith.  Of the sixty who had a second occupation recorded, those with two closely-related 

occupations called themselves blacksmith and shoer, blacksmith and chain cable maker, coach 

smith and jobbing blacksmith, shoeing smith and farrier, blacksmith and nailer, blacksmith and 

farrier, jobbing smith and edge tool maker, blacksmith and locksmith or black and whitesmith. 

Those with two unrelated or loosely-related occupations described themselves as smith and 

bell hanger, blacksmith and brick maker’s labourer, blacksmith and pitman (coal miner), rough 

smith and farm labourer, blacksmith and groom or racing groom, blacksmith and kitchen 

gardener, blacksmith and ploughman or blacksmith’s labourer and carter. The more versatile 

the convict, the more options there were for his placement.   

Administrators allocated forty (about 27 per cent) of the convicts with blacksmithing or 

blacksmith-related skills to public works (most to the Engineer’s Department or King’s Yard, 

one to the water party, another to the commissariat and another to the carters’ barracks); they 

also sent one to work at Port Arthur and another to complete his trade at the same place, one to 

Government House and six to the loan gang. 111  Another eight were initially unassigned, 

possibly because they did not answer the requirements of any applications outstanding on the 

books when they arrived; two others were held in reserve and another was not immediately 

assignable because he was sick.112 Another went straight to the penal settlement at Macquarie 

Harbour because he was a recaptured escapee, and another went to a chain gang because it was 

his second term of transportation.113 The private sector received a generous eighty-eight (about 

59 per cent) of the total number who arrived.114 

Table 3.3 lists the occupational descriptions of the private sector recipients as far as it has 

been possible to determine, and the number of convict blacksmiths or convicts with 

blacksmith-related skills assigned on arrival to those in each category. It shows that convicts 
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who had experience working as or with blacksmiths found themselves disproportionately 

assigned to rural locations and particularly to farmers on arrival. It is important to remember, 

however, that many convicts were multi-skilled. The convict blacksmith assigned to the 

chaplain, for example, was both a blacksmith of two years’ experience and a groom.115 While 

it was unusual for a blacksmith to find himself working for a chaplain, a few colonial chaplains 

had convict grooms. It is therefore very likely that the convict’s assignment was the result of 

the chaplain’s request for a groom, rather than for a blacksmith. It is seldom possible to 

determine what description of servant a settler requested because only a few letters of 

application sent to the colonial secretary survive, and not the letters, registers or lists of 

applications kept by the principal superintendent of convicts. 

Table 3.3 Occupations of recipients of convicts assigned on arrival in 1830–35 who claimed 

to have experience working as or with blacksmiths  

Occupations of masters No. assigned 

Blacksmith*  8 

Chaplain (Sorell – a rural township) 1 

Coach proprietor and innkeeper (Oatlands – a rural township) 1 

Farmer** 59 

Foundry owner (Hobart Town) 1 

Innkeeper (all rural) 4 

Miller (Hobart Town) 1 

Orphan School superintendent 1 

Tavern licensee (Hobart Town) 1 

Union Club (Hobart Town) 1 

Van Diemen’s Land Company (rural) 5 

Unknown 5 

TOTAL 88 

Notes:  

* ‘Blacksmith’ includes one who was also a gunsmith and tinsmith, another who was also a 

wheelwright, and another who was also a farrier. Three of the blacksmiths lived in country 

districts; one lived in Launceston and the other four in Hobart Town.  

** ‘Farmer’ includes six masters who would have employed overseers on their farms because 

they lived in Hobart Town or Launceston. One was the colonial treasurer, four were merchants, 

one was a merchant and auctioneer, and one was a port officer. One farmer who lived on his 

land was also a brewer, while another was also a surgeon. 
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While some convicts who had worked as or with blacksmiths probably found themselves in 

similar positions to Richard Bonner, the shoemaker introduced in the opening vignette whose 

master employed him at his trade for only two of fifteen months, most farmers who had 

blacksmiths’ shops on their properties are likely to have employed their assigned servants 

primarily at their trades.  

Each of the convicts assigned to masters who were blacksmiths probably also spent most, if 

not all, their working hours engaged in familiar tasks because their occupational backgrounds 

related directly to the businesses of their masters. Thomas Nettlefold conducted a smithery on 

New Town Road, Hobart Town, and received as assigned servants both a blacksmith and a 

blacksmith’s labourer.116 Gunsmith, tinman and blacksmith William Smithson received a 

smith and bell hanger, a tinker and a whitesmith for his shop on Elizabeth Street, Hobart 

Town.117 Blacksmith Thomas Kerr received a convict blacksmith for his business on Argyle 

Street, Hobart Town.118 Job and John Trott, blacksmiths and wheelwrights at Hamilton in the 

New Norfolk district, and George Powell, a blacksmith who worked about nine miles from 

Launceston, each received a blacksmith’s labourer.119 The Trotts also received the loan of a 

blacksmith for two years in May 1833, and when they returned him within two months, they 

received another.120 George Moggridge (or Muggeridge) was a blacksmith and farrier in the 

Campbell Town district and he had a convict blacksmith assigned to him.121 In other words, 

free blacksmiths who competed with farmers and government for the same skilled labour 

received convict personnel of the right description. 
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Most convict carpenters, joiners, cabinetmakers, chair makers, wood turners, carvers and 

upholsterers found themselves appropriated to public works or the loan gang.  Of 275 convicts 

identified on appropriation lists with one or more of these occupations in the years 1830–35, 

183 (about 66.5 per cent) were appropriated to public works and 47 (about 17.1 per cent) 

joined the loan gang. No destination was recorded on appropriation lists for another six, 

perhaps because of a lack of outstanding applications for tradesmen of their description, four 

others were not immediately assignable because they were sick, and another because he was 

crippled. One was sent to Macquarie Harbour for three years, and three were sent to Port 

Arthur, one for twelve months as punishment for ‘refusing to state explicitly what he could 

do’.122 Had convicts routinely refused to give details of what they could do, it would have 

frustrated Arthur’s policy of placing them where they could work at their trades.  

Private sector masters received just thirty carpenters, joiners, cabinetmakers, upholsterers and 

related tradesmen whose first assignments appear on surviving 1830–35 appropriation lists. 

At least ten of these convicts went to masters of the same or similar trades. Both convicts 

assigned to chair and cabinetmaker Alexander Brunton were wood turners.123 Brunton also 

had the loan of an upholsterer for three months in 1834.124 Both Joseph Woolley and John 

Stoneham were cabinetmakers, upholsterers and undertakers, and each received an upholsterer 

straight from the ship.125 Woolley also had the loan of an apprentice cabinetmaker for two 

months in 1833.126 A seventeen-year-old convict with three years’ training as a cabinetmaker 

was assigned to Sadgrove and Gordon, joiners, cabinetmakers, chair makers and undertakers 

a few months after they advertised for an apprentice and shortly before they dissolved their 

partnership.127 Soon after becoming the sole proprietor in 1831, Henry Sadgrove received an 

ivory worker and cabinetmaker straight from the Larkins. 128  (Incidentally, this convict 

transferred to Henry Melville’s printing office within three months, and eighteen months later 

Melville described him as ‘extremely useful in my establishment’, which shows that it was 
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not necessary for a convict’s skills to align perfectly with those of his master.) 129 

Cabinetmaker and undertaker Robert Household had an eighteen-year-old joiner’s apprentice 

assigned to him.130 Another cabinetmaker, upholsterer and undertaker, James Burns, received 

a carver and gilder, and builder and cabinetmaker George Hutton received a trunk maker.131 

While the distribution of these convict tradesmen between the government and private sectors 

was not as equitable as was the distribution of blacksmiths and related workers, it was just as 

rational in terms of providing convicts with the opportunity to work at their trades. 

One assignment to Hutton, the builder and cabinetmaker, appears at first to have been a 

mismatch. A convict called James Davis who transferred to him in 1835 was a seaman, 

according to the description list.132 (No appropriation list seems to have survived for the ship 

on which he arrived.) The government permitted masters who wished to relinquish a convict 

to find a willing recipient, and the transfer could proceed if it first received official sanction.133  

Hutton must therefore have agreed to take James Davis from his previous master and would 

have done so with a knowledge of what he could do. It is therefore likely that he was not only 

a seaman but had another trade that was applicable to Hutton’s business. Besides, Davis had 

initially laboured in public works, and Arthur had a very clear rule about employment in public 

works which stipulated that ‘in appointing Convicts to their several tasks of labour, due regard 

shall be had to the habits and calling of the individual’.134 Whatever Davis did while employed 

in public works must therefore have been something for which he was qualified, and his 

conduct record shows that he had access to ‘an instrument to make wooden screws with’, 

which strongly suggests he was involved in woodworking.135  It was a logical transfer after 

all, which shows that it can be misleading to judge the rationality of assignments on only the 

occupations recorded on surviving convict records. 

In fact, not all convicts had the skills or experience they either professed or had attributed to 

them. Farmer Peter Lette, who lived about ten miles from Launceston, waited eight months 
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for a blacksmith to be assigned to him only to find when the man arrived that he ‘knew nothing 

of the trade beyond using the sledge hammer’.136  Farmer and magistrate James Gordon also 

reported that a convict sent to him as a blacksmith knew little of the trade.137 Another farmer, 

Joseph Archer, found that one convict assigned to him as a labourer was actually a groom.138 

William Speed, who advertised as a tortoiseshell and horn comb maker, found that a convict 

assigned to him as a comb maker was ‘entirely ignorant of the trade’, which  must have been 

particularly disappointing, as the purported comb maker was one of only three to arrive in the 

1830–35 period.139 Convict Richard Thompson claimed it was ‘quite accidental’ that he called 

himself an attorney’s clerk on arrival, when he had actually worked in the Stamp Office in 

Dublin.140  The Tasmanian reported that a watchmaker was assigned as a baker, a tailor as a 

harness maker, and a cutler as a law stationer, all because the men misrepresented 

themselves.141 Another convict was assigned to a farmer as a ploughman, but the farmer soon 

discovered that the convict had always been a ribbon weaver.142 When asked why he was 

assigned as a ploughman, the convict replied, ‘they called me that, and you know I must not 

contradict them’.143 Of course, he may have been shifting the blame, but his statement and the 

other examples certainly explain why mismatches between masters and servants might have 

occurred notwithstanding the government’s intentions. 

The Hobart Town Courier claimed in 1830 that it was common for convicts to call themselves 

‘farming men’ when they were not.144 Historian Bruce Brown found some evidence to support 

that claim. He discovered several discrepancies between the descriptions of transported 

Gloucestershire rioters recorded in England and those recorded in Van Diemen’s Land and 

speculated that the discrepancies resulted from either the convicts hoping to secure a ‘better 

assignment’ in the colony or colonial officials describing convicts in terms of what was 

relevant to the colony.145 Principal Superintendent Spode was adamant, however, that ‘what 
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the men stated themselves to be on arrival’ was what appeared on the records of both his office 

and the muster master’s office.146  

Yet convict records sometimes contain different occupational data for the same individual and 

such inconsistency could well have contributed to mismatches. There are many examples 

among the convicts who arrived on the Layton in December 1835. According to the 

appropriation lists for that ship, James Chandler was a gentleman’s servant and cloth dresser, 

but the corresponding description list identifies him as a labourer and cloth dresser.147 The same 

appropriation lists describe John Hinds as a labourer and house servant, but according to the 

description list, he was only a labourer.148 The same appropriation lists describe Richard Red 

as a groom, but the description list identifies him as a labourer.149 Thomas Saies and Aaron 

Webster were both ploughmen and butchers according to the same appropriation lists, but only 

ploughmen according to the description list.150 The same appropriation lists identify Joseph 

Yardley as a dairyman, brewer and groom, but according to the description list, he was only a 

dairyman. Altogether, there are discrepancies for 38 of the 267 convicts named on the 

appropriation and description lists for the Layton. This is a significant degree of divergence. If 

the descriptions by which the Layton convicts were assigned were incorrect, their masters 

would have been disappointed at the very least and probably also critical of the labour 

distribution system. 

Something as simple as a spelling error could contribute to a mismatch, as Henry Melville 

discovered when a compositor who was assigned to him turned out to be a composter (clay 

kneader) from Staffordshire. 151  An alphabetical register, a description list and two 

appropriation lists survive in this instance, all of which describe the convict as a compositor.152 

Clerks could inadvertently perpetuate an error as they copied from one record to another.  

A tendency to either understate or overstate qualifications undoubtedly also contributed to 

mismatches. Michael Fitzgerald, a young tailor who arrived free in March 1831 and 
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established his business in Hobart Town, wrote to Colonial Secretary John Burnett sixteen 

months later stating that in spite of his ‘incessant industry’ he had often had to disappoint his 

customers because he had been unable to obtain any convict tailors.153 He said that he was 

aware that there were several tailors employed as government messengers and hoped that he 

could have one or two while he waited for more to arrive on another prison ship. He added 

that he thought that it was then the practice in England, and particularly in Newgate, for 

tradesmen and mechanics sentenced to transportation to ‘put themselves on the books as 

common labourers, or no trade at all, whereby they receive advantage after their arrival 

here’.154  He did not specify what that advantage might have been, but he was certainly 

implying that some convicts might have deceived the authorities in respect of their skills.   

The rest of this episode illustrates how strongly the lieutenant-governor and colonial secretary 

felt about the efficient use of skilled labour. Burnett asked Spode if he knew of any tailors 

employed as messengers, and Spode replied, ‘I am not aware that any tailors are so employed, 

but if so, it would be objected to by the Office of such Dept. having his messenger removed’.155 

Burnett responded unambiguously, ‘The employment of Tailors as messengers appears to me 

a misapplication and waste of mechanical labour & I think they should be withdrawn from the 

Offices where they are’.156 Arthur was just as unhappy with Spode’s response and asked for 

clarification. 157  Spode replied that the only tailor he knew of who was employed as a 

messenger was Edward Sydenham per Eliza who worked at the Commissary of Accounts 

Office ‘in consequence of his being a cripple of an arm’.158  

Meanwhile, Burnett wrote to Fitzgerald asking him to provide the names of the tailors he 

believed were messengers and where they were employed.159 Fitzgerald replied that one called 

Wright had visited and asked for some jobs he could do ‘at his own place’ in the evenings and 

told him that he was a tailor by trade, that he was employed as a messenger at Government 

House, and that he knew of others who were tailors ‘employed in the public Service’.160 

Indeed, a tailor called William Wright was assigned to Government House in December 1830 

and he is listed as a post messenger in the 1832 and 1833 annual nominal returns.161 His 

                                                 
153 Michael Fitzgerald to John Burnett, 12 July 1832, CSO1/1/605 file 13789, TAHO. 
154 Ibid. 
155 Spode’s note on Michael Fitzgerald to John Burnett, 12 July 1832, ibid. 
156 Burnett’s note on Michael Fitzgerald to John Burnett, 12 July 1832, ibid. 
157 Arthur’s note on Michael Fitzgerald to John Burnett, 12 July 1832, ibid. 
158 Spode to Burnett, 4 August 1832, CSO1/1/605 file 13789, TAHO. 
159 Fitzgerald to Burnett, 7 August 1832, CSO1/1/605 file 13789.  
160 Ibid. 
161 Clyde, 1830, Appropriation list, CON27/1/4, TAHO; HO10/48 and 49. 



 

120 

 

conduct record and a newspaper report indicate that he appeared before a magistrate for 

neglect of duty in September 1832 while in the service of Doctor Adam Turnbull.162 Fitzgerald 

appears to have had his facts right in July 1832, an embarrassed Arthur probably then ordered 

Wright’s transfer from Government House forthwith, and the subsequent two nominal returns 

incorrectly identify the nature of Wright’s employment because they were compiled from 

records that were not up to date. Just four days after Fitzgerald wrote his letter to the colonial 

secretary, the Katherine Stewart Forbes arrived with five convicts who were tailors; two were 

assigned to Fitzgerald, who was labelled a ‘new settler’ because he had not previously 

received assigned servants.163 Over the following three years, Fitzgerald became the first 

master of three more convict tailors, one of whom was also a clerk.164   

If some convicts deliberately understated their skills, the opposite was probably also true. In 

commentary about some free immigrants complaining about their inability to obtain work in 

the colony at what they considered fair rates, the Colonial Times commented that  

of these men who call themselves tradesmen, there are not two in ten, who, generally 

speaking, understand the business they pretend to be master of – we ourselves have 

had tradesmen offer themselves, who know nothing of their business whatever.165  

If this was true of free immigrants, there is no reason to believe convicts would have behaved 

any differently. Indeed, Joseph Archer reported having one convict assigned to him as a 

shepherd whom he soon discovered had only ever been ‘under a shepherd’ but knew nothing 

about sheep.166  

Similarly, Samuel James Wintle had convicts assigned to him who had little or no knowledge 

of their professed trades. Wintle was a Hobart Town tanner and shoemaker who had ten 

assigned servants in 1831. He named each one in a return he sent with a letter to the colonial 

secretary that year and included a comment against each name.167  Four of his servants he 

described as having been assigned as shoemakers ‘but could not work at the trade’ and had 

learnt or were then learning it in his service, while another who was assigned as a leather 

dresser ‘knew nothing about it’ except what he had learnt under Wintle’s tutelage and was 

                                                 
162 William Wright, Clyde, 1830, Conduct record, CON31/1/46, TAHO; Tasmanian, 21 September 1832, p. 7.  
163 Katherine Stewart Forbes, 1832, Appropriation lists, CSO1/1/662 file 14776 and CON27/1/5, TAHO. 
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17603, TAHO. 
165 Colonial Times, 18 March 1834, p. 4. 
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‘generally employed as a labourer’.168 The extant description and appropriation lists align both 

with each other and with Wintle’s assertions about the men’s professed trades. Either five of 

his ten servants fabricated or exaggerated their credentials, the records that informed the 

appropriation decision were inaccurate, or Wintle was understating the convicts’ proficiency. 

If they fabricated or exaggerated their credentials, then not all convicts were as ‘apprehensive 

of being detected in stating what [was] untrue’ as Arthur believed.169 It is also remarkable that 

Wintle retained them and provided them with training, notwithstanding their dishonesty, 

although this was perhaps a simpler solution than trying his luck with further convict 

assignments.  

Wintle’s five other servants evidently did possess the skills he expected them to have. He 

described three of them as having known the shoemaking trade when assigned to him and he 

reported that another who had arrived with two years’ training had ‘learnt to make a fine shoe’ 

and was then learning the art of tanning.170  The other he described as a tailor’s boy whom he 

employed as a shoe binder sewing the upper parts of shoes to the soles.171 Thus five of his ten 

assigned servants could immediately work in the trades they professed. That the other five 

could not does not diminish the fact that their assignment to Wintle was consistent with Arthur’s 

policy of placing convicts where they could work at their purported trades. It simply 

demonstrates that the information available to authorities did not always empower them to 

make entirely educated decisions. 

Of course, by focussing exclusively on skill matching, there is a risk of obscuring the 

complexity of the decision-making process. Skill matching was only one of several 

considerations involved in the process of deciding the distribution of convicts amongst 

applicants. Character was another. Arthur directed that ‘no [convict] of known bad character 

be suffered on any account whatever to remain in Hobart Town or Launceston or their vicinity’ 

and that no convict should be assigned to any person of ‘known exceptionable character’.172 

In addition, Spode stated that he always selected the most respectable female convicts for the 

most respectable situations and endeavoured to keep the very young women out of town 
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service—a strategy aimed at limiting temptation—although he added that this ‘could not 

always be done’.173  

The ‘General Rules for Assignment of Servants’ also directed the prioritising of applications 

of new settlers and the claims of those who had lost servants because they had received tickets 

of leave or accepted appointments as constables, field police, javelin men or messengers, and 

so on.174 The letter ‘P’ or the word ‘Police’ next to the names of proposed masters and 

mistresses on appropriation lists indicates assignments made in lieu of convicts appointed as 

constables or field police, and the letters ‘PO’ or the words ‘Post Office’ denote assignments 

in lieu of convicts assigned as post office messengers. The letters ‘TL’ denote assignments in 

lieu of convicts who had received tickets of leave, and this alone appears against the names 

of the proposed masters of 1,231 male convicts out of a total 6,963 assigned on arrival to the 

private sector in the 1830–35 period. The actual number of convicts assigned in lieu of those 

who had received tickets of leave was undoubtedly much higher, as ‘TL’ does not appear on 

any surviving appropriation list for thirteen male ships that arrived in 1830 or 1831 or on any 

surviving appropriation list for a female convict ship that arrived in the 1830–35 period. In 

addition, ‘TL’ is absent from the CON27 appropriation list for the Elizabeth, which arrived 

with male convicts in February 1832, but appears forty-one times on the Tas Papers version.175 

The proportion of convicts assigned ‘in lieu’ may have been as high as thirty per cent, but it 

is impossible to make an accurate estimate because labelling was inconsistent. It would 

certainly have been difficult to ensure that each convict replacement was the equivalent of his 

or her predecessor, given that consignments of convicts were not made-to-order. 

In view of all the constraints, it is remarkable that convicts in Van Diemen’s Land generally 

found themselves working in a familiar occupation. The efficiency of skill matching in 

convict assignment in Van Diemen’s Land strongly reflected the influence and oversight of 

the lieutenant-governor. Arthur wrote in 1833 that convicts were distributed ‘not by chance 

or accident, but in obedience to principles rigidly observed’.176 The evidence overwhelmingly 

supports his claim. Far from being a ‘most perfect lottery’, convict labour allocation was a 

remarkably considered and purposeful endeavour, even though it involved constraints, such 

as skill availability and occasional inaccuracies in convict’s reported or recorded skills. 
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Chapter 4 

Geographies of rural punishment 

 

Samuel Stevenson was a convict who arrived in Van Diemen’s Land in February 1832.1 

Although he was a tailor by trade, his first assignment was to a schoolmaster, Edmund Hobson, 

who had just moved his school to William and Hannah Nicholls’ new house at Clarence Plains, 

about seven miles east of Hobart Town.2 About two months after Stevenson’s arrival, Hannah 

accused him of embezzling one promissory note of the value of twenty shillings, the property 

of her husband. 3   Stevenson appeared before Samuel Robinson Dawson, an honorary 

magistrate and farmer who lived in the same neighbourhood, and the magistrate committed 

the convict to Richmond Gaol for trial at the next Quarter Sessions.4  

When the trial was held nearly three months later, Stevenson was acquitted.5 He returned to 

Hobson’s service but soon agreed to a transfer to Francis Desailly, a doctor who farmed 

nearby.6 Stevenson had been in Desailly’s service for about two weeks, ‘chiefly employed in 

the house working in Tailoring’ as well as fetching water and preparing breakfast for nine men, 

when he asked his master for some slops (clothing).7 Desailly responded by telling him that he 

considered his behaviour ‘so bad’ that he had been ‘under the necessity of laying a complaint 

before Mr Dawson’ and he would not give him any slops until the case was heard.8 Dawson 

was unavailable, so Desailly took Stevenson to the police office at Richmond, eighteen miles 

away.9  

While transportation was a dual punishment comprising exile and labour, convicts who failed 

to satisfy expected work outputs or conform to certain standards of behaviour could experience 

additional punishment. This was supposed to discourage criminal activity in Britain by making 

                                                 
1 Samuel Stevenson, Elizabeth, 1832, Conduct record, CON31/1/39, TAHO. 
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6 Record of Richmond police district court proceedings, pp. 80–82. 
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transportation ‘a subject of dread’.10 It was also a necessity because assigned convicts did not 

receive wages (officially) and therefore both private master and state required some sanction 

they could apply to motivate convicts to work.11   

Masters and mistresses, however, had no legal authority to inflict punishment.12 Those who 

beat their assigned servants in fact lost the privilege of having them. Before a convict could be 

formally punished, a master or mistress, fellow-convict, victim, overseer, police officer or 

another person in authority had to lay a complaint before a magistrate and the magistrate had 

to conduct a trial. There is evidence that the fear masters and mistresses had of losing their 

most-valued workers protected those workers to some extent from prosecution.13 Prosecutions 

also fluctuated with the business cycle.14   

In addition, several historians have speculated that masters and mistresses who lived nearest a 

magistrates’ bench were more likely to report the offences of their assigned servants than those 

who had long distances to travel to see them reprimanded or punished.15 As reasonable as this 

seems, it remains unproven. Using the case of the rural Richmond district, this chapter 

examines the history and mechanics of Lieutenant-Governor George Arthur’s magisterial 

system and argues that not only were he and other administrators aware of the obstacles 

distance posed both to the hearing of complaints and to the timely infliction of punishment, but 

that they also took steps to ameliorate them. The maintenance of convict discipline was, after 

all, their primary responsibility.    

As soon as Van Diemen’s Land received its independence from New South Wales at the end 

of 1825, Arthur set about organising an administrative hierarchy and public service, and within 
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fifteen months, all was in place. 16  Arthur was both an efficient and budget-conscious 

administrator, and he endeavoured to improve the magisterial system he inherited from his 

predecessors without unnecessary additional expense. In February 1827, about fourteen months 

after Van Diemen’s land became an independent colony, he discontinued the allowance of 

rations customarily provided to country magistrates as compensation for the expenses they 

incurred ‘in the execution of their official duties’ and appointed five stipendiary police 

magistrates, one to each of five country districts (a number he subsequently increased).17 This 

essentially redirected existing funds. Each stipendiary police magistrate took up his position in 

the main township of the police district to which he was appointed, namely New Norfolk, 

Oatlands, Campbell Town, Norfolk Plains and Richmond.18 Arthur justified the withdrawal of 

allowances by arguing that the necessity that gave rise to the system of compensation had 

passed and that the sum allowed to each honorary magistrate was ‘inconsiderable’ and ‘barely 

worth notice’; indeed, some magistrates declined accepting it and others had expressed their 

desire to relinquish it.19  

While there was some disquiet regarding the change, most commentators applauded it.20 As 

the Colonial Times observed, it was ‘self-evident’ that paid magistrates would be able to devote 

all their time to their ‘important duty’, whereas it was unreasonable to expect the unpaid to do 

so when they had ‘other avocations to employ their attention’.21 John West, a leader of the 

movement to abolish the transportation system, later observed that ‘Gentlemen, themselves 

masters, were liable to the bias of a position full of vexation and disappointment and less 

favourable to a cool and impartial administration of justice’ and so the introduction of police 

magistrates was, in his opinion, ‘a great improvement in the internal discipline of the colony’.22   

In 1834, Chief Police Magistrate Matthew Forster summarised the responsibilities of police 

magistrates in a memorandum he sent to the colonial secretary. He wrote,  

The Police Magistrates are charged with the general supervision of the Convicts in their 

respective Districts, whether in Assigned Service, in Public Works, or under 

punishment in Road Parties, Chain Gangs &c, and moreover to enforce all Government 

orders, and other General Regulations respecting Convict Discipline. They attend daily 

                                                 
16 Forsyth, Governor Arthur’s Convict System, p. 51. 
17 Hobart Town Gazette, 17 February 1827, p. 4. 
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at their respective Police Offices for the purpose of hearing complaints of masters 

against their servants, and of adjudicating both for free and bond, whenever they can 

by Law do so.  

They also take the Depositions in all Cases of offences which occur in their Districts 

and which require to be tried before the Supreme Court or Court of Quarter Sessions. 

They act as Coroners in their respective Districts, and some of them are Commissioners 

of Courts of Requests.23 

Forster described this as a ‘brief summary’ of police magistrates’ duties; ‘to detail all required 

of them is impossible’, he wrote, adding that ‘one of their most important duties is to see that 

the Assigned Prisoner Servants are justly treated by their Masters’.24 

Arthur’s magisterial system did not end the use of honorary magistrates as one historian has 

supposed.25 In fact, the colonial secretary issued a Government Order on 1 March 1827 that 

expressed the lieutenant-governor’s desire to 

assure the gentlemen in the Commission of the Peace of the high sense he entertains of 

the zeal with which they have gratuitously performed their arduous duties, and, 

although His Excellency anticipates the greatest benefit to the colony by this 

augmentation of the Police [that is, the installation of police magistrates], he is induced 

to hope the [honorary] Magistrates will not relax in that active assistance which they 

have on all occasions rendered to the Government.26  

Accordingly, honorary magistrates continued to make judgments for masters and servants and 

to hear charges police and others brought against both bond and free. They did so both singly 

and by sitting as part of a bench. The term ‘bench’ refers to a group of two or more magistrates 

adjudicating together, although it is sometimes used to mean the court in which they sat. While 

taking a convict to a bench was one option, Lloyd Robson pointed out that a master ‘could and 

did send the man to the nearest magistrate’.27 The custom was not unique to Van Diemen’s 

Land. John Hirst noted that magistrates in New South Wales held courts at their private 

residences.28 Forster certainly understood that honorary magistrates conducted most of their 

hearings at home when they were not attending to other responsibilities. He wrote, 
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There are in each District a certain number of Justices of the Peace, but who not being 

paid, cannot be expected to devote much of their time to justice business. Indeed they 

seldom do so, except to oblige a neighbour. This is not to be wondered at in a Country 

like this wherein a Settler has little or no leisure time to devote to other occupations 

than the clearing of his Land and the improvement of his Farm.29  

 

Honorary magistrates obliged their neighbours by holding hearings at home, and they reported 

those hearings to their district police magistrates. Forster continued, ‘Whatever duties are 

performed by the unpaid are reported to the Police Magistrate, who makes a weekly statement 

of all offences and punishments which occur in his District, to the Chief Police Magistrate’.30  

Figure 4.1 Police department structure from 1827 

 

Honorary magistrates sometimes failed to meet their obligation to report proceedings to the 

stipendiary magistrates of their districts. In December 1832, Forster informed the colonial 

secretary that this was making it difficult for him to keep convicts’ conduct records current.31  

This prompted the lieutenant-governor to order the republication of a government notice 

                                                 
29 Chief police magistrate to colonial secretary, (c. December 1833), CSO1/1/252 file 6040, TAHO. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Government Notice 310, Hobart Town Gazette, 28 December 1832, p. 667. 
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originally published in July 1828 specifying that each honorary magistrate was to transmit ‘on 

the first day of every month, to the Police Magistrate of his District, a return of all cases heard 

by him out of the Police Office’.32 Out of the police office meant anywhere other than in the 

police office, including at home.  The practice of honorary magistrates hearing cases at home 

clearly had official sanction. 

Consequently, books of court proceedings maintained in the Richmond police office are a 

mostly chronological record of cases the police magistrate or a bench of magistrates heard at 

Richmond, interspersed with copies of reports received from magistrates who heard cases in 

other parts of the district. For example, the summary of a case heard at the Richmond police 

office on 13 April 1832 immediately precedes summaries of two cases heard in the previous 

fortnight at Sorell; details of three more cases heard at Richmond on 17 April follow before 

summaries of cases heard in the previous fortnight at Clarence Plains and so on.33 This is 

discernible because those who copied the transmitted reports into the record book (usually 

police office clerks) typically recorded the dates and specified both the names of the officiating 

magistrates and the locations at which they officiated.  

Magistrates could and did adjudicate at multiple locations. The book of Richmond court 

proceedings that begins after James Gordon resigned as police magistrate in March 1832 and 

before W. T. Parramore succeeded him the following month shows that James Gordon, William 

Glover, Henry Nicholls, John Butcher, W. T. Parramore and Thomas Mason (acting police 

magistrate in the brief interregnum) all heard cases at both Richmond and Sorell in 1832 and/or 

1833.34 The two townships were about nine miles apart by road and each had a police office 

and courthouse.35  Glover, Gordon and Steele also conducted hearings at their residences. 

Altogether, more than 40 per cent of hearings held in the Richmond police district in the 1 May 

1832 to 30 April 1833 period took place somewhere other than at the Richmond police office. 

When the chief police magistrate in Hobart Town received weekly reports from district police 

magistrates, his clerks copied the names of the convicts’ masters or mistresses and the dates, 

charges, outcomes and magistrates’ initials onto individual conduct records, but they did not 

copy the location of each hearing. Magistrates’ initials are an uncertain proxy for location 

because magistrates were mobile within their districts. 
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Figure 4.2 Locations of magistrates’ residences and police offices in the Richmond police 

district 1830–32 (Areas outside of the district shaded grey) 

 

Map created by the author and based on Google™ map, two maps by Thomas Scott: Map of the Settled Part of 

Van Diemen’s Land (Hobart Town, August 1830) and Military Chart of Van Diemen’s Land (Hobart Town, 

November 1826) and Frankland’s maps, AF395/1/4 and AF395/1/5, TAHO. 

Magistrates who conducted hearings at home certainly did so for their neighbours. In March 

and April 1832, for example, S. R. Dawson, the only honorary magistrate then living at 

Clarence Plains, tried convicts assigned to Dr. Desailly, William Nicholls Junior, Daniel 

Stanfield, John Pearsall, Robert Mather, William and Joseph Mawle, Edmund Hobson and 

George Stokell, all of whom lived in the area then called Clarence Plains (now Rokeby).36 

During the same period, he also heard cases for William Waterson of Hollow Tree (now Acton), 

Hugh Germain of Muddy Plains (now Lauderdale), James McCormack of Kangaroo Point 

(now Bellerive), and others whose properties were in localities contiguous with Clarence 

Plains.37 A one-way journey by road from Kangaroo Point to Dawson’s residence was four 

miles, saving considerable time and trouble compared with the fourteen-mile trek to 
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Richmond.38 Settlers naturally preferred visiting a magistrate in the near vicinity, but as the 

opening vignette illustrates, the prospect of a longer journey did not deter a master who was 

determined to have an assigned servant officially reprimanded or punished.  

Though it seems counterintuitive, a longer journey was in fact sometimes the preferred option. 

At the end of 1837, Arthur’s successor, Lieutenant-Governor John Franklin, created a new sub-

district with a police office at Spring Bay.39 The new sub-district encompassed Prosser’s Plains 

(now Buckland), formerly part of the Richmond police district. According to newspaper reports, 

Prosser’s Plains residents continued to take their assigned servants more than twenty miles to 

magistrates at Richmond or Sorell ‘rather than run the risk of breaking their necks in travelling 

over Paradise, Prosser’s River, and the Royals, to obtain justice at Spring Bay’.40 This suggests 

that personal safety was at least as much a concern as distance was in an era of precarious travel 

by horse and cart on rough country roads. It also shows there was no rigid rule that precluded 

residents of one jurisdiction from taking their assigned servants before magistrates in another. 

In fact, since magistrates could not pass sentence on their own servants and seldom lived near 

one another, most had to travel further than their neighbours did to have a case heard, and this 

could mean crossing police district boundaries.41 Dawson generally took his assigned servants 

to Frederick Roper at Kangaroo Point when the latter was an assistant police magistrate in 

charge of a short-lived sub-district that encompassed Clarence Plains between June 1829 and 

November 1830.42 Thereafter, he often took them to Hobart Town, which was closer to his 

residence than either Richmond or Sorell but necessitated crossing the Derwent and leaving his 

designated police district. Thus, Roper tried Charles Sweetling at Kangaroo Point when 

Dawson charged the convict with insolence and disobedience of orders in April 1830, but the 

assistant police magistrate in Hobart Town tried the same convict in 1834 for abusing and 

threatening to assault one of Dawson’s female assigned servants.43 Similarly, the chief police 

magistrate tried Charles Hughes in Hobart Town when Dawson charged him with having 

potatoes found in his bed for which he could not satisfactorily account.44 Likewise, when 
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Dawson charged Sarah Emery with allowing the man who was to become her husband to ‘take 

an Indecent liberty with her person’, he took her to Hobart Town to be tried by the principal 

superintendent of convicts.45 There were no apparent repercussions for Dawson taking convicts 

before magistrates in another police district, which suggests that it was an accepted practice.  

The ability to take convicts before magistrates in other police districts was not only the 

privilege of honorary magistrates. Non-magistrates could do the same. Kangaroo Point 

publican and ferryman Peter Buchanan took each of ten convicts assigned to him between 1830 

and 1835 to Hobart Town for trial.46 In fact, of thirty-eight hearings involving his assigned 

convicts in that period, thirty-two occurred in Hobart Town. (Dawson heard the other six cases 

at his Clarence Plains residence.) That a resident of the Richmond police district could 

repeatedly utilize the Hobart Town court over an extended period without consequence shows 

that administrators prioritised convenience over boundaries. 

Forster’s observation that unpaid magistrates seldom devoted time to justice business certainly 

applied to some but not to all. In the twelve months from 1 May 1832 to 30 April 1833, Dawson 

heard the cases of 113 assigned servants at his residence at Clarence Plains, an average of more 

than two per week. He also heard the cases against one convict on loan, another who was 

working for the Survey Department, fourteen in the Kangaroo Point road party, and ten people 

who were free. Moreover, every case he heard, he heard alone and not as part of a bench. Only 

W. T. Parramore, the police magistrate, heard more cases in the same period. At the other end 

of the scale, Henry Nicholls heard only three cases against assigned servants, but all three arose 

in the month of May 1832, just before he took up the position of commandant at Flinders Island. 

George Gunning and Thomas Lascelles fit Forster’s description, as each heard only four cases 

involving assigned convicts (and no others) in the course of the year, but in Lascelles’ case, 

this might be because he divided his time between Richmond and his farm of 700 acres in the 

New Norfolk district.47 Whatever the reason, there was certainly considerable variation in the 

time honorary magistrates spent on magisterial duties (see Table 4.1).   
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CON31/1/38; John McPherson, Emperor Alexander, 1833, Conduct record, CON31/1/35; John McDonald, John, 

1833, Conduct record, CON31/1/30; Robert Thompson, Strathfieldsay, 1831, Conduct record, CON31/1/43; John 

Welsh, Surrey, 1833, Conduct record, CON31/1/46; Henry Macnamara, Georgiana, 1833, Conduct record, 

CON31/1/30; John Wilson, Red Rover, 1831, Conduct record, CON31/1/46; Bryan Maginn, Gilmore, 1832, 

Conduct record, CON31/1/30; Elizabeth Isaacs, William Bryan, 1833, conduct record, CON40/1/5, TAHO. 
47 Plan of the Parish of Lawrenny surveyed by W.H. Dixon in 1832 and copied in the Survey Office, April 1833, 

AF396/1/837, TAHO. 
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Table 4.1 Number of cases against male and female assigned servants of masters and 

mistresses in the Richmond district that magistrates heard alone and as benches of two within 

the district in the period 1 May 1832 to 30 April 1833. f = female; m = male  
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Butcher 
17m 

2f 
        

Dawson  
101m 

9f 
       

Glover   
21m 

3f 
      

Gordon 5m 

0f 
 5m 

0f 

12m 

3f 
     

Gunning     
3m 

1f 
    

Lascelles      
4m 

0f 
   

Nicholls    
1m 

2f 
     

Parramore  
40m 

3f 
 

8m 

4f 

8m 

2f 
   

217m 

41f 
 

Steele   
2m 

0f 
    

3m 

0f 

6m 

 1f 

Source: Record of Richmond police district court proceedings, MM110/1/1, TAHO. 

Note 1: In addition to the cases counted in Table 4.1, Parramore, Glover and Gordon heard 

eight cases as a bench of three magistrates in this period and conducted each hearing at Sorell. 

No other combination of magistrates comprised a bench of three. 

Note 2: A record of proceedings in the Brighton sub-district in the same period does not appear 

to have survived. However, an extant volume from the Brighton police office that covers the 

period 21 November 1831 to 22 March 1832 (just prior to the period covered in Table 4.1) 

shows that honorary magistrate John Ogle Gage heard the case of just one assigned convict 

alone and another with Police Magistrate Frederick Roper in the four-month period. Roper 

heard fifty-five cases involving assigned servants on his own in the same period (see LC53/2/2, 

TAHO).  
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Unpaid magistrates did not necessarily choose the number of cases they heard, nor did the 

frequency with which they sat in judgement necessarily reflect either their popularity or the 

time they were able to devote to their official duties. The Hobart Town Courier observed in 

1833 that ‘where the individual is not renumerated [sic], settlers are unwilling to intrude the 

exaction of any public duty’.48 In other words, there was a belief that masters and mistresses 

preferred taking their assigned servants to a paid magistrate to avoid imposing on the unpaid. 

The small number of cases Lascelles heard might therefore be attributable to his very close 

proximity to the Richmond police office. He was effectively in competition with the police 

magistrate. Then again, Butcher lived right in Richmond but adjudicated either alone or 

together with Parramore or Gordon more than any other honorary magistrate in the same 

district other than Dawson. Furthermore, Dawson and Steele lived about the same distance by 

road from the police office, but Dawson heard sixteen times as many cases against assigned 

servants as Steele did in the same period. The population in Dawson’s neighbourhood was 

denser than that in Steele’s, but like Lascelles, Dawson was the proprietor of two properties, 

the one he lived on at Clarence Plains and a much larger one at Brushy Plains more than thirty 

miles by road to the northeast.49 There is no simple explanation for the varying amounts of time 

unpaid magistrates spent on their delegated duties, and the figures show that settlers ‘intruded’ 

on unpaid magistrates in the Richmond district in about one in three cases.  

Table 4.1 also shows that it was far more common for both paid and unpaid magistrates to sit 

alone than as benches and that the police magistrate was not obliged to be a member of a bench 

in his district although bench hearings usually included him.  Of 525 arraignments of assigned 

servants (including the eight before a bench of three magistrates mentioned in Note 1 below 

Table 4.1), only 91 (17.3 per cent) occurred before a bench. The significance for male assigned 

servants was that the potential severity of corporal punishment (which magistrates could not 

order for females) was limited because only a bench could impose a sentence of more than fifty 

lashes. Since many masters chose to take their convicts to unpaid magistrates who generally 

sat alone, they were clearly not all determined to have the most severe punishments imposed.  

Despite Arthur’s claim that the introduction of stipendiary magistrates in Van Diemen’s Land 

‘created a uniformity of decision’,50 the chances of suffering corporal or any other punishment 

certainly depended on which magistrate a convict faced. Table 4.2 lists the outcomes of the 

                                                 
48 Hobart Town Courier, 8 February 1833, page 2.  
49 Dawson to Arthur, 17 July 1832, CSO1/1/513 file 11210, TAHO. 
50 G. Arthur, Defence of Transportation (London, 1835), p. 33. 
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cases that Dawson and Parramore heard individually against male assigned servants between 

May 1832 and April 1833. Dawson reprimanded or warned assigned male convicts about 25 

per cent more often than he sentenced them to any formal kind of punishment. Parramore, by 

contrast, ordered punishment about three times as often as he reprimanded or warned. Of the 

two magistrates, only Parramore sentenced assigned male convicts to solitary confinement or 

recommended them for hard labour in a chain gang, road party or penal settlement in the 

twelve-month period. In addition, the number of convicts he sentenced to flogging was about 

24 per cent higher than the proportion Dawson sentenced to the same punishment, and only 

Parramore sentenced any convict to both flogging and imprisonment for the same offence. This 

illustrates both the agency and proclivity of magistrates and the element of chance inherent in 

the magisterial system. As Paula Byrne and Matthew Allen each found in their studies of the 

magisterial system in the colony of New South Wales, sentencing patterns differed between 

magistrates.51  

Table 4.2 Outcomes of cases against assigned male servants who appeared before Dawson or 

Parramore in the Richmond police district in the period 1 May 1832 to 30 April 1833  

 Dawson % Parramore % 

Discharge or acquittal 4 3.96 23 11.27 

Reprimand or admonishment 54 53.47 38 18.63 

Sub-total 58 57.43 61 29.90 

Treadmill 4 3.96 5 2.45 

Solitary confinement   11 5.39 

Flogging 26 25.74 65 31.86 

Flogging and imprisonment   2 0.98 

Road Party   8 3.92 

Imprisonment with or without hard labour 13 12.87 5 2.45 

Imprisonment with hard labour in a chain gang   22 10.78 

Port Arthur   1 0.49 

Sub-total 43 42.57 119 58.42 

Committal for trial at Quarter Sessions   24 11.76 

TOTAL 101 100.00 210 100.00 

Compiled from Record of Richmond police district court proceedings, MM110/1/1, TAHO. 

                                                 
51 Paula Byrne, Criminal Law and Colonial Subject (Cambridge, 1993), p. 281; Matthew Allen, ‘The Myth of the 

Flogging Parson: Samuel Marsden and Severity of Punishment in the Age of Reform’, Australian Historical 

Studies, Vol. 48, No. 4 (November 2017), pp. 486–501. 
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A similar comparison for assigned female convicts would be meaningless given the small 

number of cases any magistrate other than Parramore heard against them in the period surveyed. 

Suffice it to say, Parramore discharged or acquitted ten per cent of the females whose cases he 

heard, reprimanded or admonished another 12.5 per cent, ordered twenty per cent to solitary 

confinement for between twenty-four hours and seven days, and sentenced the remaining 57.5 

per cent to imprisonment with or without hard labour for periods of up to six months. The 

outcomes of the cases he dealt with were therefore roughly equivalent for females and males. 

There is more behind reprimands and admonishments than the bare figures reveal. In some 

cases, convicts escaped with a reprimand or admonishment because someone interceded for 

them. A notation indicating intercession by a master, mistress or other complainant appears on 

the records of 21 of 525 cases (4 per cent) heard in the Richmond police district in the May 

1832 to April 1833 period.  Of those 21, the police magistrate officiated alone in fourteen. (He 

sat with Butcher in another five, Butcher sat alone in one, and Lascelles sat alone in the other.) 

This means that, of the 38 reprimands or admonishments Parramore issued when sitting alone, 

more than one in three were the result of a complainant interceding for the convict.  

Parramore (or his clerk) seems to have been more inclined to report the intercession of a 

complainant than were the honorary magistrates in the same district. Dawson, for example, 

never noted that a reprimand or admonishment he issued was at the behest of a complainant. 

Given that he issued the bulk of the reprimands and admonishments, there is no doubt that at 

least some of those outcomes were the result of someone interceding. If one in three resulted 

from someone’s intercession as was the case with Parramore, then the proportion of all cases 

in which a complainant interceded was about 7.5 per cent. If any of the other honorary 

magistrates enabled convicts to escape punishment for the same reason, then the proportion 

was higher still. Significantly, every recorded intercession resulted in the convict receiving 

nothing more than a reprimand. Complainants, therefore, were not intent on having convicts 

punished and what is more, magistrates respected their wishes.  

What is perhaps surprising is that masters who were magistrates and mistresses who were 

magistrates’ wives were among those who interceded. Magistrate George Gunning, for 

example, charged Robert Ribbands, with absenting himself without leave the greater part of a 

cold winter’s day in July 1832. Ribbands, who was a ploughman and farm labourer, told the 

police magistrate, “It was a wet day, I thought I could do nothing [on the farm], and I went 
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kangarooing”. 52  Parramore reprimanded and discharged him ‘at the intercession of his 

master’. 53  Why Gunning laid a charge and then interceded is difficult to determine. As 

Ribbands had skills applicable to his master’s enterprise, his master’s fear of losing a valuable 

servant for a period is a possible explanation. However, the magistrate-master risked losing 

face by appearing to back down, and he did not intervene when Gordon and Butcher ordered 

fifty lashes for the same convict charged with a similar offence just under a year earlier.54  

Perhaps Gunning shared the objective farmer and magistrate John Butcher had when he 

interceded after charging his convict ploughman, George Hill, with being absent without 

leave.55 Butcher stated that he had reason to believe that the prisoner, who was married, had 

‘designs to seduce his [Butcher’s] woman servant’ and that he (Butcher) had often found him 

‘loitering about the house at late hours’.56 Butcher also reported that Hill was ‘very insolent’ 

when reproved for his behaviour on the morning of the hearing, but then added, “I do not wish 

to punish the man but only to convince him that he has done wrong”.57  

Mary, the wife of magistrate Thomas Lascelles, equivocated when she charged a convict 

servant with insolence in August 1832.58 She told the magistrate that when she ordered convict 

ploughman John Tittle inside to clean out the hall he replied that he was not in the habit of 

doing that kind of job.59 When she told Tittle there was no other person to do it, he told her ‘he 

would be damned if he would do it’.60 She then told him that if he repeated such words she 

would send him to gaol and he defiantly replied that she ‘might send him to gaol and be 

damned’.61 Yet Mrs Lascelles interceded so that Tittle escaped with a reprimand. Perhaps she 

backed down because Tittle was good at what he did, and the farm depended on him. 

Then again, magistrate-masters interceded regardless of whether their assigned convicts 

possessed in-demand skills. John Clines was sixteen and described himself as an errand boy 

when he arrived in the colony in November 1831. 62  Initially unappropriated, he was in 

                                                 
52 Record of Richmond police district court proceedings, p. 34. Note that Ribbands’ is misspelt ‘Ribbons’.  
53 Robert Ribbands, Mary, 1830, Description list, CON18/1/15, TAHO; Record of Richmond police district court 

proceedings, ibid., p. 34. 
54 Robert Ribbands, Mary, 1883, Conduct record, CON31/1/37, TAHO. 
55 Record of Richmond police district court proceedings, p. 325. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid., pp. 63–64. 
59 Ibid.; John Tittle, Manlius, 1830, Appropriation list, CON27/1/4, TAHO. 
60 Record of Richmond police district court proceedings, pp. 63–64. 
61 Ibid. 
62 John Clines, Lord Lyndoch, 1831 Appropriation list, CON27/1/5, TAHO. 
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magistrate-farmer James Gordon’s service within two months of arrival.63 Thirteen months 

later, Gordon charged him with wilfully destroying his property by cutting off ears of wheat 

and taking the straw to make straw hats.64 In his defence, Clines stated that he took the straw 

to make a hat because he had not been furnished with one.65 It was mid-February, the height of 

summer in Van Diemen’s Land, when a hat was essential to anyone engaged in outdoor labour. 

Before interceding, Gordon described Clines as ‘very insolent and idle’ and added that it was 

his first appearance before a magistrate.66 The convict therefore had neither relevant skills nor 

a history of acceptable conduct, despite his clean official record. Perhaps the master interceded 

because he realised he could have prevented Clines’ offence by providing him with a hat.  

Alternatively, he might have shared Samuel Roe Hill’s attitude towards punishment. Hill 

employed convict labourer James Hawker as a shepherd on his farm at Tea Tree Brush, about 

five miles from Richmond.67 Two years after Hawker’s arrival, Hill complained to the police 

magistrate that the prisoner had been so negligent that he was in the habit of going to the house 

and leaving the sheep to wander where they liked. 68  He then added, “I ought to have 

complained of this before but I have so great a dislike of punishment that I never complain 

unless I am goaded to it”.69  

Long-suffering masters and mistresses were not rare. Farmer Thomas Wilkinson, who lived 

about five miles north-west of Richmond, told the police magistrate that David Robinson, a 

convict who had been in his service about ten weeks, had never worked well, but “I made shift 

with him until now”.70 Similarly, Doctor and farmer James Murdock, who lived about six miles 

south of Richmond, reported that George Guye’s general conduct had ‘not been correct’ and 

he had been ‘repeatedly warned’ but not taken before a magistrate while in his service, a period 

of nearly eighteen months.71 When John Blinkworth took Richard Bonner about twenty-two 

miles from Lower Jerusalem to Richmond, he declared, “I never had any man punished or put 

in Gaol on any charge laid by myself but the Prisoner compels me to do it”.72 Likewise, when 

                                                 
63 Ibid.; Richmond Police: Return of convicts in the service of settlers, 1832, POL584/2/2, TAHO. 
64 Record of Richmond police district court proceedings, p. 322. Note that the convict’s family name occurs on 

the records as both Clines and Clyne. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid., 4 December 1833 [unpaginated]; James Hawker, Lord Lyndoch, 1831, Appropriation list, CON27/1/5, 

TAHO. 
68 Record of Richmond police district court proceedings, 4 December 1833, ibid. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid., pp. 194−195; ‘To Capitalists’, Hobart Town Courier, 3 July 1835, p. 1.  
71 Record of Richmond police district court proceedings, pp. 69–71. 
72 Ibid., pp. 264–265. 
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Catherine Watson took her fifteen or sixteen-year-old convict nursemaid, Sarah Emery, from 

Prosser’s Plains to Sorell, a distance of about twenty-four miles, she stated, “when she first 

came she was very attentive, but latterly she has been so negligent that I find it impossible to 

manage with her”.73 If distance was the main reason for choosing not to immediately make 

complaints against their assigned servants, neither these masters nor this mistress mentioned it. 

Masters and mistresses certainly avoided laying complaints before magistrates for fear of 

losing their servants’ labour. Examples that state the reason explicitly are difficult to find 

though, which suggests it was something that settlers were reluctant to avow publicly. One who 

stated the reason implicitly was John Till, who told the magistrate that his convict stockkeeper 

had been ‘repeatedly neglectful’ but that he had not laid a complaint because he was ‘short of 

hands’, which suggests that, despite his negligence, Till felt he could not do without him.74  

A more explicit example appears in the records of the Brighton sub-district. Isaac Frowd, who 

described himself as a baker and painter when he arrived in Van Diemen’s Land in 1822, 

appeared before Frederick Roper in December 1830 charged with using gross language towards 

his mistress and assaulting her on the previous Sunday.75  Frowd’s master was John James, 

both a farmer and the licensee of the Royal Pavilion public house in the township of Brighton.76 

James was not present at the hearing, but probably fearing that he would lose Frowd to a chain 

gang for two or three months, as had occurred twice in the previous two years when he took 

him to Richmond,77 he sent a supplicatory note to Roper after the case concluded, saying,  

As my Servant Isaac Frowd has expressed his deep contrition for having struck Mrs 

James and as there was some irritating circumstance on her side and she meant to have 

begged him off, I trust as he has been some time now with me (six years) and is a 

valuable Servant and being the only one I have his absence at this busy time will 

seriously inconvenience me. I hope you will be pleased to withdraw the sentence 

already passed on him and be pleased to seriously reprimand him.78   

Roper accordingly recorded a reprimand on the police office records, a copy of which he duly 

sent to the chief police magistrate in Hobart Town without any hint of the punishment originally 

                                                 
73 Ibid., pp. 88–89. Sarah Emery was fifteen when she arrived ten months before this hearing took place (see Mary, 

1831, Description list, CON19/1/13, TAHO). 
74 Record of Richmond police district court proceedings, p. 225–227. 
75 Isaac Frowd, Arab, 1822, Description list, CON23/1/1, TAHO; Isaac Frowd, Arab, 1822, Conduct record, 

CON31/1/13, TAHO. 
76  John James to W.H. Hamilton, 12 September 1826, CSO1/1/160 file 3823, TAHO; ‘Country Licenses’, 

Colonial Times, 1 October 1830, p. 4. 
77 Isaac Frowd, Arab, 1822, Conduct record. 
78 John James to Frederick Roper, 16 December 1830, Record of cases heard in Petty Sessions, Brighton Lower 

Court, LC53/2/1, p. 1, TAHO. 
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intended.79 The clerk in the chief police magistrate’s office consequently recorded only a 

reprimand on Frowd’s conduct record without mentioning the intercession of the master.80 This 

is probably one of many similar cases, but they remain undetectable because of the scarcity of 

surviving correspondence, the general brevity of police office records and the even more 

concise nature of entries on conduct records, few of which include the background to the 

decisions ultimately taken. 

Masters and mistresses who interceded felt strongly enough about their servants’ offences to 

take the convicts before magistrates, but demonstrated either a sense of justice, compassion, 

guilt or self-interest when they allowed them to escape with a reprimand. Intercession by a 

master or mistress was a way of avoiding the disruption that resulted from losing a servant’s 

labour either temporarily or permanently. It also impressed upon the servant the reciprocal 

nature of the master-servant relationship, as Bruce Hindmarsh has argued, 81 and it was a 

management strategy, a way of telling the servant that what he or she did was unacceptable, 

that it might have brought unpleasant consequences and that it probably would if it happened 

again. 

Except for masters and mistresses in the sparsely-settled periphery of the Richmond police 

district, getting a case heard was relatively straightforward, both because magistrates dotted 

the most settled portions of the district as if by design, and because a visit to Hobart Town was 

a reasonably convenient alternative option for some. The ratio of magistrates to convicts was 

also high. According to James Ross, there were 980 male and 120 female convicts in the 

Richmond police district in 1831, exclusive of the penal settlements of Maria Island and Port 

Arthur, although whether that number included convicts in public works is not clear.82 (Figures 

are unavailable for 1832 or 1833.) With nine honorary magistrates, a police magistrate at 

Richmond and an assistant police magistrate at Brighton, the ratio was one magistrate for every 

100 convicts. Even with the free population of 1700 included, the magistrate-to-people ratio 

was 1:255, significantly higher than David Neal’s calculation of 1:344 in rural New South 

Wales at roughly the same time.83 By the standards of the day, settlers in the Richmond police 

district had more than satisfactory access to magistrates. 

                                                 
79 Ibid. 
80 Isaac Frowd, Arab, 1822, Conduct record. 
81 Hindmarsh, ‘Yoked to the Plough’, pp. 105−106. 
82 James Ross, Statistical View of Van Diemen’s Land (Hobart Town, 1832), p. 204. 
83 D. Neal, The Rule of Law in a Penal Colony: Law and Power in Early New South Wales (Cambridge, 1991), p. 

155. 
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Ensuring that an offender received his or her punishment and returned to work quickly was 

probably a bigger issue than getting a case heard, and distance was part of the problem. Only 

male convicts received sentences to the treadmill and the only treadmill in Van Diemen’s Land 

before 1839 was in Hobart Town. 84  Consequently, when a Richmond district magistrate 

imposed a sentence to the treadmill he deprived the master of his servant’s labour for an 

additional number of days while the convict travelled under escort to and from Hobart Town. 

When John Morgan was police magistrate in 1835, he tried to rectify this situation by appealing 

for the installation of a treadmill at Richmond, but the request went unheeded.85 The absence 

of a treadmill within the district probably caused magistrates there to think twice about using 

that sentencing option, hence the small proportion of treadmill sentences they handed out. 

Further research would probably show that convicts located farthest from Hobart Town before 

1839 were least likely to experience a stint on the treadmill. If so, then location influenced the 

type of punishment a male convict experienced.  

Location and distance added a similar aspect of complexity to decisions regarding the 

punishment of female assigned servants in rural districts. While punishment options for females 

were limited to solitary confinement or imprisonment with or without hard labour, female 

assigned servants could undergo punishment only at Launceston or Hobart Town by 1834.86 

(Prior to 1834, they could also undergo punishment at George Town in the far north.) For 

female convicts in the Richmond police district, Hobart Town was the logical destination 

because of its proximity. The gaols at Richmond and Sorell served as only temporary places of 

confinement for females assigned within the district. Thus, when Parramore sentenced Agnes 

Miller to ‘Solitary confinement for Twenty-four hours’ for being drunk, she would have spent 

the time in a cell in Richmond Gaol.87 When he sentenced Jane Thomas and Margaret Tagney 

to solitary confinement for three days and seven days respectively, he specified that they would 

undergo the sentence in the House of Correction, which means the women were destined to be 

absent from their services for at least two or three additional days while they travelled to and 

from Hobart Town.88 Given that households in rural districts generally had only one female 

assigned servant, few masters or mistresses would have taken the decision to lay a complaint 

against her lightly because of the disruption it might cause.    

                                                 
84 Keith Preston, ‘Prison Treadmills in Van Diemen’s Land: Design, Construction and Operation, 1828–1856’, 

Papers and Proceedings: Tasmanian Historical Research Association, Vol. 60, No. 2 (August 2013), p. 81. 
85 Morgan to Forster, 14 January 1835, Richmond Police Magistrate’s Letter Book, MM110/1/3, TAHO. 
86 Forster to the colonial secretary, 28 February 1834, CSO1/1/566 file 12637, TAHO. 
87 Record of Richmond police district court proceedings, p. 105. 
88 Ibid., pp. 27 and 28. 
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Then again, there was no issue if settlers were satisfied with the conduct of their female convict 

servants. When settlers submitted annual returns to their district police magistrates, they were 

expected to include remarks on the conduct of each convict in their service. A clerk created a 

composite return from the individual returns, and four survive for the Richmond police district, 

one for each year from 1831 to 1834. Although some settlers neglected to submit returns and 

others included no remarks, it is striking that 78 per cent of the remarks made about female 

assigned servants on the four returns are positive, describing them as ‘good’ or better.89  

The most negative of fourteen remarks recorded on the 1834 return is Brereton Watson’s 

assessment of Mary Nicholson as ‘indifferent’.90 Watson had another assigned female, Mary 

Ann King, whom he described as ‘good’, the same description J. H. Buscombe, Robert Mather, 

Alexander Laing and Alexander G. Ward, gave of their female assigned convicts. Miss 

Cruttenden considered Janet Robinson ‘well-behaved’, while Cornthwaite Hector, Simon 

McCullough and the unnamed manager of Orielton Estate described their respective female 

assigned servants as ‘very good’.91 John Crocker considered Sarah Davis ‘remarkably good’, 

Doctor Desailley thought Mary Patterson was ‘careful, industrious, sober and honest’ and John 

Wentworth Davis described Rachael Foreman as ‘an excellent servant’. 92  Ann Edwards 

received the most effusive praise, George Burn describing her as the ‘very best conducted 

Female Servant I have ever had in the Colony. She is both Honest, Sober and Trustworthy’.93 

The geographical issues attending convict punishment were immaterial when the convicts gave 

their masters and mistresses so much satisfaction. 

There was much greater potential for issues to arise concerning male convict punishment than 

concerning female convict punishment simply because there were so many more male convicts. 

Male convicts outnumbered female convicts by twenty to one in the return of convicts assigned 

to settlers in the Richmond police district in 1834, with three-quarters of the settlers who 

submitted an individual return naming no assigned female in their lists. The return includes 

comments from seventy-five settlers about 336 assigned male convicts. (Another five settlers 

neglected to comment on fourteen assigned male convicts they named.) The comments range 

from derisive to laudatory. Robert Mather’s comments about the twelve male convicts assigned 

to him cover the full spectrum and therefore serve as a useful sample.  

                                                 
89 POL583/2/1; POL584/2/2; POL584/2/3; POL584/1/1, TAHO. 
90 POL584/1/1. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Ibid. 
93 Ibid. 
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Mather was impressed with five of his twelve assigned servants. He thought William 

Cartwright, a stone mason, baker and ploughman, was a ‘good servant’; brothers Thomas and 

Robert Clayden, both ploughmen, he described as ‘good, willing servants’; James Everett, 

another ploughman, was ‘useful and of good moral conduct; and Edward Rowitt, a navigator 

and ploughman, was ‘exemplary’.94 Of these five, only Robert Clayden and Edward Rowitt 

faced a charge while in Mather’s service.95 

Mather held about 2000 acres of poor land at Muddy Plains, which was about five miles by 

road from the nearest magistrate—Dawson, at Clarence Plains—and a much longer boat trip 

from Hobart Town, Richmond and Sorell, the nearest places where male convicts could 

undergo punishment.96 He was a God-fearing Wesleyan and later a member of the Society of 

Friends (Quakers) who according to his biographer, a descendent, ‘encouraged’ his servants in 

religious observance.97   

One charge against ploughman William Charles demonstrated what was in store if a convict 

resisted Mather’s encouragement. On Tuesday 10 August 1830, Mather took Charles to the 

assistant police magistrate in Hobart Town charged with disobedience of orders and ‘refusing 

to attend Family Worship at his master’s house on Sunday evening’, for which the magistrate 

ordered fifty lashes.98 Mather described Charles as ‘a weak, useless, ignorant, bad man’ in his 

1834 return, yet Charles faced only seven charges in five years, returned to Mather’s service 

after undergoing each punishment, one of which was a six-month stint in a road party, and 

appears to have remained in Mather’s service from the time he arrived in January 1830 until 

he was free by servitude in April 1836.99 Among the charges Charles faced were two for assault 

and one for ‘continually losing the Stock entrusted to his care’.100 Mather seems to have been 

another longsuffering master. 

                                                 
94 POL584/1/1, ibid.; William Cartwright, Lady Harewood, 1829, Description list, CON18/1/12, TAHO; Thomas 

and Robert Clayden, Lord William Bentinck, 1832, Appropriation list, CON27/1/5, TAHO; James Everett, Proteus, 

1831, Appropriation list, CON27/1/5, TAHO; Edward Rowitt, Atlas, 1833, Appropriation list, CON27/2/6, TAHO. 
95 William Cartwright, Lady Harewood, 1829, Conduct record, CON31/1/6, TAHO; Thomas and Robert Clayden, 

Lord William Bentinck, 1832, Conduct records, CON1/1/7, TAHO; James Everett, Proteus, 1831, Conduct record, 

CON31/1/11; Edward Rowitt, Atlas, 1833, Conduct record, CON31/1/6, TAHO. 
96  Robert Mather, ‘Mather, Robert (1782–1855)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of 
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Another convict whose behaviour failed to impress Mather was Robert Glyde, who was in 

Mather’s service for nearly four years before he faced a charge, even though his master 

considered him ‘indolent and insolent’.101 Glyde was a farm labourer and therefore potentially 

useful, but evidently had a poor work ethic.102 A convict whom Mather described disparagingly 

as ‘a finished London pickpocket − Everything bad’ was John Richards, a labourer who was 

transported for stealing a handkerchief .103 Richards died with a clean record after five years in 

the colony and it is not clear whether he spent the whole period in Mather’s service.104 Mather 

considered John Jones only ‘a little better than Richards’.105 Jones was another labourer, and 

when he had been in Mather’s service for about thirteen months, a former convict by the name 

of Robert Surrage charged him with stealing two yards of his flannel, 112 pounds of his flour 

and other articles.106 Although he was acquitted after a quarter sessions trial, Arthur ordered 

him to a road party for six months and he never returned to Mather’s service.107 Were it not for 

Arthur’s decision, perhaps Jones would have served out his sentence with the one master.  

Quakers James Backhouse and George Washington Walker, during their sojourn in the colony 

between 1832 and 1837, reported hearing,  

some complaints … of settlers bringing frivolous charges against men who [were] not 

very efficient servants, and of some magistrates for listening to expressions of desire 

that such may be committed to road-parties; and for acting upon such suggestions, 

rather than upon the merits of the respective cases.108 

There is no suggestion that this was a common occurrence, and Mather, whose house 

Backhouse and Walker frequented and whose daughter Walker married in 1840,109 was clearly 

not one of the settlers who brought frivolous charges or attempted to influence magistrates with 

an eye to offloading assigned servants who were of little value to them. 

Nor did he try to rid himself of assigned servants who were useful but badly-behaved. In 1834, 

he had three such servants, including ploughman William Briscoe whom he described as 

‘useful, but a bad man’ and labourer John Pemberton whom he considered ‘useful, but insolent 
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and like Briscoe’.110 Briscoe faced seven charges in a little over four years. He was admonished 

for the first, reprimanded for the second, ordered to the treadmill for a month for the third, 

received fifty lashes for the fourth, twenty-five lashes for the fifth and one week in solitary 

confinement on bread and water with hard labour for the sixth.111 He only departed Mather’s 

service after more than four years when the assistant police magistrate in Hobart Town ordered 

his return to public works because he had ‘formed bad connexions in his Master’s 

Neighbourhood’ and had been ‘keeping a Woman’ named Elizabeth Rice.112 Pemberton faced 

four charges in three years; on the final occasion, he was sentenced to one week in solitary 

confinement on bread and water and there is no evidence that he returned to Mather’s service.113  

Mather did not try to rid himself of Joseph Bridge, a convict whom he considered ‘a useful 

man, but a leader in insolence and refractory’.114 Bridge reported being a labourer, a navigator 

and a blacksmith, entered Mather’s service in November 1827 and seems to have remained 

until he received a ticket of leave in September 1835.115 Despite his master’s assessment of his 

behaviour, his conduct record is spotless.116 Given that Mather took his assigned convicts all 

the way to Hobart Town on occasions, distance does not explain why he rarely prosecuted. As 

Barrie Dyster has noted, masters preferred a stable workforce.117 Perhaps this was why Mather 

prosecuted his less-than-satisfactory assigned servants only when he felt compelled. 

Flogging was the most common punishment for male convicts, and it is generally assumed that 

this is because it was a quick and easy option. Lloyd Robson, for example, thought that masters 

considered flogging ‘by far the most economical form of punishment’.118 Yet it too involved a 

geographical complexity because each police district generally had only one flagellator and 

periodically had none. Thomas Lascelles was police magistrate in June 1828 when he reported 

that there had not been a flagellator in the Richmond district ‘for some time’ and asked for one 

to be appointed, at the same time declaring that he was ‘on principle opposed to corporal 

punishment’.119 The district was again without a flagellator between October 1831 and January 
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1832 when George Grover, the incumbent flagellator, was serving a three-month gaol sentence 

for theft.120 It took the police magistrate two months to call the chief police magistrate’s 

attention to the inconvenience it was causing.121 A few weeks after Grover returned to work, 

he spent an evening drinking with other convicts in their hut and was on his way home when 

he lay down to rest on the Richmond Bridge.122 A few hours later, a constable found him almost 

crushed to death on the broken rocky ground twenty-seven feet below.123 He survived only 

long enough to accuse four convicts of throwing him over the parapet. Within a week, the chief 

police magistrate made an urgent request for a new flagellator on the grounds of ‘it being 

impractical to carry on the duties of the chain gang without one’.124  The emphasis on the chain 

gang is a telling one. Magistrates had alternative punishment options for assigned servants, but 

not for men working in chains.  

In addition, when there was a need for a new flagellator, the request typically had to go through 

a hierarchy of authority from the district police magistrate to the chief police magistrate to the 

colonial secretary to the principal superintendent and finally to Arthur for ultimate approval 

before the appointment could proceed.125 The process took at least a few days, during which 

time convicts sentenced to receive a flogging had to either remain confined in the local gaol or 

travel to Hobart Town to undergo their punishment. It was difficult to find convicts who were 

willing to take on the unpopular role. When Spode had to find someone to replace the murdered 

flagellator, he told Arthur that the man he was recommending was ‘the only man I can get to 

volunteer for this duty’.126   

Another inconvenience arose from the requirement that a medical officer (specifically a person 

designated an assistant colonial surgeon) had to be present at every flogging. In February 1834, 

Forster reported to Arthur that the police magistrate in Launceston had made it his practice to 

call on an assistant colonial surgeon only when the number of lashes exceeded twenty-five, a 

practice the chief police magistrate described as ‘highly improper’.127 Arthur responded by 

reminding magistrates via a circular that corporal punishment ‘must never be inflicted at any 
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police station except in the presence of a Medical Person’.128 One difficulty was that there was 

generally only one assistant colonial surgeon in each district. When Lascelles was police 

magistrate at Richmond, he considered one flagellator sufficient for the police district but 

complained in July 1829 that the surgeon lived at Sorell. 129  Lascelles typically sent the 

flagellator to Sorell of a Tuesday morning, the only day of the week on which the Sorell 

courthouse was normally open for business, but he found this practice inconvenient because a 

convict sometimes arrived in Richmond from Old Beach or elsewhere in the district to undergo 

a flogging when the flagellator was absent.130 Glover, on the other hand, found it inconvenient 

not to have a flagellator stationed at Sorell because a convict he or another magistrate sentenced 

to a flogging either had to remain in Sorell Gaol until the flagellator arrived or go to Hobart 

Town to undergo his punishment.131  

Lascelles suggested that the next medical officer appointed to the Richmond district should 

live at Richmond, in which case he would discontinue the practice of sending the flagellator to 

Sorell and have all corporal punishment inflicted at the principal police station.132 He believed 

that floggings only ever occurred at the principal police station of every other district, where 

not only the police magistrate, the chief district constable and the police office clerk resided, 

but also the surgeon.133 (While that was usually the case, the police magistrate at Oatlands 

reported in 1834 that men sentenced to corporal punishment at his station frequently remained 

in confinement for two or three days because the district medical officer did not live locally.)134 

Lascelles also argued that the only means of keeping punishment records in order was to 

conduct all corporal punishment where the police records were, namely the principal police 

station in the district.135  

Arthur considered Lascelles’ observations ‘very proper and judicious’.136 He initially agreed 

that Richmond was the best place for the surgeon to reside, but he thought that sending 

prisoners from the Carlton or Sorell to Richmond for punishment, distances of eighteen miles 

and nine miles respectively, was ‘very objectionable’, and he consequently approved the 
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temporary appointment of a flagellator to Sorell.137 Colonial Surgeon James Scott meanwhile 

consulted with Robert Garrett, the incumbent assistant colonial surgeon at Sorell, and they 

agreed that Garrett should move to Richmond, but Arthur wanted to give the matter further 

consideration before altering the arrangements.138    

Doctor Garrett never moved to Richmond. Instead, he agreed to a transfer to Macquarie 

Harbour and Adam Turnbull accepted the posting to Richmond.139 Turnbull then asked for 

three months’ leave of absence, claiming it was ‘of material consequence’ that he should 

remain in Hobart Town for that period, and he recommended newcomer Henry Thomas to fill 

the role during his absence.140 Thomas was still acting in the role two years later.141  

In the weeks between Garrett’s departure and Thomas’ arrival in the district, Lieutenant Gunn, 

superintendent of the prisoners’ barracks in Hobart Town, found that men frequently arrived 

in Hobart Town from Pitt Water, Coal River and Bagdad to have the sentences of the Richmond 

district magistrates carried out because there was no surgeon to oversee their flogging in 

Richmond.142 In most cases, the men travelled first to Richmond Gaol and from there to Hobart 

Town, resulting in absences from their places of employment for four, five and sometimes 

seven days.143 Gunn pointed out that this was costly to their masters in terms of the loss of their 

servants’ labour, and costly to the government in terms of the time the constables spent 

escorting them.144 He calculated that a man tried by Lieutenant Steele at the Carlton had to 

travel thirty-two miles to have twenty-five lashes inflicted and then travel the same distance 

back. 145  Flogging was not always the quick and easy punishment option that historians 

generally suppose it was. Nor was it a logistically trivial undertaking because it required the 

confluence of a flagellator and a medical officer and did not occur at a magistrate’s private 

residence in Van Diemen’s Land as Hirst suggested might have occurred in the distant interior 

of New South Wales.146 
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The issue flared again in July 1832 when Frederick Roper revealed that since he had been at 

Brighton (a period of more than eighteen months) it had been his ‘almost invariable custom to 

send men to Hobart Town to be flogged’ because it was more convenient than sending them to 

Richmond.147 Forster was incredulous. He remarked,  

It has been Mr Roper’s almost invariable custom to send men 20 miles instead of 10 to 

be punished. I conceive the sooner he changes such custom the better. The fact is that 

the Constabulary are thus kept constantly on the road instead of being employed in 

looking about them.148  

Forster appealed for an augmentation of medical officers in the colony, citing the distance men 

had to go to receive their punishment and the fact that many men’s backs took a long time to 

heal after a flogging, ‘the men being thus subject to punishment beyond what is contemplated 

by Law’.149 Dr. Scott concurred, adding, ‘The expense compared with the advantage would be 

very trifling’, and he enclosed a letter he had received from former land commissioner and 

future police magistrate Peter Murdoch of Broadmarsh, near Brighton, two months earlier.150 

Murdoch complained of the lack of medical assistance in and near Brighton and informed Dr. 

Scott that this was causing serious suffering to the inhabitants, and inconvenience to the 

government.151 He said that he had an assigned servant who had gone to Hobart Town for a 

flogging and returned with his back ‘so bad that I fear my Overseer must either send him to 

town a distance of Thirty miles over an almost impassable road or leave the man in danger of 

his life’.152  He doubted that any doctor would agree to undertake the journey to Broadmarsh.153 

It was winter, the wettest season of the year. The newspapers abounded with complaints about 

roads that were impassable, particularly during and after wet weather. 

Within a week of reading Murdoch’s letter and the recommendations of the colonial surgeon 

and the chief police magistrate, Arthur had raised the matter in the executive council and 

approved the appointment of medical officers at Brighton and Broadmarsh in the Richmond 

police district and at Westbury in the Norfolk Plains district.154 The speed with which he acted 

shows the priority he placed on resolving the issue, despite the additional expense. 
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Attention soon turned to finding a convict flagellator for the new sub-district, although there 

was not the same sense of urgency. Four months passed before Roper wrote to Forster from his 

office at Brighton,  

I have the honor to acquaint you that Farrell O’Connor 719/Life per Woodman now 

attached to the Bagdad Road party is willing to accept the situation of Flagellator for 

this District, and I beg to recommend that he may be immediately appointed and that 

the necessary apparatus for the Cats may be forthwith supplied.155 

Forster approved the appointment at the usual rate of nine pence per day.156 O’Connor knew 

what it was like to be on the receiving end of the lash, although not to the extent that some did. 

He had been sentenced to three floggings in six-and-a-half years, for a total of 120 lashes.157 

In addition, he had spent five days on the treadmill, at least one month in a road party and 

seventeen months in chain gangs.158 Undeterred by his record, Spode, Forster and Arthur 

immediately approved his appointment, Spode saying he had no objection because he felt 

‘convinced that no good man would take such a berth’.159 Convicts were clearly not compelled 

to become flagellators, and nor did they have to have a military or naval background as one 

historian has suggested.160 George Grover had been a farm labourer and ploughman, and Farrell 

O’Connor had been a labourer.161  

The disinclination of convicts to volunteer for the role of flagellator may have influenced the 

quota of one flagellator per country police district and sub-district. Then again, there was no 

need for more than one. In the twelve months from 1 May 1832 to 30 April 1833 Richmond 

district magistrates ordered 160 floggings of prisoners in chain gangs, road parties, public 

works and assigned service combined; the flagellator applied the lash on only 117 days of the 

year, including just twice in the month of June 1832.162 Flogging was far from being an 

everyday occurrence in the district. Nevertheless, there was a downside to having only one 

flagellator and one assistant colonial surgeon in each police district: corporal punishment and 

subsequent recovery kept men from their work longer than intended and this undoubtedly made 

some masters reluctant to lay complaints about their servants’ misbehaviour. 
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Cost was a constant administrative concern. The colonial government relied on revenue from 

two sources to fund the two branches it administered: colonial revenue supported the colonial 

branch, while the home government defrayed the expenses of the convict branch. To paraphrase 

Arthur, the adjustment of the accounts between the convict and colonial branches always 

appeared to involve questions of considerable difficulty because it was often impossible to 

ascertain which of the two branches should carry the burden of particular expenses.163 The 

churches and courthouses, for example, served both bond and free alike, while many officials 

employed in the convict branch, such as the superintendent of convicts, police magistrates and 

colonial surgeons, directly benefited the whole colony. The arrangement considered most 

equitable was to include churches, schools, parsonages, courthouses, government house, 

colonial residences, watch houses, the government garden and domain, carters’ barracks, 

customhouses, bonding warehouses, slaughterhouses and colonial offices under the heading of 

the colonial branch. 164  The convict branch included military barracks, the commissariat, 

powder and ordnance magazines, guardhouses, forts, gaols, houses of correction, police offices, 

the office of the superintendent of convicts and hospitals.165 Any increase in the expense of the 

convict department was subject to the approval of the Secretary of State in London.  

This constraint certainly played a role in the geography of punishment, as the following account 

illustrates. On 13 January 1831, thirty-one residents of Morven (now Evandale) and 

Breadalbane in the Launceston police district signed a letter addressed to their local honorary 

magistrate and member of the Legislative Council, James Cox, pointing out the ‘almost positive 

certainty’ of the roads in their area becoming impassable during the ensuing winter.166 They 

predicted this would render the produce of the farmers of ‘little avail at a period of the Year at 

which the best prices may be calculated on’ and proposed the enacting of a law compelling 

residents to contribute to the upkeep of roads in their neighbourhoods.167 They also referred to 

‘the insecure state of property’ in their ‘populous district’ and the ‘very great inconvenience 

felt by the Inhabitants generally from the absence of a resident magistracy’.168 They did not 

specify that impassable roads and the absence of a resident magistracy might prevent masters 

from having cases heard against assigned servants, but that must have been the case. 
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In accordance with their wishes, Cox forwarded their letter to the lieutenant-governor with 

some additional comments. He pointed out that the distance between Launceston and Ben 

Lomond Rivulet was thirty-two miles, that most of it was closely settled and that he was the 

only resident magistrate.169 He said he was compelled to decline hearing complaints that would 

otherwise be brought before him because he already gave up enough time as a member of the 

Legislative Council and chairman of the Quarter Sessions at Norfolk Plains. He explained that 

even if he had time to attend to the complaints brought before him, the absence of constables 

and a clerk would prevent him from doing so without giving up all his time and employing his 

servants for the public service, which in duty to his own affairs and family he could not do.170 

Arthur instructed the colonial secretary to state in reply that, while he recognised the advantage 

of having a full-time magistrate, the difficulty was meeting the expense, which was chargeable 

upon the home government.171 Cox was quite aware of budgetary constraints. He was one of 

those who voluntarily relinquished the compensation allowed to country magistrates before the 

introduction of stipendiary magistrates and suggested the money could go towards an increase 

in the police force.172 

In February 1834, twenty residents of the Morven district signed another memorial, this time 

addressed directly to the chief police magistrate and requesting ‘a sufficient constabulary’ and 

a full-time magistrate who would be able to give his undivided attention to the police affairs of 

the district unlike the ‘two or three’ unpaid magistrates then living there.173 They explained 

that about fourteen hundred people lived in the area, of which four hundred and seventeen were 

prisoners. ‘By far the greater number’ of the remainder were,  

Characters whose General habits of life and total absence of the visible means of 

procuring those necessaries, not to say luxuries … render the property of the more 

respectable and wealthy inhabitants extremely insecure, the more so as the want of 

anything approaching to a sufficient local police establishment make their depredations 

comparatively easy and less liable to detection.174 

Only two honorary magistrates, Theodore Bartley and Jocelyn B. Thomas, were among the 

twenty men who appended their signatures. Arthur had appointed both men Justices of the 

Peace in July 1832, eighteen months after Morven residents complained of the absence of a 

                                                 
169 James Cox to George Arthur, 24 January 1831, CSO1/1/589 file 13373. 
170 Ibid. 
171 Arthur to Colonial Secretary, January 1831, CSO1/1/589 file 13373, ibid. 
172 James Cox to John Burnett, 20 December 1826, CSO1/1/3 file 48, TAHO. 
173 Morven residents to Forster, CSO1/1/736 file 15920, TAHO. 
174 Ibid. 



 

152 

 

resident magistracy.175 With the presence of Bartley, Thomas and Cox, the ratio of magistrates 

to convicts in the area in February 1834 was 1:139. Compared with 1:100 in the Richmond 

police district, including two paid magistrates, Morven residents were entitled to feel neglected 

and had cause for complaint. 

Figure 4.3 Launceston and the area extending about thirty-five miles east and twenty miles 

south, overlaid with a grid, and with roads, rivers and James Cox’s properties highlighted 

 

Source: J.H. Hughes, surveyor, Map of the Northern Located Portion of Van Diemen’s Land (Hobarton, April 

1837), SD_ILS:544127, TAHO. [Cropped and embellished by the author] 

Map 2 places of interest: Launceston A1; Perth and Breadalbane A2; Evandale (aka Morven) 

B1 to B2; Nile River B3 to E2; Ben Lomond Rivulet D4 to E3; James and Eliza Cox’s 

properties outlined in red, all on the South Esk River. 

Cox signed another memorial three weeks later, together with thirty-one other men, nine of 

whom had signed the previous one. The later memorial again appealed for the appointment of 

an assistant police magistrate, but also stressed ‘the great inconvenience to the Landholders 

having so far to travel to prefer complaints against their Assigned Servants’ which was ‘a great 
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cause of the insubordination in these districts’.176 It also complained of the frequency with 

which a master had to overlook misconduct among his men, ‘it being out of his power at all 

times to travel the distance he would be compelled to do to get Justice done’.177 Many robberies 

were overlooked for the same reason, it claimed, and ‘numbers of illicit dealers in Spirits [had] 

sprung up for the want of an efficient Police’.178 On Arthur’s instructions, Forster responded 

by stating that the lieutenant-governor ‘was most anxious to increase the efficiency of the 

police but that the local Government had no authority for adding to the expense of the Police 

by appointing another Stipendiary Magistrate’.179 

Forster was visiting Morven during his annual tour of police stations just under a year later (in 

February 1835) when Cox handed him yet another memorial written in a similar vein and which 

the chief police magistrate forwarded to Arthur with a report of his tour. 180  Forster 

recommended the appointment of an assistant police magistrate and six more constables, as 

well as the addition of six solitary cells and a fence to enclose a yard at the watch-house 

completed at Morven the previous February. 181  Within two weeks, Arthur approved the 

erection of the cells and the fence but notified Forster via the colonial secretary that the 

executive council had deferred the question of the expediency of appointing an assistant police 

magistrate until they had ‘further information’.182  

Arthur particularly wanted to know why such a great need existed for a police magistrate at 

Morven when Peter Mulgrave had performed little or no duty at weekly sittings he had 

conducted at nearby Perth since May 1832.183 It was a reasonable question to ask. Forster wrote 

to Cox for an explanation and implored him to provide any arguments he could think of to 

support the request for an assistant police magistrate and ‘sufficient police force’ being 

stationed at Morven.184 Cox replied that Perth lay ‘so compleatly [sic] out of the usual track of 

the Road used by the inhabitants of Morven and Breadalbane that it [was] in fact quite out of 

the way for the purpose of a resident magistrate to be useful in those districts’.185 He also 
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185 Cox to Forster, 13 April 1835, CSO1/1/736 file 15920, ibid. 
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explained that Mulgrave’s other duties had often prevented him from attending at Perth on his 

appointed day and that it followed that,  

when the attendance of a Magistrate even only for one day in the Week becomes 

uncertain, People will not travel so great a distance when it becomes doubtful whether 

a magistrate may be in attendance or not, and the very idea of a Magistrate being only 

in attendance one day in a week altogether neutralises the effect of his situation. 

If Justice cannot be obtained at the time the occasion is given for its interference the 

complaint is not brought to notice, the evils occasioned from the above cause are too 

numerous to mention in a population as exists not only in these districts but every part 

of the Island. Petty robberies are overlooked in innumerable instances, sly grog Shops 

with their accompaniments, receivers of stolen goods, are without control and worst of 

all evils to the Settlers is the general insubordination of their prisoner Servants, as I 

know from long experience that if a Settler is not within reach of a resident Magistrate 

who will hear and determine the various complaints that will arise even in the best 

conducted establishments the men take immediate advantage of it and daily prove more 

insubordinate and I am sorry to have it to state that it is gaining ground in my own and 

every establishment that comes within my knowledge in these districts.186  

He concluded by repeating his plea for the appointment of an assistant police magistrate to 

place his district ‘on the same footing with other districts of the Colony of the same 

population’.187 Forster endorsed Cox’s remarks and recommended him to Arthur as a Justice 

of the Peace whose opinions were deserving of attention.188  

What Cox neglected to mention was Mulgrave’s unpopularity, something of which he must 

have been aware. The Colonial Times went as far as suggesting in January 1833 that ‘if ever 

one man was more unpopular in Van Diemen’s Land than another … it was Mr. Peter Archer 

Mulgrave’.189 Two correspondents to the Independent (Launceston) claimed that ‘ever since 

Mr. Mulgrave has been forced upon the district as a kind of nondescript Police Magistrate, very 

little good has resulted, either as to sociability of the inhabitants or the preservation of 

discipline’.190  Mulgrave had preceded Forster as chief police magistrate, and in that role 

acquired a reputation for sending refractory assigned servants to the treadmill or chain gang 

‘for every trivial offence … visiting the master, and not the servant with punishment, on 

account of the difficulties thus thrown in the way of getting his work done’.191 It is likely that 

                                                 
186 Ibid. 
187 Ibid. 
188 Forster to the colonial secretary, 15 April 1835, CSO1/1/736 file 15920. 
189 Colonial Times, 1 January 1833, p. 2, c. 4. 
190 Independent, 12 January 1833, p. 2. 
191 ‘Domestic Intelligence’, Tasmanian, 6 July 1832, p. 6. 
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Mulgrave’s unpopularity contributed in part to the reluctance of Morven residents to go out of 

their way to lay their complaints before him at Perth, but the uncertainty of finding Mulgrave 

on duty at Perth was probably the main issue. 

The constraint that justified Arthur’s unwillingness to appoint a paid magistrate ceased to exist 

at the beginning of 1836 when the colonial government began to bear the full expense of the 

police department, but there was still no assistant police magistrate at Morven when Arthur left 

the colony in October 1836 or before John Franklin arrived in January 1837.192 Residents of 

Morven and Breadalbane did not give up. Soon after Franklin arrived, they addressed a 

memorial to him in which they recounted the petitions they had submitted over the course of 

the previous five years and expressed their feeling that their requests had been treated with 

‘contemptuous indifference and neglect’.193 Their persistence paid off. The press announced 

the appointment of Robert Wales to the position of assistant police magistrate for Morven 

during Franklin’s fifth month in the colony, and the Hobart Town Gazette announced the 

appointment officially four months later.194 

Forster must have felt relieved to find Franklin more amenable to increasing expenditure than 

Arthur had been. Arthur’s frugal approach was a source of frustration to the chief police 

magistrate, something he alluded to in the report of his tour of various police stations in 

February 1834: ‘The system of Prison Discipline might no doubt be made more perfect than it 

is in this Territory were expense not so much considered as it has been’, he wrote.195  

The saga recounted here certainly confirms that some settlers avoided traveling far from their 

immediate neighbourhoods to lay complaints about their assigned servants. Nevertheless, only 

Morven residents seem to have found it necessary to wage a prolonged campaign for a full-

time magistrate. Extensive searching has failed to uncover any comparable examples, although 

Forster appealed in January 1833 for an augmentation of assistant police magistrates ‘at Places 

which are now so distant from the present Police Magistrates as to prevent settlers having their 

servants punished and which amounts almost to a denial of Justice’.196 He did not specify, 

however, where those places were. Nevertheless, in November 1835, the incumbent Richmond 

                                                 
192 Statistical Returns of Van Diemen’s Land from 1824 to 1839 (Hobart Town, 1839), p. 12 and Return No. 2. 
193 Undated memorial to Sir John Franklin, CSO1/1/736 file 15920/11 (file pages 39–42), TAHO. 
194 Hobart Town Courier, 12 May 1837, p. 2; Cornwall Chronicle, 10 June 1837, p. 2; ‘The Gazette’, Tasmanian, 

20 October 1837, p.9; Government Notices Nos. 192, 193 and 197, Hobart Town Gazette, 27 October 1837, pp. 

1056–1057. 
195 Forster to the colonial secretary, 28 February 1834, CSO1/1/566 file 12637, TAHO. 
196 Matthew Forster, Police Memorandum, 1 January 1833, CSO1/1/252 file 6040, TAHO. 
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police magistrate, John Morgan, told Forster that the assigned servants of settlers at Prosser’s 

Plains often escaped punishment because they were ‘at so great a distance from [the nearest 

magistrate at] Sorell’.197 This probably sparked the process that led to Franklin’s creation of 

the Spring Bay sub-district two years later, a sub-district that encompassed Prosser’s Plains.198 

Yet as already pointed out, Prosser’s Plains residents continued to travel to Sorell or Richmond 

thereafter because they considered the route to Spring Bay to be treacherous. In addition, a 

letter written to the editor of the True Colonist soon after the creation of the new sub-district 

estimated the population of the immediate area to be no more than forty, including assigned 

servants. 199  No wonder the newspaper subsequently ridiculed the appointment of a paid 

magistrate there as ‘the most wanton waste of the public money that has been devised in these 

times of extravagance and folly’.200  

Because distance was only one of several issues, it is impossible to gauge the extent to which 

it, alone, enabled convicts to escape punishment. There was a multiplicity of issues and 

influences, including masters’ dislike of punishment, impassable roads, unwillingness to 

impose on unpaid magistrates and the irregular attendance, unpopularity or unavailability of 

both paid and unpaid magistrates; yet all these reasons deterred some masters and mistresses 

from laying complaints more than they deterred others. People in the Morven area chose not to 

take their assigned servants four miles to Perth because it was not on the route they usually 

travelled, or they disliked the part-time police magistrate, or his attendance was irregular. At 

the same time, people living at Prosser’s Plains took their assigned servants more than twenty 

miles to Sorell even though they could count on the presence of a magistrate only once a week 

and the servants had to travel on to an even more distant location to undergo their punishment. 

The attitudes of masters and mistresses towards magistrates, distance and punishment were 

more influential than distance was. 

                                                 
197 John Morgan to the chief police magistrate, 11 November 1835, Police Magistrate’s Letter book 1832–1841, 

MM110/1/3, TAHO. 
198 Cornwall Chronicle, 23 December 1837, p. 4. 
199 True Colonist, 15 December 1837, p. 7. 
200 True Colonist, 19 January 1838, p. 6. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Urban assignment 

 
 

Henry Melville, publisher of the Colonial Times, farmer of New Norfolk and resident of Hobart 

Town, noted in 1835 that ‘arrivals of prisoners … were anxiously sought after [not only] by the 

settlers in the interior [but] also by the tradesmen in the townships’. 1  This hints at the 

importance of urban assignment, yet studies of assignment to date have concentrated on the 

supply of convicts to rural properties, particularly large rural estates.2 The popular perception 

of Australia’s nineteenth-century history being one of rural expansion and of Van Diemen’s 

Land having been the granary of the Australian colonies seems to have been particularly 

influential. With the aim of providing insights into urban assignment, this chapter explores 

assignment in Hobart Town, particularly during the years 1830 to 1837. It argues that many 

townspeople depended on assigned convict labour as much as their rural counterparts did and 

a significant proportion of both female and male convicts provided that labour. 

Population figures provide an overall perspective. Although no census survives for Van 

Diemen’s Land for the 1830s, in Statistical View of Van Diemen’s Land James Ross provided 

rounded population figures for each police district and each penal settlement and separate 

rounded figures for Hobart Town in 1831, divided according to sex and whether bond or free. 

He assured readers that his figures were reliable because ‘the census, on which these 

proportions are founded, was taken with great pains and accuracy’.3 He calculated that there 

were 600 female convicts in Hobart Town (not including 245 confined in the Female House of 

Correction just outside the official town boundary) and only 495 elsewhere in the colony.4 

Thus, nearly 55 percent of unconfined female convicts in Van Diemen’s Land in 1831 were 

                                                 
1 Henry Melville, The History of Van Diemen’s Land From the Year 1824 to 1835, G. Mackaness, ed., (Sydney, 

1965), [first published 1835], p. 81. 
2 Author unknown, ‘Labour in Rural Van Diemen’s Land’, The Push from the Bush, Vol. 22 (1986), pp. 39–47;  

Andrew John Gregg, ‘Convict Labour at Brickendon: The Diary of William Archer Senior’, unpublished Honours 

thesis, University of Tasmania, 2005; Margaret Dillon, ‘Convict Labour and Colonial Society in the Campbell 

Town Police District: 1820–1839’, unpublished PhD thesis, University of Tasmania, 2008; Bruce W. Brown, ‘The 

Machine Breaker Convicts from the Proteus and the Eliza’, unpublished MA thesis, University of Tasmania 2004; 

Kate Bonney, ‘Master and Servant at Clarendon Estate: A Regional Study of Convict Assignment in Van 

Diemen’s Land, 1830–1835’, unpublished Honours Thesis, University of Tasmania, 2011. 
3 James Ross, Statistical View of Van Diemen’s Land … forming a Complete Emigrant’s Guide (Hobart Town, 

1832), p. 170. 
4 Ross, Statistical View of Van Diemen’s Land, pp. 146, 170, 199, 204, 212, 216, 219, 225, 228, 232 and 284. 
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working in its principal town. The proportion fell slightly to 51.5 percent in 1835.5  As Kirsty 

Reid has pointed out, a substantial middle-class emerged as Hobart Town developed into the 

colony’s administrative, mercantile and financial centre, and administrators, merchants, 

bankers and others in the same social and economic strata needed female servants to staff their 

large residences.6  In addition, skilled tradeswomen such as dressmakers and milliners were in 

demand in the manufacturing sector, as were cooks, confectioners and others required to work 

in the growing number of inns and taverns in the town.7  

There was a smaller proportion, but a larger number, of male convicts in Hobart Town in the 

early to mid-1830s. According to Ross’s reckoning, 1,900 male convicts were in Hobart Town 

and 4,115 were elsewhere in the colony in 1831, excluding those in penal settlements, chain 

gangs and gaols.8 Thus, more than 31 percent of male convicts not undergoing punishment 

were working in Hobart Town at that time. According to Ross’s figures, male and female 

convicts together comprised nearly 42 percent of Hobart Town’s population of about 6,000 in 

1831.9 Ross did not specify how many of the male convicts were engaged in public works or 

how many convicts of either sex held tickets of leave, but probably most worked in private 

assignment throughout this period. No resident of Hobart Town could have failed to notice or 

interact with convicts in assignment.   

A description of the physical layout of the town shows how concentrated the convict population 

was in the urban setting. Hobart Town covered an area of about 1.6 square miles (4.2 km²).10  

Its official boundaries ran along Arthur Street, Knocklofty Terrace and the Wellington Rivulet, 

and along the riverfront and the edge of the Domain near Campbell Street (see Figure 5.1). 

About twenty major streets criss-crossed the landscape, with public buildings situated mainly 

on Macquarie Street and businesses concentrated on, but not confined to, Elizabeth and 

Liverpool Streets. Most of the houses stood on quarter or half acre allotments, which, according 

to Ross, left the view from the streets virtually unobstructed.11  The generous size of the 

allotments also enabled residents to keep animals such as cows, pigs and poultry. In fact, the 

                                                 
5 James Ross, Hobart Town Almanack and Van Diemen’s Land Annual for 1835 (Hobart Town, 1836), p. 46. 
6 Kirsty Reid, ‘Setting Women to Work: The assignment system and female convict labour in Van Diemen’s Land, 

1820–1839’, Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 34, No. 121 (2003) p. 11. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ross, Statistical View of Van Diemen’s Land, pp. 146, 170, 199, 204, 212, 216, 219, 225, 228 and 232. 
9 Ibid., p. 170. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ross, Statistical View of Van Diemen’s Lan., pp. 123 and 147. 
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south-eastern and western quarters of the town were more rural than urban and dotted only 

sparingly with buildings.   

Figure 5.1 Map of Hobart Town c.1838 

 

Source: Cropped inset from Map of Van Diemen’s Land by George Frankland (London: J. Cross, 1839) [electronic 

resource], SD_ILS:544068, Tasmanian Archive and Heritage Office. 

The townspeople earned their livelihoods in a wide variety of occupations, but commerce 

predominated. Former resident John Dixon noted in 1839 that shops were scattered ‘all over’ 

the town; some were ‘showy and respectable, even tasteful and elegant’ and he likened them 

to many in London.12 He was less impressed with the prevalence of ‘retail spirits stores’ which 

he claimed could be ‘seen in every direction’; ‘stand at the corner of any street, and from 

fifteen to twenty are in sight’, he wrote.13 This was probably no exaggeration. By September 

                                                 
12 Dixon, The Condition and Capabilities of Van Diemen’s Land, p. 50. 
13 Ibid. 
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1839, there were 138 licenced premises in Hobart Town, almost a three-fold increase from 

forty-seven in 1830.14 The names of at least sixty-two Hobart Town licensees or wives of 

licensees appear in the How Appropriated columns of appropriation lists created between 

January 1830 and December 1835 because they applied for and received approval to have 

newly-arrived convicts work for them in their businesses and/or homes. George Wise, co-

proprietor of the Ship Inn, pictured below, was one of them. 

Figure 5.2 The Ship Inn15 

 

It is impossible to give precise figures for the number of publicans or people of any other 

description named in the How Appropriated columns of appropriation lists because in addition 

to illegibility and inconsistency of spelling, both of which are well-known features of 

nineteenth-century handwritten documents, appropriation lists present other challenges. Only 

about half the entries include the first names or initials of the proposed masters and mistresses, 

about one-third include their places of residence, and about one in one hundred include their 

occupations, which makes it difficult, even with extensive research, to distinguish between 

every master and mistress who shared the same surname. Despite the small size of the 

population, few surnames occurred only once in the colony, and many convicts—especially 

                                                 
14 ‘The Publicans’ Licenses’, Tasmanian, 22 October 1830, p. 6; ‘Signs of the Times’, Cornwall Chronicle, 7 

September 1839, p. 2. 
15 Thomas Bock, ‘The Ship Inn’, National Library of Australia, http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-140387972, accessed 

January 2019.  
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labourers and domestic servants—could have served masters or mistresses of almost any 

description and in any location. The following example illustrates the problem and 

demonstrates the multi-pronged approach that can usually solve it.  

Alfred Jones was a groom and house servant who arrived in Van Diemen’s Land as a convict 

in 1830, and Louisa Goslin was a cook who arrived in 1831.16  Each was assigned to a Mr 

Horne, but as neither an initial nor given name, place of residence or occupation appears on 

either of two appropriation lists that survive for the ship on which Jones arrived or the only 

list for the ship on which Goslin arrived, it is unclear which Mr Horne each convict was 

assigned to and where.  There were at least five men with the surname Horne in Van Diemen’s 

Land at the time. Benjamin Horne was a magistrate and farmer living near the town of Ross, 

Thomas Horne was a barrister in Hobart Town, his brother, Alfred, was police magistrate and 

coroner at Circular Head, a Mr Horne was a carpenter in Hobart Town and James Horne was 

a waterman in Hobart Town.17 A waterman was unlikely to be in a position to house, feed and 

clothe an assigned servant, but magistrates, barristers and some carpenters were. A first initial 

could help to identify each ‘Mr Horne’. 

Clerks sometimes recorded the initials or first names of masters and mistresses on annual 

nominal returns, but not every convict remained with his or her first master or mistress long 

enough to be identified as his or her servant on a surviving nominal return. This was the case 

with both Jones and Goslin. Likewise, lists of loans and transfers published in the Hobart 

Town Gazette usually included at least initials and the places of residence of the masters and 

mistresses, but the Gazette published no such lists before September 1832, and then only in 

relation to male convicts. As Goslin was female and as Jones arrived in 1830, the Hobart 

Town Gazette provides no clue to the identity or place of residence of their master or masters.  

Conduct records can provide clues in both the description of an offence and the initials of the 

magistrate who heard the case, but no offence committed in the service of a ‘Mr Horne’ 

appears on Alfred Jones’ conduct record. 18  Fortuitously, some correspondence between 

                                                 
16 Louisa Goslin, Mary, 1831, Appropriation list, MM33/1/6, TAHO; Alfred Jones, Sir Charles Forbes, 1830, 

Appropriation lists, CON27/1/4 and CSO1/1/444 file, 9891, TAHO. 
17  ‘Ross Bridge, Oct. 14.’, Hobart Town Courier, 29 October 1831, p. 2; Mary Nicholls, ‘Horne, Thomas 

(1800−1870)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, 

http://adb.anu.au/biography/horne-thomas-3798/yext6013, published first in hardcopy 1972, accessed online 11 

July 2018; Ross, p. 77; Sarah Susanna Horne, baptised 9 January 1831, Baptism Register of the Parish of St 

David’s (Hobart Town), RGD32/1/1 no 33757, TAHO. 
18 Alfred Jones, Sir Charles Forbes, 1830, Conduct record, CON31/1/24, TAHO. 
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Lieutenant-Governor Arthur, Colonial Secretary Burnett and Principal Superintendent Woods 

survives and provides a piece of crucial evidence. Arthur wrote to Burnett on 24 July 1830 

stating that Thomas Horne (the barrister) was ‘much distressed for want of a house servant’ 

and asking him to enquire whether there was ‘any man in the public works not a mechanic 

who is fit for a house servant’.19  Three days later, the Sir Charles Forbes arrived with a 

consignment of male convicts. Woods replied to Burnett’s enquiry the following day, stating 

that there was ‘not a single man in the Public Works whom I can recommend to Mr. Horne, 

but by a special order one will be selected from the Ship in Harbour’.20 Jones was one of six 

house servants who arrived on the Sir Charles Forbes and the only one allocated to a Mr 

Horne.21 With all other avenues proving fruitless, it would have been impossible to identify 

Mr Horne without the correspondence. 

Louisa Goslin’s conduct record contains circumstantial evidence that helps to identify her 

master even though Mr Horne charged her with only one offence: ‘Turning the Tap of a Beer 

Barrell [sic] with a Fork for the purpose of drawing off Beer without permission & afterwards 

locking the Store Room door whereby the Beer was floating over the Room’.22  The initials 

of the magistrate who heard the case— ‘PS’ for principal superintendent—provide a vital clue. 

The principal superintendent was the person responsible for hearing all complaints made 

against female convicts assigned within the boundaries of Hobart Town.23 Of the three men 

with the surname Horne who lived in Hobart Town, the barrister is the one most likely to have 

been the convict’s master because neither a waterman nor a carpenter were likely to have a 

female assigned servant or a storeroom containing a valuable barrel of beer.  

The initials of magistrates often constitute the vital clue to the identity of a convict’s master 

or mistress because magistrates generally served within the boundaries of a single police 

district and this helps to narrow down a list of potential masters and mistresses. However, 

whilst stipendiary magistrates were appointed to a specific police district, honorary 

magistrates were appointed to the Commission of the Peace for Van Diemen’s Land and its 

dependencies. Since they were not restricted to one district, S. R. Dawson, who usually served 

in the Richmond police district, and David Lamb, who normally served in the New Norfolk 

                                                 
19 Memorandum, Arthur to Burnett, 24 July 1830, CSO1/1/469 file 10421, TAHO. 
20 R.H. Woods to Burnett, 28 July 1830, CSO1/1/469 file 10421, TAHO. 
21 John Burnett’s order written on reverse of Woods to Burnett; Sir Charles Forbes, 1830, Appropriation list. 
22 Louisa Goslin, Mary, 1831, Conduct record, CON40/1/3, TAHO. 
23 Ibid.; Josiah Spode, Report and Evidence of a Committee Enquiring into Female Convict Discipline, 1841–

1843, CSO22/1/50, p. 161, TAHO. 
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police district, are two of several honorary magistrates who occasionally heard cases in Hobart 

Town, but each did so only in tandem with a stipendiary magistrate.24  Thus, wherever an 

honorary magistrate’s initials appear alongside those of a stipendiary, it is safe to assume the 

two magistrates heard the case in the stipendiary magistrate’s police district. Conversely, 

wherever the initials of an honorary magistrate appear alone on a conduct record, it is safe to 

assume that he heard the case in the police district of his residence. Understood in this way, 

magistrates’ initials are an excellent guide to where a hearing took place.  

Just as an honorary magistrate could serve in a 

police district other than the one in which he 

resided, a male convict could also work some 

distance away from his master’s place of 

residence because settlers could leave male 

convicts under the supervision of free overseers at 

properties they owned or rented, sometimes in 

several locations. Such was the case with Thomas 

Horne. Like many Hobart Town residents, he had 

interests outside the town − a land grant at Cape 

Portland in the far northeast of the island and 

purchased land at Glenorchy, about five miles 

north of Hobart Town. 25  He consequently 

required workers who could undertake farm 

labour as well as workers who could perform 

domestic service at his place of residence.  

Each of ten newly arrived male convicts assigned to him in the years 1830 to 1833 (besides 

Alfred Jones) possessed skills they could have applied on a farm. Their occupations included 

farm labourer, kitchen gardener, butcher, ploughman, horse breaker, labourer, carter and 

gardener, yet it would be misleading to assume that they necessarily used their skills on a farm. 

Kitchen gardener John Duffy certainly worked in Hobart Town. When a magistrate sentenced 

him to fourteen days on the treadmill for drunkenness and absence ‘from his master’s 

premises’ without leave, he also ordered his return to public works and recommended he serve 

                                                 
24 Record of cases heard in Petty Session, Hobart Lower Courts, LC247/1/6, TAHO, especially pp. 606 and 650. 
25 Nicholls, ‘Horne, Thomas (1800–1870)’. 

Source: Photo by J.W. Beattie in Members of 

the Parliaments of Tasmania, Allport Library 

and Museum of Fine Arts, TAHO. 

Figure 5.3 Thomas Horne (1800–1870) 
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time in a road party because there was ‘reason to believe he has formed very bad connections 

in Town’ (emphasis added).26 Another of Horne’s assigned servants, farm labourer and carter 

Joseph Bairston, on the other hand, was disciplined for riotous and disorderly conduct ‘on his 

master’s Farm’.27  The conduct records of the other eight convicts provide no conclusive 

evidence.28 Because that is frequently the case, it is impossible to calculate the number of 

convicts who actually worked in Hobart Town when assigned to Hobart Town residents.  

It is much more feasible to try to identify each master and mistress named on appropriation 

lists and to determine where they lived and what they did for a living, thereby enabling a 

division of the master and mistress cohort by urban and rural location and by occupation. 

Directories found in almanacs are helpful sources. Nevertheless, while Henry Melville and 

James Ross both published almanacs containing directories from 1831, the directories were 

incomplete. Ross’ almanacs in fact only contained a directory every second year, and of 751 

names in his 1831 directory, only 68 include a first name or initial. Melville’s directory for 

the same year only partially compensates for the shortfall because, while it includes a first 

name or initial for all but seventeen entries, it contains only 249 entries. 

Table 5.1 Directories included in almanacs published in Van Diemen’s Land in 1831–3529 

Year Publisher Directories included 

1831 Melville 

Ross 

Hobart 

Hobart 

1832 Melville 

Ross 

Hobart 

Nil 

1833 Melville 

Ross 

Hobart 

Hobart, Launceston and other districts 

1834 Melville 

Ross 

Hobart 

Nil 

1835 Melville 

Ross 

Hobart 

Hobart 

Both the number of residents listed in directories and the proportion listed with occupations 

fluctuated by year and publisher. Ross listed nearly three times as many men and nearly five 

                                                 
26 John Duffy, Royal George, 1830, Conduct record, CON31/1/10, TAHO. 
27 Joseph Bairston, Strathfieldsay, 1831, Conduct record, CON31/1/4, TAHO. 
28 Conduct records, TAHO: Edward West and James White, Argyle, 1831, CON31/1/46; George Howes, Proteus, 

1831, CON31/1/20; Luke Bradley, Strathfieldsay, 1831, CON31/1/4; William Mawson, Strathfieldsay, 1831, 

CON1/1/20; James Jones, York, 1832, CON31/1/24; James Shannons, York, 1832, CON31/1/39; James Gibbs, 

Georgiana, 1833, Conduct record, CON31/1/16, TAHO. 
29 Anne M. Bartlett, Local and Family History Sources in Tasmania, 2nd edition (Launceston, 1994), p. 29. 
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times as many women as Melville did in 1831, for example. By contrast, Ross’s 1835 

directory is notable for its failure to name even one woman, 73 entries are for people living 

within the Hobart Town police district but outside the town boundary, and the entries number 

506 individuals compared with Melville’s 988 in the same year. On the other hand, Ross’s 

1835 directory includes thirty-four more occupations than Melville’s does for the same year. 

Considering there were 2,500 free adults living in Hobart Town in 1831 and the population 

was growing, Melville’s 1835 Hobart Town directory is the only one that might come close 

to listing a free adult from each household, although with an occupation included for fewer 

than half of the individuals listed (see Figure 5.4).30 Directories are useful, but not as useful 

for distinguishing between individuals with the same surname or for determining places of 

residence and occupations as might be expected.   

Figure 5.4 Comparison between Melville’s and Ross’ 1831, 1833 and 1835 Hobart Town 

directories 

 

Calculated from: H. Melville, The Van Diemen’s Land Almanack for the Year of our Lord 1831 (Hobart Town, 

1831); J. Ross, The Van Diemen’s Land Anniversary and Hobart-Town Almanack for the Year 1831 (Hobart 

Town, 1831);  H. Melville, The Van Diemen’s Land Almanack for the Year 1833 (Hobart Town, 1833); J. Ross, 

The Van Diemen’s Land Annual and Hobart-Town Almanack for the Year 1833 (Hobart Town, 1833); H. Melville, 

The Van Diemen’s Land Annual for the Year 1835 (Hobart Town, 1835); J. Ross, Hobart Town Annual and Van 

Diemen’s Land Almanack for 1835 (Hobart Town, 1835). 

Newspapers are often more fruitful sources. Together with directories, conduct records and 

numerous other sources, newspapers have enabled the identification of the places of residence 

of the intended first masters and mistresses of all but 142 of 7,006 assigned male and 1,141 

                                                 
30 Ross, Van Diemen’s Land Anniversary and Hobart-Town Almanack for the Year 1831, p. 170. 
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assigned female convicts named on surviving appropriation lists created in the years 1830 to 

1835. Of a total of 1,948 proposed masters and mistresses, 730 (more than 37 percent) were 

residents of Hobart Town, a proportion virtually equivalent to the town’s 35 per cent share of 

the colony’s free adult population in 1831.31 Nearly 48 per cent of the female convicts and 

more than 21 per cent of the male convicts were allocated to these 730 individuals. While the 

females would have worked in Hobart Town, some of the males would not. 

It has been possible to ascertain the occupation or occupations of 549 of the Hobart Town 

masters and mistresses. Those with unknown occupations include eighty-one married women 

who are unlikely to have engaged in paid employment or commerce, mainly the wives of 

professional men and government officials. They also include a few men described vaguely 

as ‘settler’ or ‘gentleman’, and men and women whose names either do not appear on any 

consulted record, such as ‘Mr Pavior’, or appear for more than one person, such as ‘Mr 

Johnson’ and ‘Mrs Frazer’.  

The diversity of economic activities that masters and mistresses in Hobart Town engaged in 

highlights one of the significant differences between rural and urban assignment. Table 5.2 

lists all the known occupations of Hobart Town residents who were the intended first masters 

and mistresses of convicts who arrived in the years 1830 to 1835. That is, it lists the 

occupations of Hobart Town residents whose names appear in the How Appropriated columns 

of appropriation lists that survive from the 1830-35 period. (An additional uncounted number 

of Hobart Town residents had convicts assigned to them by transfer or from public works or 

after release from punishment in road parties, chain gangs or the Female House of Correction, 

and some of their occupations might not be among those listed in Table 5.2.)  Only one 

individual practiced each of the occupations marked with an asterisk. ‘Government employee’, 

in contrast, covers sixty-eight individuals ranging from the lieutenant-governor to a 

commissariat clerk. Most of their names appear on both male and female appropriation lists. 

The names of fourteen of their wives appear only on appropriation lists for female convicts. 

The only occupations listed in Hobart Town directories published in the 1830–35 period that 

are not represented in Table 5.2 are carver and gilder, dyer and milkman, which suggests that 

people engaged in almost any occupation in Hobart Town could qualify to have a convict 

servant. 

  

                                                 
31 Calculated from data in Ross, Statistical View of Van Diemen’s Land, pp. 146, 170, 199, 204, 212, 216, 219, 

225, 228 and 232. 
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Table 5.2 Occupations of Hobart-based masters and mistresses, 1830–35 

Architect Ironmonger 

Artist Jeweller 

Auctioneer Lamplighter* 

Baker and/or miller Laundress* 

Banker, bank director, bank clerk or cashier Leather dealer 

Barrister and/or solicitor or law pleader Licensed victualler or innkeeper 

Bell hanger and/or locksmith Limeburner 

Blacksmith Master mariner 

Boarding house keeper Merchant 

Boat builder or shipwright Midwife* 

Boot and/or shoe maker Military officer 

Brass and/or iron founder Missionary or chaplain 

Brewer and/or maltster Music teacher/professor or band master 

Bricklayer Nailer or nail manufacturer 

Builder and/or carpenter Painter and/or glazier and/or plumber 

Butcher Plasterer 

Cabinet maker Plough and cart manufacturer 

Canteen holder Printer 

Carter or carrier Saddler 

Chemist and/or druggist or apothecary Sail maker and/or rope and tent maker 

Coach proprietor Sawyer and/or timber merchant 

Coach smith or coach manufacturer Schoolmaster or schoolmistress 

Comb maker* Seed specialist* 

Confectioner and/or pastry cook Settler 

Conveyancer Silk mercer 

Cooper Silversmith 

Copper and tin manufacturer or tinsmith Soap manufacturer* 

Currier Stable keeper 

Dairyman* Stage manager and performer* 

Dealer or shopkeeper Stationer 

Distiller Surveyor (non-government) 

Doctor or surgeon Tailor 

Draper Tallow chandler 

Drayman Tanner 

Dressmaker Tobacconist 

Farmer or yeoman Undertaker 

Fellmonger Upholsterer 

Gardener Vendor of sheet music, instruments, etc. 

General agent Veterinary surgeon 

Gentleman and/or land proprietor Watchmaker 

Government employee Waterman* 

Greengrocer or fruiterer Weaver* 

Gun maker or gunsmith Whaler 

Hairdresser and perfumer Wheelwright 

Hatter Wool stapler 
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Some masters conducted two or more businesses simultaneously at the same address. In some 

cases, the businesses were related, while in others, they were not. Abraham Biggs is one 

example. After arriving as an assisted immigrant with his wife and five young children in 

August 1833, he became a service provider, a manufacturer and a dealer of an eclectic mix of 

items from premises on Elizabeth Street.32 In an 1834 advertisement, he described himself as 

a ‘Carpenter, Cabinet-maker, Undertaker and dealer in cedar and sawed timber’, and went on 

to list for sale items including guns, pistols and ironmongery, and ‘a general assortment of 

grocery and drapery goods, stays, straw bonnets, window glass, stationery, and a very fine-

toned violin’.33 The appellation ‘general dealer’ beside his name in Ross’ 1835 Hobart Town 

Almanac seems inadequate.34  His name appears on only one surviving appropriation list from 

the 1830–35 period, as the proposed master of Ann Smith, a house and nurse maid who could 

wash.35 By the time Ann arrived in October 1835, the Biggs household had grown with the 

birth of another baby, which might be what prompted the request for a female servant of Ann’s 

description.36  

Nathaniel Olding was a master who conducted several unrelated businesses in succession at 

different addresses. Soon after he arrived in April 1828 with his wife, five children, an 

apprentice, a free female servant and a large quantity of merchandise, bookbinding tools and 

printing types, he applied for a grant of land.37 Arthur granted 640 acres which Olding selected 

at Prosser’s Plains in the Richmond police district.38 At the same time, Olding commenced 

business as a merchant on Liverpool Street.39  By July 1830, he was operating the same 

business from 14 Collins Street, and in May 1831 took over the Waterloo Tavern and Hotel 

on the corner of Davey and Murray Streets.40 Meanwhile, in March 1831, he reported that he 

had a free overseer and several free and assigned male servants who had sown grain and 

erected fencing, a hut and other buildings on his land, and he applied for an additional grant.41  

Arthur approved a grant of 550 acres on condition that Olding become a permanent resident 

                                                 
32 Downing Street to Arthur, 30 April 1833, ‘Despatches received from the Secretary and under-Secretary of State 

relating to Advances to Emigrants’, GO3/1/1, p. 651, TAHO; ‘Ship News’, Colonial Times, 27 August 1833, p. 

2. 
33 Colonial Times, 24 June 1834, p. 3. 
34 Ross, Hobart Town Almanack and Van Diemen’s Land Annual for 1835, p. 270. 
35 Hector, 1835, Appropriation list, MM33/1/6, TAHO. 
36 Baptism record for Thomas Biggs, Born 3 June 1834 and baptised 13 July 1834, RGD32/1/2 No. 5650, TAHO. 
37 CSO1/1/ 276 file 6664, TAHO. 
38 Ibid. 
39 ‘To Captain James Fuze’, Hobart Town Courier, 19 April 1828, p. 3; Hobart Town Courier, 7 June 1828, p. 2. 
40 Hobart Town Courier, 3 July 1830, p. 1; Ross, Van Diemen’s Land Anniversary and Hobart Town Almanack 

for the year 1831, p. 72; Hobart Town Courier, 28 May 1831, p. 3.  
41 CSO1/1/ 276 file 6664. 
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on the land within twelve months.42 Olding did not meet the deadline. He retained the license 

for the hotel until he opened a printing business and began printing the Trumpeter General 

for John C. Stracey on the corner of Brisbane and Elizabeth Streets early in 1833.43 After 

printing his last edition for Stracey on 28 January 1834 and until he established the Morning 

Star and Commercial Advertiser in premises at 6 Argyle Street in November the same year, 

he conducted livery stables on Elizabeth Street.44 Thus, he had at least five different addresses 

and four dissimilar occupations in Hobart Town in five years. Masters could be as versatile 

and mobile as convicts. 

Eight newly-arrived male convicts were assigned to Olding in the 1830–35 period, including 

a farmer’s boy and a farm labourer-cum-ploughman, both of whom would have worked on 

his farm.45 The others included a gentleman’s servant, a boy, a compositor, a compositor-cum-

seaman, a printer and compositor who was also a ploughman and butcher, and a printer’s 

pressman.46 Two newly-arrived female convicts were also assigned to him. The first was Ann 

Hibbs, a house servant who arrived when Olding held the license for the hotel.47  She might 

have worked in only the house or the hotel or both, as it was not until August 1835 that Arthur 

decided to discontinue the assignment of female convicts to publicans.48  The second was 

Elizabeth Ellis, a country servant and dairy maid whose skills were a good match for Olding’s 

dairying and grazing property.49 Elizabeth arrived in the same week in October 1835 in which 

Olding published his last edition of the Morning Star.50 The Olding family probably moved 

to the farm shortly thereafter, as it was a Richmond district magistrate who admonished 

Elizabeth for absenting herself from Olding’s service without leave eleven weeks after her 

arrival in the colony.51 Because Hobart Town residents collectively engaged in a wide range 

                                                 
42 Ibid. 
43 Hobart Town Courier, 18 January 1833, p. 1; Trumpeter General, 31 December 1833, p. 4. 
44 Morning Star and Commercial Advertiser, 2 December 1834, p. 4; H. Melville, The Van Diemen’s Land Annual 

for the year 1834, p. 257. 

45 Francis Biddulph and John Brown, David Lyon, 1830, Appropriation list, CON27/1/4, TAHO. 
46 Lord Lyndoch, 1831, Appropriation list, CON27/1/5, TAHO; England, 1832, Appropriation list, CON27/1/5, 

TAHO; Atlas, 1833, Appropriation list, CON27/1/6, TAHO; Isabella, 1833, Appropriation list, CON27/1/6, 

TAHO; Augusta Jessie, 1835, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/781 file 16664, TAHO; Hobart Town Gazette, 11 July 

1834, p. 465; William Hale, Arab, 1834, Conduct record, CON31/1/21, TAHO; William Hale, Arab, 1834, 

Description list, CON18/1/3, TAHO. 
47 Ann Hibbs, Hydery, 1832, Appropriation list, CON27/2/1, TAHO. 
48 Colonial secretary to principal superintendent, on reverse side of Principal superintendent to colonial secretary, 

1 August 1835, CSO1/1/577 file 13104, TAHO. 
49 Hector, 1835, Appropriation list, MM33/1/6, TAHO; Olding to Arthur, 4 November 1829, CSO1/1/ 276 file 

6664, TAHO. 
50 Morning Star and Commercial Advertiser, 23 October 1835, p. 2. 
51 Elizabeth Ellis, Hector, 1835, Appropriation list, CON40/1/3, TAHO. 
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of business activities and because so many were keen to have convict servants, administrators 

had a wide range of opportunities to place convicts where they could use their existing skills.  

It was not only free settlers who provided this range of opportunities. Former convicts also 

contributed, contrary to Anne McKay’s claim that,  

It was a general rule, and a very necessary one, that persons who had been convicts 

should never be given the charge of convicts. … Needless to say, no convicts were ever 

given to persons still serving sentence.52 

Unfortunately, McKay neglected to provide a reference to support this assertion, which makes 

it difficult to ascertain the basis on which she made it. It is in fact demonstrably misleading. 

The archive is such that it is possible to discover the truth about the ‘general rule’ on which 

McKay briefly wrote.  

In a minute dated 3 November 1827, Arthur listed six general rules for the assignment of 

servants. The sixth stated unambiguously ‘that no Convicts, Males or Females, be assigned to 

Persons who are themselves under the sentence of the law’.53 This clearly did not prohibit 

convicts from becoming masters and mistresses when their sentences expired. Furthermore, 

Arthur stipulated at the end of the minute that ‘If any case arises wherein a departure is solicited 

from these general regulations, special reference will be made to the Lieut. Governor’.54 None 

of the six general rules was therefore immutable. Arthur allowed for exceptions.  

A small number of Hobart Town masters and mistresses certainly had been convicts and an 

additional number might have been. The archive enables their identification because it contains 

at least one record pertaining to nearly every convict who arrived in Van Diemen’s Land 

between 1803 and 1853. A thorough search of the records of convicts who arrived before 1830 

yields definite matches with fifty-one Hobart Town masters and mistresses whose names 

appear in the How Appropriated columns of 1830–35 appropriation lists. The records also 

provide less conclusive matches for an additional twenty-one masters and twelve mistresses 

who either had common names or common occupations or both. Evidence of free arrival exists 

for the remaining Hobart Town masters and mistresses. This means that between seven and 

twelve per cent of the 730 Hobart Town residents who were the proposed first masters and 

mistresses of convicts who arrived in the 1830–35 period had themselves been convicts. 

                                                 
52 Anne McKay, ‘The Assignment System of Convict Labour in Van Diemen’s Land 1824–1842’, unpublished 

MA thesis, University of Tasmania, 1958, pp. 90–91. 
53 Minute No. 272, CSO1/1/540 file 11715, TAHO. 
54 Ibid. 
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One of these was David Ramsay, a sailmaker who was tried at Aberdeen in Scotland in April 

1821 and sentenced to seven years’ transportation.55 From the time he arrived in the colony in 

December 1821 until he successfully petitioned for a ticket of leave in December 1826, he was 

employed as a sailmaker in public works.56 In fact he was the only sailmaker in public works 

when he received his ticket of leave, and he consequently had to agree, as a condition of 

receiving it, to give his time and services to government when required at the rate of five 

shillings per day ‘to protect the government from exorbitant charges or having their work 

neglected’ by him.57 Even after becoming free in 1828, he worked as overseer to government 

sailmakers while he conducted a board and lodging house and his own sail, rope and tent 

making business.58 He could not have done all of this without assistance. 

In 1831 the Hobart Town Courier praised his ability to make ‘ropes and hawsers 160 yards in 

length and upwards of 3 inches in diameter’ with new machinery he had installed at his ‘rope 

manufactory’ at the top of Melville Street.59 Not surprisingly, there was no acknowledgment 

of his convict assistants. At least eight newly-arrived male convicts were assigned to him in 

the years 1830 to 1835; three were rope makers, another two were both twine spinners and rope 

makers, two were hacklers (flax dressers), and one was a boy without a trade.60 Another boy 

was in his service within four months of arrival in 1835 after having been left vacant initially, 

and a sea boy, a weaver and a labourer were either transferred to him or assigned from public 

works.61 He also had at least four female convicts in his household at different times during the 

same period.62 (His wife was present from some time in 1828. His mother also arrived from 

Scotland in 1831.)63 His convict past certainly did not preclude him from having assigned 

servants.  

                                                 
55 David Ramsay, Petition for a ticket of leave, CSO1/1/135 file 3285, TAHO. 
56 Ibid. 
57 John Montagu to George Arthur, 27 June 1827, CSO1/1/140 file 3444, TAHO. 
58 David Ramsay to the colonial secretary, 25 October 1831, CSO1/1/263 file 6264, TAHO; Ross, Van Diemen’s 

Land Anniversary and Hobart Town Almanack for the Year 1831. 
59 Hobart Town Courier, 7 May 1831, p. 2. 
60  Argyle, 1831, Appropriation list; Circassian, 1833, Appropriation list; England, 1832, Appropriation list; 

Gilmore, 1832, Appropriation list; Larkins, 1831, Appropriation list; Lotus, 1833, Appropriation list; Red Rover, 

1831, Appropriation list; Strathfieldsay, 1831, Appropriation list. 
61 Edmund Blyther, Mangles, 1835, in HO10/50; Mangles, 1835, Appropriation list; Robert Miller, Prince Regent, 

1830, in Appropriation list and 1830 Nominal Return; Joseph Donovan, Thames, 1829, Description list, 

CON18/1/21, TAHO; HO10/47; Henry Sinclair, Woodman, 1826, Description list, CON23/1/3, TAHO and 1833 

Nominal Return. 
62 Elizabeth Johnston, Mellish, 1830, Conduct record, and Elizabeth Johnson, Mermaid, 1828, Conduct record, 

CON40/1/5, TAHO; Charlotte Wilson, Hydery, 1832, HO10/48; Christian Cameron, Hydery, 1832, HO10/49. 
63 Birth of Harriet Hill Ramsay, 12 June 1829, RGD32/1/1 no. 3162, TAHO; Hobart Town Courier, 2 April 1832, 

p. 2. 
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In fact, some convicts became masters when they were still under sentence. One example is 

William Osborne, alias Henry Clare, who described himself as a coach painter and groom when 

he arrived in the colony under a life sentence in January 1823.64 In 1826 and 1827 he was 

employed as the government lamplighter, and in 1831 he won a government contract to light, 

and keep alight, 120 street lamps every night of the year except the four preceding and the four 

following each full moon; in addition, he serviced the lamps of several publicans and sold oil 

and lamps.65 The lamp lighting, alone, was undoubtedly too big a job for one man, and it was 

a hazardous one, especially on a windy night—Osborne was blown from his ladder more than 

once.66 He held a ticket of leave when a newly-arrived labourer was assigned to him, although 

the labourer’s conduct record indicates that he was only on loan to Osborne.67 Perhaps calling 

it a loan was a means of complying with the letter of the law. On the other hand, the labourer 

remained in Osborne’s service for six months and might have continued had he not committed 

an offence that brought about his banishment to a road party.68 Two months after the labourer 

departed, Osborne received a whitesmith by transfer while he still held only a ticket of leave.69 

This was not a case of a convict receiving special privileges because he had a government 

contract. Other serving convicts had convict servants without also having government contracts. 

One of these was William Champion, who arrived under a sentence of fourteen years in January 

1824 and had his wife and child join him in the colony three years later.70 Because his wife 

was free, he could be assigned to her. He was a hatter and started advertising his Derwent Hat 

Manufactory on Melville Street, Hobart Town, in September 1829, well before he received a 

ticket of leave in April 1832.71 Until he was in possession of a ticket of leave, he could not 

become a master of assigned servants, but because his wife was free, she could have them 

assigned to her. Under these circumstances, even convicts not yet in possession of a ticket of 

                                                 
64 Surrey, 1833, Appropriation list, CON27/1/3, TAHO; Morley, 1823, Description list, CSO1/1/295 file 7161, 

TAHO. 
65 William Osborne, Morley, 1823, Conduct record, CON31/1/29, TAHO; CSO1/1/482 file 10705, TAHO; Ross, 

Van Diemen’s Land Almanack, 1831, p. 74; ‘Quarter Sessions’, Colonist and Van Diemen’s Land Commercial 

and Agricultural Advertiser, 6 July 1832, p. 4. 
66 ‘Quarter Sessions’, ibid. 
67 ‘Government Notice No. 6’, Hobart Town Courier, 7 January 1832, p. 2; Minute No. 272 paragraph no. 6, 

General Rules for Assignment of Servants, CSO1/1/540 file 11715, TAHO; Henry Greenwood, Surrey, 1833, 

Conduct record, CON31/1/16 p. 106, TAHO. 
68 Henry Greenwood, Surrey, 1833, Conduct record. 
69  Hobart Town Gazette, 10 January 1834, p. 32; William Brookes, Prince Regent, 1830, Description list, 

CON18/1/10, TAHO; CSO1/1/657 file 14741, TAHO. 
70 William Champion, Asia, 1824, Conduct record, CON31/1/6, TAHO; ‘Ship News’, Hobart Town Gazette and 

Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser, 23 January 1824, p. 2; Journal for the Sir Charles Forbes, 1827, ADM101/67/7, 

‘UK, Royal Medical Journals, 1817−1857’, Ancestry.com. 
71 Colonial Times, 18 September 1829, p. 1; Hobart Town Courier, 14 April 1832, p. 2. 
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leave could have the use of suitably-qualified assigned servants. Therefore, a convict who was 

a hatter’s boy and another who was a hatter were assigned to Mrs Champion in 1830 and 1831 

respectively, although she probably had little to do with their training or supervision.72 At the 

end of March 1833, William received a conditional pardon; in August 1833 a convict hatter 

was assigned to him, and before the end of the same year he obtained a license to conduct the 

Jolly Hatter’s Inn.73 He evidently continued to manufacture hats after receiving the license, as 

another convict hatter was assigned to him in 1835.74 By providing him with appropriately 

qualified assigned servants, the government encouraged William Champion to manufacture 

what the Hobart Town Courier described as ‘an article of colonial production of no small 

importance’. 75  Champion’s willingness to employ assigned servants in turn enabled the 

government to place several convicts possessing uncommon skills in suitable employment. It 

was a mutually beneficial arrangement.   

The government provided assigned servants even to couples who were both under sentence. 

‘Mrs Smithson Hbt Town’ was named as Catherine Hadnell’s mistress when the principal 

superintendent of convicts sentenced the latter to three days’ confinement in a cell on bread 

and water on 12 October 1830 for drunkenness, insolence and neglect of duty in her service.76 

Catherine had been in the colony just nineteen days and her offence was the first of four for 

which Mrs Smithson took her to the principal superintendent over the course of nineteen 

months.77 Mrs Smithson was a convict who had arrived in the colony as Esther Watson in 

November 1827 and had twice experienced time in a cell on bread and water, first for insolence 

and later for absconding from her master’s service.78 She therefore knew exactly what the 

ramifications could be of taking Catherine to a magistrate. 

Esther had married William Smithson in Hobart Town in April 1829, almost immediately after 

he had received a ticket of leave.79 Neither of their sentences had expired when Catherine was 

                                                 
72 William Champion, Asia, 1824, Description list, CON23/1/1, TAHO; Jeremiah Tierney, Southworth, 1830, 

Appropriation list, MM33/1/6, TAHO; Lewis Lyons, Lord Lyndoch, 1831, Appropriation list, CSO1/1/662 file 

14776, TAHO. 
73 William Champion, Asia, 1824, Conduct record, CON31/1/6, TAHO; Hobart Town Gazette, 30 August 1833, 

p. 443; John Paine, Andromeda, 1827, Description list, CON23/1/3, TAHO; Hobart Town Gazette, 6 December 

1833, p. 788. 
74 John Pegman, Mangles, 1835, Appropriation list. 
75 Hobart Town Courier, 29 August 1829, p. 3.  
76 Catherine Hadnell, Mellish, 1830, Conduct record, CON40/1/5, TAHO. 
77 Ibid. 
78 Esther Watson, Sovereign, 1827, Conduct record, CON40/1/9, TAHO. 
79 Marriage of Esther Watson and William Smithson, married 29 April 1829, Parish of Hobart Town, RGD36/1/1 

no. 1245, TAHO; ‘Government Notice No. 92’, Hobart Town Gazette, 2 May 1829, p. 94. 
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charged with her first offence. In fact, Esther did not have a ticket of leave until at least nine 

female convicts had worked in the family home as domestic servants. 80 William Smithson 

received a conditional pardon in May 1832.81 His wife received a ticket of leave in December 

1832 and became free by servitude in April 1834.82 Three male convicts, James Rose, Henry 

Scarlett, and James Hayes, were assigned to Smithson before he received a conditional pardon, 

and Henry White was assigned to him in September 1832, six months before he (Smithson) 

was free by servitude.83 Rose was a whitesmith, Scarlett was a tinker, and White was a smith 

and bellhanger.84 Each had suitable occupational backgrounds for their master who was a 

gunsmith, tinman, blacksmith and livery stable keeper, and conducted his businesses on 

Elizabeth and Liverpool Streets. 85  While he probably also employed free workers, as he 

advertised for a wire worker and a shoeing smith and farrier,86 convicts undoubtedly formed 

the backbone of his workforce. In this way, he was like hundreds of Hobart Town residents 

who had arrived free. 

Tailors comprised one group of free immigrants in Hobart Town who certainly had a mainly 

convict workforce, as an 1834 petition shows. In March 1834, thirty-two men who described 

themselves as journeyman tailors in Hobart Town signed a petition addressed to Lieutenant-

Governor Arthur. Most were recently-arrived assisted free immigrants who complained that 

they had found ‘the Door of Employment shut entirely against them by the Master tailors being 

able to obtain Crown Prisoners to be assigned to their Service … and at much less Expense and 

Costs than the Free Workmen’.87 Included in their petition was a list of men they described as 

the six principal master tailors of Hobart Town, together with the number of assigned and free 

                                                 
80 Jane Bell, Hydery, 1832, Appropriation list, CON27/2/1, TAHO; Jane Bell, Hydery, 1832, Conduct record, 

CON40/1/1, TAHO; Isobel Milne, Mellish, 1830, Conduct record, CON40/1/7, TAHO; Sarah Mills, America, 

1831, Conduct record, CON40/1/7, TAHO; Elizabeth Harris, Borneo, 1828, Conduct record, CON401/1/5, TAHO; 

Mary Tickner, Eliza, 1830, Conduct record, CON40/1/9, TAHO; Jane Beavens, America, 1831, Conduct record, 

CON40/1/1, TAHO; Eliza Whare, America, 1831, Conduct record, CON40/1/9, TAHO; Elizabeth Vick, 

Sovereign, 1827, Conduct record, CON40/1/9, TAHO; Sarah Nines, Mary, 1831, Conduct record, CON40/1/7, 

TAHO. 
81 William Smithson, Woodford, 1826, Conduct record, CON31/1/38, TAHO. 
82 Hobart Town Courier, 28 December 1832, p. 2; Hobart Town Gazette, 4 April 1834, p. 238. 
83  James Rose, Argyle, 1831, Appropriation lists, MM33/1/6 and CON27/1/5, TAHO; Henry Scarlett, 

Strathfieldsay, 1831, Appropriation list, CON27/1/5, TAHO; Henry White, Lord William Bentinck, 1832, 

Appropriation lists, CON27/1/5 and CSO1/1/610 file 13913, TAHO; James Hayes, Juliana, 1820, Conduct record, 

CON31/1/18, TAHO. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Melville, Van Diemen’s Land Almanack (Hobart Town, 1831), p. 262; Ross, Hobart Town Almanack (Hobart 

Town, 1835), p. 280. 
86 ‘To Gentlemen, Sportsmen & Others’, Hobart Town Courier, 9 July 1831, p. 1; ‘Wanted’, Tasmanian, 12 

November 1831, p. 2. 
87 CSO1/1/708 file 15494, TAHO. 
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servants they employed. The ratio of assigned to free servants was about 10:1 and, according 

to the petition, only Lightfoot employed any free workers at that time. Despite an abundance 

of free tailors, employers preferred convicts.  

Table 5.3 Number of assigned convicts and free employees working for the six principal tailors 

of Hobart Town in 1834 

 Assigned  Free 

Lightfoot 10  3 

Frazer 7  0 

Robertson 5  0 

Clancy 5  0 

Fitzgerald 3  0 

Kramer 2  0 

TOTAL 32  3 

Source: CSO1/1/708 file 15494, TAHO. 

According to Lightfoot, there were two reasons for that. The first was that most of the 

immigrants who called themselves tailors knew little or nothing of the trade, which implies that 

the convict tailors knew more.88 The second reason was that, of those who Lightfoot considered 

‘good general workmen tailors’, only four accepted the piecework he offered that would have 

earned them thirty-six shillings a week—‘handsome remunerating wages’, according to the 

Colonial Times—and one of those he had to discharge for repeated drunkenness.89 

The annual nominal return completed three months before the petition names Lightfoot as the 

master of eight male convicts. 90  All eight described themselves as tailors, which again 

exemplifies the attention administrators gave to matching the reported occupations of convicts 

to the needs of their employers.91 Assignment lists published in the Hobart Town Gazette name 

Lightfoot as the recipient of another two male convicts in the weeks immediately preceding the 

                                                 
88 ‘To the Editor of the Courier’, Hobart Town Courier, 14 March 1834, p. 4. 
89 Ibid.; Colonial Times, 18 March 1834, p. 4. 
90 HO10/49, TNA, Kew, Surrey, England: James Roberts alias Hartley, Stakesby, 1833; Joseph Walker, Lord 

Lyndoch, 1831; William Pecket, Layton, 1828; William Copeland, Larkins, 1831; William Wood, Lady Harewood, 

1829; James Cooper and James Shackleton, Isabella, 1833; John Everall alias Henry Pearce or Pearcy, Elizabeth, 

1832. 
91 Ibid. 
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writing of the petition.92 The Gazette neither named nor identified them by ship of arrival, 

police number or trade, which makes them difficult to trace, but if the petition is accurate, and 

there is no reason to doubt its accuracy, they were tailors too. 

As well as the six men whom the petitioners considered the principal tailors of Hobart Town, 

another fifteen men whose names appear in the How Appropriated columns of 1830 to 1835 

appropriation lists were tailors who lived in Hobart Town. Administrators allocated seventy-

three newly arrived male convicts to these twenty tailors between January 1830 and December 

1835, and all but three of the convicts were tailors. The convict workers Hobart Town tailors 

employed were almost exclusively tailors because none of the masters carried on any business 

other than tailoring during that period.  

Some Hobart Town shoemakers, by contrast, practised the related trade of tanning. Twenty 

shoemakers were the intended first masters of fifty-seven male convicts named on surviving 

1830 to 1835 appropriation lists. Forty-two of the convicts were shoemakers or shoemakers’ 

boys, four were boot or shoe closers, two were tanners, one was a fellmonger, and another was 

a leather dresser. Of the remainder, six were boys without trades and one was a labourer. When 

Lightfoot employed eight convict tailors (as well as a female house servant and a housemaid 

who could do plain needlework),93 shoemaker and tanner Samuel James Wintle employed nine 

convicts.94 Only one in nine farmers in the Richmond police district employed more than nine 

convicts at that time.95 Even in England in 1831, eight and a half was the average number of 

employees per employer, and that included cotton mills, iron foundries and coal mines where 

employees could number in the hundreds. 96 According to John Burnett, many tailors and 

shoemakers in England worked with ‘two or three other journeymen and a couple of 

apprentices’, and ‘substantially larger units’ existed only in London and a few other leading 

cities.97 The scale of urban production in Van Diemen’s Land and the demand for convict 

labour to facilitate that production should not be underestimated.  

                                                 
92 Hobart Town Gazette, 14 February 1834, p. 137 and 7 March 1834, p. 177. 
93  Charlotte Robinson, William Bryan, 1833, Description list, CON19/1/14, TAHO; Elizabeth McConchie, 

Frances Charlotte, 1833, Description list, CON19/1/12, TAHO; HO10/49.  
94 HO10/49: Charles Hunt, Strathfieldsay, 1831; Thomas Tomlin, Manlius, 1830; William Howsell and George 

Sandford, Lord Lyndoch, 1831; James Groundwater, Isabella, 1833; Peter Greasley, Bussorah Merchant, 1830; 

Samuel Garrett, Bengal Merchant, 1828; John Smerdon, Atlas, 1833; Stephen Balls, Argyle, 1831. 
95 Returns of Convicts in the Service of Settlers in the Richmond District, POL584/1/1. 
96 John Burnett, ed., Useful Toil: Autobiographies of working people from the 1820s to the 1920s (London, 1974), 

p. 251. 
97 Ibid., p. 257. 
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Descriptions of Lightfoot’s and Wintle’s premises give an idea of the capacity these men had 

to house and employ their convict workforce. In 1832, Lightfoot’s premises comprised ‘a large 

shop, four commodious rooms, store, &c. &c.’ and outbuildings that included ‘large and newly 

erected workshops, capable of accommodating four and twenty men; a large and dry bed room, 

fitted up with bed-berths, and a kitchen or men’s cook-house attached’.98 Wintle’s premises 

consisted of a house containing two shops, two kitchens and three sitting rooms, a stone-built 

store with three rooms, and a ‘fine large yard, with a well of good water, stables, cow house, 

pigstyes [sic], and fowl house’, joining which, there was ‘a fine large garden full of fine fruit 

trees, and a never failing stream running through’.99 Both Lightfoot and Wintle were able to 

maintain a comfortable lifestyle supported by their large convict workforce, which they in turn 

had the capacity to sustain. 

Having a large convict workforce in an urban environment was not without its challenges. The 

Tasmanian reported in June 1832 that, 

Scarcely a day passes but some tailor or shoemaker, assigned to respectable tradesmen 

in the town, is brought before the Chief Police Magistrate, charged with breaches of the 

Government Orders, wisely made for the discipline of Crown servants.  

Messrs. Lightfoot, Fraser, and Wintle, who each have large establishments of prisoners 

of this description, are compelled weekly to prosecute their servants for drunkenness, 

and its necessary consequences – neglect, and disobedience of orders – to check this, 

every means have been resorted to, and almost every lawful punishment inflicted, but 

still the evil continues.100 

Analysis of the conduct records of the convicts known to have been in Wintle’s service 

provides a more nuanced perspective than that conveyed in the Tasmanian. Altogether, 

Wintle’s name appears beside the names of fifteen convicts on appropriation lists and annual 

nominal returns created in the 1830–35 period and in transfer lists published in the Hobart 

Town Gazette between September 1832 and December 1835.101  An additional number of 

convicts may have entered his service from a ship for which no appropriation list survives or 

by transfer before the Gazette began publishing transfer lists, and they may also have departed 

between nominal returns and consequently remain unknown.  

                                                 
98 ‘Advantageous Opportunity’, Colonial Times, 26 June 1832, p. 4. 

99 ‘To Let’, Tasmanian, 15 February 1839, p. 8. 
100 ‘Police Office’, Tasmanian, 15 June 1832, p. 6. 
101  Appropriation lists: Bussorah Merchant, 1830, Eliza, 1830, Royal George, 1830, Lord Lyndoch, 1831, 

Strathfieldsay, 1831, Atlas, 1833, Isabella, 1833, Mangles, 1835, TAHO. 
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Altogether, the fifteen convicts known to have been in Wintle’s service appeared before 

magistrates twenty-nine times or a little over once every fortnight on average in 1832. The 

frequency was greater that year than in either of the two preceding years, and this might explain 

the timing of the commentary published in the Tasmanian. The following year, the number of 

arraignments dropped to four, an average of only one every three months. Altogether, the 

fifteen convicts appeared before magistrates one hundred times and faced 138 charges while in 

Wintle’s service. The charges involved breaches of twenty-four distinct rules, the most 

common being absence without leave (25 charges), followed by being out after hours (17), then 

neglect of duty (15), insolence (14), drunkenness (11) and disobedience of orders (10). The 

incidence of other charges ranged from once to seven times. If drunkenness was the cause of 

neglect of duty and disobedience of orders, as the commentary in the Tasmanian suggests, then 

it is surprising that it does not predominate amongst the charges Wintle’s convicts faced. 

Wintle appears to have been largely successful in establishing a productive working 

relationship with the convicts assigned to him. While there were intermittent episodes of 

individual defiance, there is no evidence of behaviour that could be construed as collective 

action. When two or more convicts assigned to him faced the same charge on the same day, it 

was almost always for being out after hours, being absent from muster and church on Sunday, 

or being in a public house in the evening, none of which interfered with their work. The only 

instance of joint misbehaviour during work hours was when two convicts faced a charge of 

misconduct for playing cards. 102  There is no evidence that convicts in Wintle’s service 

collectively attacked their master, either physically or verbally, downed tools in concert as a 

form of protest or combined to punish their master for any perceived act of injustice, the four 

forms of behaviour Alan Atkinson identified as convict protest.103  

Examining a larger sample of convicts assigned to Hobart Town residents and comparing that 

urban sample to a sample assigned to residents of a rural district helps put the arraignment rates 

of the assigned servants of Wintle and other urban masters into greater perspective. For this 

purpose, I selected masters and mistresses who had distinctive names and/or titles from among 

those who were engaged in a small range of occupations, and I identified the convicts assigned 

to them in appropriation lists, annual nominal returns and lists of transfers published in the 

Hobart Town Gazette. This provided a sample comprising 151 convicts assigned to eighteen 

                                                 
102 George Sandford, Lord Lyndoch, 1831, Conduct record, CON31/1/39, TAHO and Samuel Garrett, Bengal 

Merchant, 1828, Conduct record, CON31/1/15, TAHO. 
103 Alan Atkinson, ‘Four Patterns of Convict Protest’, Labour History, No. 37 (November 1979), pp. 28−51. 
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masters and three mistresses who lived in Hobart Town and 182 convicts assigned to fourteen 

masters and one mistress who lived in the Richmond police district. I transcribed details 

pertaining to offences committed in the service of the selected masters and mistresses from the 

convicts’ conduct records and collated all data pertaining to each convict in chronological order 

in an electronic spreadsheet. Because some of the convicts identified as assigned servants of 

the selected masters and mistresses in the 1830 nominal return entered their service before 1830 

and because some identified as assigned to the selected masters and mistresses in the 1835 

nominal return remained in their service beyond the end of 1835, events included occurred as 

early as May 1822 and as late as February 1843. 

The Hobart Town residents selected include three shoemakers, three tailors, three publicans, 

one of whom was also a lime burner, two general dealers, a blacksmith, a wheelwright-cum-

blacksmith, a schoolmistress, a rope, tent and sail maker, a milliner and dressmaker, a boarding 

house keeper, a gardener, a doctor, a chaplain and a brewer. The Richmond district sample 

includes nine farmers, one of whom was also an innkeeper, another of whom was also a 

shoemaker, and another of whom was also a doctor. It also includes a ferryman, an innkeeper 

who also operated a ferry service, a shopkeeper, a wheelwright and a chaplain.  

Table 5.4 lists all the offence descriptions (in abbreviated form) found on the conduct records 

of the convicts in the sample, and the number of times the convicts faced charges for each type 

of offence. The number of alleged offences is larger than the number of arraignments because 

convicts sometimes faced multiple charges at a single hearing. A convict found drunk in a 

public house after hours, for example, had committed three offences: being drunk, being in a 

public house and being out after hours. Of 739 arraignments, 491 were for a single offence, 

210 were for two offences and the remainder were for three or more offences.  

There was no significant difference in the proportions of charges laid in the two areas except 

in the alcohol-related, work-related and unauthorised absence categories. Absence without 

leave and drunkenness were the two most common offences in Hobart Town, together leading 

to more than 35 percent of all charges there. This probably reflects the density of convicts, pubs 

and police in the town. It is perhaps more surprising that the same two offences led to more 

than 22 percent of the charges laid against convicts in the Richmond police district, despite the 

more scattered distribution there of convicts, pubs and police. However, charges for 

disobedience of orders and insolence were even more common in the rural district, accounting 

for nearly 27 percent of charges, about twice the rate at which they occurred in Hobart Town. 
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Why that was the case is open to conjecture. It might reflect the relative proportions of charges 

laid by masters and mistresses versus police in the rural district. 

Table 5.4 Incidence of charges faced by convicts who served a sample of masters and 

mistresses in Hobart Town and the Richmond police district 

 Hobart Town Richmond district 

 No. % No. % 

ALCOHOL-RELATED     

Being in a pub 19 3.66 10 2.09 

Drunk, intoxicated or tipsy 82 15.80 48 10.02 

Drunk and disorderly 5 0.96 11 2.30 

 105 20.42 69 14.41 

WORK-RELATED     

Disobedience of orders  29 5.59 50 10.44 

Idleness, laziness or indolence  14 2.70 7 1.46 

Insolence or disrespectful conduct  42 8.09 77 16.08 

Insubordination (non-specific)  3 0.58 8 1.67 

Neglect of duty  40 7.71 53 11.06 

Refusing to work  4 0.77 5 1.04 

Working on own account in master’s hours  2 0.38 0 0.00 

 134 25.82 200 41.75 

AGAINST the PERSON     

Assault and/or beating master or fellow 

servant  

8 1.54 11 2.30 

Fighting or quarrelling  3 0.58 3 0.63 

Ill-treating an infant 0 0.00 1 0.21 

Threatening violence  5 0.96 5 1.04 

 16 3.08 20 4.18 

AGAINST PROPERTY     

Burglary  1 0.19 3 0.63 

Felony or suspicion thereof 6 1.16 7 1.46 

Mistreating animals 0 0.00 4 0.84 

Pilfering  3 0.58 2 0.42 

Theft, embezzlement or larceny 22 4.24 20 4.18 

Threatening injury to master’s house 0 0.00 1 0.21 

Wilful destruction  5 0.96 2 0.42 

 37 7.13 40 8.16 

  Continued over 
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UNAUTHORISED ABSENCE     

Absconding  6 1.16 13 2.71 

Absence without leave  102 19.65 59 12.32 

Out after hours  62 11.95 20 4.18 

 170 32.76 93 19.21 

MISREPRESENTATION     

Making a false statement 5 0.96 6 1.25 

Prevaricating at Quarter Sessions 0 0.00 1 0.21 

Representing to be free  3 0.58 2 0.42 

 8 1.54 10 1.88 

OTHER MISCONDUCT     

Being in a disorderly house  6 1.16 3 0.63 

Being in an improper service 3 0.58 0 0.00 

Disorderly or improper conduct  15 2.90 14 2.92 

Endeavouring to traffic goods 1 0.19 0 0.00 

Immoral conduct or in bed with someone  5 0.96 1 0.21 

Indecent conduct  2 0.38 0 0.00 

Misconduct (non-specific)  6 1.16 9 1.88 

Offering a bribe 0 0.00 1 0.21 

Overstaying his or her pass 1 0.19 0 0.00 

Playing cards during or after work hours  3 0.58 0 0.00 

Refusing good food supplied by master 1 0.19 0 0.00 

Using profane or indecent language  7 1.35 14 2.92 

 50 9.64 42 8.77 

Although clerks ordinarily recorded masters’ and mistress’ names beside offence descriptions 

on convicts’ conduct records, masters and mistresses did not instigate every case. To discover 

who laid the charges it is necessary to examine lower court records, sometimes referred to as 

bench books or petty sessions or police office records. Not all lower court records survive, 

however, and not all that survive consistently identify the prosecutors. Of the extant lower court 

records for the Richmond police district and Hobart Town that include any of the cases counted 

in the foregoing table, only the volume for Hobart Town that covers the period 7 September 

1836 to 25 April 1837 consistently identifies prosecutors. Nevertheless, this provides a sample 

of an adequate magnitude from which it is possible to extrapolate for a broader period. 

To ascertain the proportions of cases instigated by masters and mistresses and others, I 

extracted every case that involved an assigned convict from the 1836/7 volume and transcribed 



 

182 

 

the relevant details into an electronic spreadsheet. This yielded 1,055 cases heard against 

assigned convicts, including some who served outside the town and district boundary. In one 

case, a constable charged a convict with being drunk in Hobart Town and without a pass from 

his master who lived at Sorell in the Richmond police district.104 It is not possible to quantify 

exactly how many similar cases occurred because place of residence was rarely recorded.  

Only thirteen of the 1,055 cases involved female convicts. This is not because female convicts 

faced fewer charges but because the principal superintendent dealt alone with nearly all 

complaints made against female convicts in Hobart Town—of the 68 cases heard in Hobart 

Town against the female convicts in the current sample, he heard 61—and he recorded these 

cases in a separate register that apparently no longer exists. When a female convict faced a 

charge for theft, however, the presence of two magistrates was required and he evidently sent 

the women downstairs to the main police office for that purpose. Consequently, all thirteen 

cases against female convicts recorded in the 1836/7 register of the Hobart Town lower court 

involved charges for theft.  

Masters and mistresses were the complainants in just under 58 percent of the 1,055 cases. 

Constables laid the charges in another 33 percent, shopkeepers and other victims of assault or 

robbery together were responsible for 6 percent, and overseers, foremen and magistrates were 

responsible for less than 2 percent. Masters and mistresses were typically the prosecutors for 

insolence, disobedience, neglect of duty and absence without leave because those offences 

were work-related. Constables naturally laid most charges for drunkenness, being out after 

hours, absconding, being in an improper service or being in a pub or in a disorderly house 

because those offences came under their notice. While masters and mistresses might have 

avoided laying charges against their most valued convict workers as Hamish Maxwell-Stewart 

has suggested, matters were clearly not always within their control.105  

Convicts in Hobart Town undoubtedly faced more charges laid by police than convicts in rural 

areas did because, as Stefan Petrow has pointed out, police numbers were more concentrated 

in towns.106 No matter when or where it occurred, the apprehension of a convict by a constable 

could be a major blow for the master thus deprived of a convict’s services, as the following 

example shows.  

                                                 
104 Record of cases heard in Hobart Lower Court, LC247/1/6, 7 September 1836, TAHO. 
105 Maxwell-Stewart, Closing Hell’s Gates, p. 157. 
106 Stefan Petrow, ‘Policing in a Penal Colony: Governor Arthur’s Police System in Van Diemen’s Land, 1826–

1836’, Law and History Review, Vol. 18, No. 2 (Summer, 2000), pp. 375 and 394. 



 

183 

 

Four convicts left Wintle’s premises without his knowledge after dark on Monday 12 

September 1831.107 Two were found three blocks away at Benjamin Walford’s public house at 

nine o’clock and the other two were found ‘rambling the streets’ at ten o’clock.108 Three were 

sentenced to fourteen days each on the treadmill, but John Baker, described as a grocer’s 

assistant on arrival in 1821 but assigned to Wintle as a tanner and currier about eight years later, 

received a sentence of one month’s hard labour in a chain gang because he was considered ‘an 

old offender’.109 Wintle addressed a letter to the colonial secretary when Baker did not return 

at the conclusion of his punishment:  

Expecting [Baker] back I made no alteration in my establishment but had to work night 

and day to keep my property from absolute Distruction [sic]. The nature of my business 

being such that unless the said J Baker be returned or some man who understands 

[tanning and currying] be immediately assigned in his place the loss which must 

proceed will prove most injuriously to me, having no less than property to the amount 

of £300 requiring immediate attention of the Tanner and Currier.110 

Contrary to at least one historian’s belief, urban residents were not necessarily less reliant on 

their assigned convict servants than rural residents were. 111  Wintle’s letter shows that he 

depended on Baker’s skills arguably as much as any farmer depended on the skills of one of 

his convict workers. The colonial secretary referred his case to the principal superintendent 

who quoted a memo he had received from Arthur a month earlier ordering him to assign Baker 

out of Hobart Town when his sentence in the hulk chain gang concluded. 112  Arthur had 

evidently neglected to instruct Spode to advise Wintle of the decision. Notwithstanding the 

memo, Arthur decided to permit Spode to return Baker to Wintle ‘in the present instance’.113 

‘However ruinous to Mr Wintle it will certainly be proper to remove [Baker] from the Town if 

He is again found out at night’, he warned.114 Arthur was sensitive to economic concerns and 

was willing to exercise his discretion even to the point of overturning his own decisions, but 

convict discipline was his highest priority. 

                                                 
107 Wintle to colonial secretary, 18 October 1831, CSO1/1/273 file 6594, TAHO. 
108 Ibid.; John Baker, Claudine, 1821, Conduct record, CON32/1/1, TAHO; Samuel Garrett, Bengal Merchant, 

1828, Conduct record, CON31/1/15, TAHO; Thomas Tomlin, Manlius, 1830, CON31/1/43, TAHO; William 

Wilson, Royal George, 1830, CON31/1/46, TAHO. 
109 Ibid.; John Baker, Claudine, 1821, Description list, CON23/1/1, TAHO; Spode to colonial secretary, October 

1831, on reverse of Wintle to colonial secretary; Memo, CSO1/1/549 file 11977, TAHO. 
110 Wintle to colonial secretary. 
111 Petrow, ‘Policing in a Penal Colony’, p. 394. 
112 Spode to colonial secretary, October 1831. 
113 Arthur to colonial secretary, 22 October 1831, on reverse of Wintle to colonial secretary. 
114 Ibid. 
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It is not clear which magistrate or magistrates heard the cases of John Baker and his three 

associates in 1831 because no magistrate’s initials were recorded with the offence descriptions 

and trial outcomes on the convicts’ conduct records and no report appeared in any local 

newspaper. Nevertheless, it is likely to have been Thomas Mason who was then the assistant 

police magistrate. Despite an abundance of honorary magistrates in Hobart Town, the assistant 

police magistrate adjudicated alone in most cases. Soon after William Thomas Napier Champ 

became the assistant police magistrate in 1836, he called then Chief Police Magistrate Matthew 

Forster’s attention to ‘the great inconvenience and delay arising from the want of a second 

magistrate constantly at this office’, and the situation is unlikely to have been very different in 

1831.115 He explained, 

A great number of the cases disposed of at the office require to be decided before two 

magistrates. It is always with the greatest difficulty that I am enabled to procure the 

attendance of another magistrate and very frequently I am unable to do so at all. The 

consequence is that persons (witnesses and others) who have been summoned to attend 

at the office in the morning are frequently kept waiting the whole day, and perhaps 

obliged to attend the day following when, had a second magistrate been in attendance, 

the case would have been decided & the witnesses discharged in half an hour.116  

He went on to suggest that police magistrates like himself should have the power to enforce 

the attendance of unpaid magistrates through a kind of roster system so that a second magistrate 

might always be on hand.117 Forster recognised the need for a second magistrate and wrote to 

the colonial secretary pointing out that it was impracticable for him (Forster) to fill that role 

when he already had to manage the police of the colony and correspond with Port Arthur, 

fourteen police districts, and six visiting magistrates of road parties and chain gangs.118 He 

proposed the appointment of another magistrate ‘at a small stipend’.119  

Meanwhile, Cornelius Driscoll had ceased performing the duties of chief clerk in the colonial 

secretary’s office because he objected to receiving his orders from a petty clerk.120 He was 

actually mistaken about the source of his orders, but by the time he acknowledged his error, 

Colonial Secretary John Montagu had decided he no longer wanted to work with him.121 At 

about the same time, the Board of Assignment suggested that their clerk ought to move to 

                                                 
115 Champ to Forster, 17 June 1836, CSO1/1/866 file 18350, TAHO. 
116 Ibid. 
117 Ibid. 
118 Forster to Montagu, 28 June 1836, CSO1/1/866 file 18350. 
119 Ibid. 
120 Driscoll to unidentified recipient, 2 June 1836; Driscoll to Montagu, 9 June 1836, CSO1/1/866 file 18350. 
121 Driscoll to Private Secretary Turnbull, 9 June 1836 and Montagu to Arthur, 15 June 1836, CSO1/1/866 file 

18350. 
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another department and a ‘more competent Gentleman’ capable of undertaking ‘all the 

executive details of business, together with the duties hitherto performed by the Clerk’ be 

appointed in his stead.122 Arthur’s solution was to place Driscoll in the Commission of the 

Peace and appoint him as both a junior member of the Assignment Board and an assistant to 

the assistant police magistrate.123 He offered Driscoll a combined salary for the two roles 

equivalent to that which he had enjoyed as chief clerk in the colonial secretary’s office, and 

Driscoll accepted the offer. It was an elegant solution in a bureaucratic sense.  

Driscoll and Champ, either singly or jointly, dealt with almost every case brought against 

assigned male convicts in Hobart Town between 7 September 1836 and 25 April 1837. Unpaid 

magistrates never sat alone and rarely sat in tandem with a paid magistrate to deal with 

complaints against assigned convicts in that period. This supports Champ’s assertion that 

unpaid magistrates seldom made an appearance. It also contrasts with what occurred in the 

Richmond police district, where honorary magistrates sat either alone or as benches in almost 

fifty percent of cases involving assigned convicts in the twelve-month period 1 May 1832 to 

30 April 1833 (see Chapter 4). The situation in Hobart Town evidently persisted, as in March 

1839, the Colonial Times remarked, ‘If the Honorary Magistrates of Hobart Town were to lend 

a little assistance to the Bench, it would much expedite public business, and be a great saving 

of time to the public’.124 There is no evidence that honorary magistrates in Hobart Town or the 

surrounding district emulated the practice of those in the Richmond district by holding court in 

their own homes. In fact, whereas six honorary magistrates were listed in the Richmond district 

directory of James Ross’ Van Diemen’s Land Annual and Hobart Town Almanack for the year 

1833, only the chief and assistant police magistrates were listed in the corresponding Hobart 

Town directory. It is as if honorary magistrates in Hobart Town deliberately tried to keep the 

lowest possible profile.  

Table 5.5 shows who tried the assigned convicts in Hobart Town in the period 7 September 

1836 to 25 April 1837 and how many times they sat alone or as benches of two. In addition to 

the cases counted in this table, a bench of three comprising William Gunn, Cornelius Driscoll 

and William Gellibrand heard one case, and another bench of three comprising Champ, Driscoll 

and James Smith, heard another. Champ and Driscoll clearly bore the brunt of the work.  

                                                 
122 ‘Memorandum’, Arthur to Montagu, 30 July 1836, CSO1/1/866 file 18350. 
123 Ibid. 
124 Colonial Times, 12 March 1839, p. 7. 



 

186 

 

Table 5.5 Number of cases against male and female assigned servants that magistrates heard 

alone and as benches of two in Hobart Town in the period 7 September 1836 to 25 April 1837 
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As in the Richmond police district, sentencing patterns in Hobart Town differed between 

magistrates. The chances of suffering corporal or any other form of punishment depended on 

which magistrate a convict faced. Table 5.6 lists the outcomes of cases against male assigned 

convicts that Champ and Driscoll each heard sitting on their own in the 7 September 1836 to 

25 April 1837 period. Champ, probably influenced by his military background, was far more 

likely than Driscoll was to sentence a convict to a flogging, while Driscoll was far more likely 

to order a convict to solitary confinement on bread and water or to sleep in the cells by night 

and work for his master by day. Driscoll was also more likely to reprimand or admonish. 

Perhaps his business background made him more conscious of the effects of depriving masters 

of their assigned convicts’ labour.125 

                                                 
125  Ella K. Mulcahy, ‘Driscoll, Cornelius (1782−1847)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, ibid., 

http://adb.anu.au/biography/driscoll-cornelius-1993/text2429,  accessed online 5 July 2018. 

http://adb.anu.au/biography/driscoll-cornelius-1993/text2429
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Table 5.6 Outcomes of cases against male assigned servants who appeared before Champ and 

Driscoll in Hobart Town in the period 7 September 1836 to 25 April 1837  

 

 Champ % Driscoll % 

Discharge or acquittal 44 8.85 24 8.03 

Reprimand or admonishment 105 21.13 76 25.42 

Sub-total 149 29.98 100 33.45 

Admonishment and road party on probation 0 0.00 1 0.33 

Treadmill 82 16.50 46 15.38 

Solitary confinement on bread and water 35 7.04 57 19.06 

Flogging 91 18.31 20 6.69 

Flogging and solitary confinement 1 0.20 0 0.00 

Road party 78 15.69 38 12.71 

Flogging and road party 1 0.20 1 0.33 

Chain gang 21 4.23 8 2.68 

Flogging and chain gang 1 0.20 1 0.33 

Port Arthur 1 0.20 0 0.00 

Cells by night and work for master by day 19 3.18 21 7.02 

Sentence extension 5 1.01 0 0.00 

Six months wait for ticket-of-leave 2 0.40 0 0.00 

Sub-total 337 67.81 193 64.55 

Return to government  10 2.01 5 1.67 

Reassignment to interior 0 0.00 1 0.33 

To hospital 1 0.20 0 0.00 

Sub-total 11 2.21 6 2.00 

TOTAL 497 100.00 299 100.00 

Not every convict who accompanied a master or mistress to the police office did so under the 

spectre of punishment. The Hobart Town lower court records for the 1836/7 period include 

forty-one instances of a master or mistress seeking permission to return a convict to 

government without laying a charge. In every case, the magistrate complied with the request, 

apparently with no questions asked. Quakers James Backhouse and George Washington 

Walker claimed that some settlers brought frivolous charges against ‘not very efficient servants’ 

and that some magistrates ‘listened to expressions of desire that such may be committed to 
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road-parties’.126 Maxwell-Stewart has aptly described this as employers using the bench as a 

‘firing mechanism’.127 It is clear, however, that it was not necessary to manufacture or bring a 

frivolous charge in order to rid oneself of an inefficient convict. 

 

By the standards of the day, decisions 

magistrates made in Hobart Town in fact seem 

to have been fair and reasonable, even lenient 

at times. As Table 5.6 shows, Champ and 

Driscoll, while sitting alone, decided fifteen 

times between September 1836 and April 1837 

to return a convict to government without 

ordering any form of punishment, even though 

the convict had been charged with an offence. 

(They made the same decision when sitting 

together as a bench on another six occasions). 

In four of those fifteen cases, a constable had 

charged a convict with being in an improper 

service, and the magistrate decided to return the 

convict to government in order to punish the 

master for failing to ensure that no 

unauthorised person made use of the convict’s labour.128 In eight of the remaining eleven cases, 

a master charged a convict with either neglect of duty, not performing the work required of 

him, drunkenness or absence without leave. In four of those cases, the magistrate did nothing 

more than order the convict’s reassignment out of town, undoubtedly to reduce his risk of 

reoffending.129 In one case, despite the convict’s master describing him as an excellent servant, 

the magistrate ordered his reassignment to the interior probably because it was his third charge 

for drunkenness by two different masters in five weeks.130 In another case, a convict who was 

                                                 

126 Parliamentary Papers, XLII, (1837−1838), Copy of a Despatch from Lieutenant-Governor Sir John Franklin to 

Lord Glenelg, dated 7 October 1837, Note (G): Testimonials by Messrs. Backhouse and Walker, p. 25. 
127 Maxwell-Stewart, ‘The Bushrangers’, p. 122. 

128 LC247/1/6, 3 December 1836, 29 December 1836, 30 January 1837 and 23 February 1837, TAHO. 
129 Ibid., 26 October 1836, 28 January 1837, 15 and 25 February 1837. 
130 Ibid., 28 January 1837; James Maron, Henry Porcher, 1836, Conduct record, CON31/1/31, TAHO. 

Figure 5.5 William Thomas Napier Champ 

(1808−1892) 

Source: Photo by J. W. Beattie, Allport Library and 

Museum of Fine Arts 
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drunk and struck his master avoided punishment because a constable testified that the master 

was also drunk.131 The master ended up being the only one punished. As Norma Townsend has 

argued, colonial society was not as unjust, unfair and arbitrary as some have portrayed it.132 

As this chapter has shown, nor was urban assignment as insignificant as Tasmanian residents 

and visitors to the state might believe. The Tasmanian state government’s Heritage Tasmania 

website proudly promotes Tasmania as home to five of Australia’s twelve Convict World 

Heritage sites.133 Visitors can download a brochure that includes a suggested ‘convict journey’ 

that takes in the five sites and incidental attractions in five days.134 One of the five Convict 

World Heritage sites is actually a combination of Brickendon and Woolmers Estates, both of 

which are the legacy of the pioneering Archer family, and the brochure rightly acknowledges 

both as places of convict assignment.135 Assignment, as it states, was the most common convict 

experience, and assigned convict labour was certainly essential to the development of 

productive farms like Brickendon and Woolmers. As the brochure also states, the convict story 

was ‘broad and complex’ and not all of the many places and features that form part of this 

‘extraordinary convict story’ in Tasmania are obvious.136 Perhaps the places least recognised 

as being part of the convict story are the streets of Hobart and Launceston.  

By focusing on convict assignment in Hobart Town, this chapter has introduced a hitherto 

under-appreciated aspect of colonial society. Urban assignment was important. From architects 

to wool staplers, urban residents of almost every description, including former convicts and 

even some convicts still under sentence, depended on convict labour to run their homes and 

businesses, sometimes on a scale comparable to that of large rural enterprises in the colony or 

larger-than-average manufacturing establishments in England.  

The urban environment also influenced the nature of the offences convicts committed. Because 

there was a high concentration of convicts in a small area, an abundance of alcohol outlets, 

well-lit streets and a high level of surveillance, a relatively high proportion of charges were for 

drunkenness, absence without leave and absence after hours when compared with rural areas. 

Conversely, a smaller proportion of charges in Hobart Town were work-related. Assignment 

                                                 
131 LC247/1/6, 1 February 1837. 
132 Norma Townsend, ‘“A Mere Lottery”: The convict system in New South Wales through the eyes of the 

Molesworth Committee’, Push from the Bush, No. 21 (1985), pp. 58–59. 
133 https://heritage.tas.gov.au/exploring-heritage/world-heritage-convict-sites, Accessed October 2018. 
134 Your Guide to Tasmania’s World Heritage Convict Sites, https://heritage.tas.gov.au, Accessed October 2018. 
135 Ibid., pp. 3–4. 
136 Ibid., p. 2. 

https://heritage.tas.gov.au/
https://heritage.tas.gov.au/
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location could clearly make a difference to the kinds of charges a convict faced. Whether 

location and other variables had additional consequences will be the subject of the next chapter.
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Chapter 6 

Conduct in context 

 

Anyone who takes even a cursory look at a few pages of an assignment-era convict conduct 

register notices how much the individual records can differ. One might be devoid of any 

recorded offences, while the next might fill its allocated space and continue into a second or 

even a third or fourth register. It was in a convict’s interests to have a ‘good’ conduct record 

because, together with recommendations from his or her master or mistress and the district 

police magistrate, a good conduct record was crucial to the success of a convict’s application 

for a ticket of leave, a pardon or permission to marry. While it can be tempting to judge a 

convict by the length or quality of his or her conduct record as administrators did for these 

purposes, a conduct record is not necessarily an accurate gauge of a convict’s compliance (or 

non-compliance) with penal regulations.1 As Lucy Frost has suggested, it might be a more 

reliable measure of the success or otherwise of a convict’s relationship with his or her master 

or mistress.2 

While relationships and other variables such as poor physical or mental health, temperament 

or response to stress certainly had the potential to influence both the number of black marks 

against a convict’s name and the length of time he or she spent in one service, these factors are 

difficult to measure. By contrast, the effect of other variables likely to influence both the 

decision to prosecute and prosecution outcomes are measurable, yet they have not been 

comprehensively assessed. The premise of this chapter is that a convict’s sex, occupation and 

assignment location could each have a significant impact on the frequency with which he or 

she appeared in court charged with an offence. To gauge the extent of the impact I analyse and 

compare the reconstituted records of convicts assigned to a sample of Hobart Town and 

Richmond district residents, measuring the duration of their service to their sample masters and 

mistresses and calculating their arraignment rates. The purpose of sampling is of course to infer 

answers for the whole population. The overarching aim is therefore to provide a means of 

putting individual conduct records into context. 

                                                 
1 Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, ‘The bushrangers and the convict system of Van Diemen’s Land, 1803–1846’, PhD 

Thesis, University of Edinburgh, 1990, pp 148−50.  
2 Lucy Frost, Abandoned Women: Scottish Convicts Exiled Beyond the Seas (Sydney, 2012), p. 46. 
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The sample used in this chapter is the same as that used in Chapter 5, with the addition of 

convicts who were assigned to the same masters and mistresses, but whose conduct records 

remained clean. The total sample comprises 372 convicts assigned to thirteen masters and one 

mistress who lived in the Richmond police district and eighteen masters and three mistresses 

who lived in Hobart Town during the period 1830 to 1835.  

For this analysis the duration of a convict’s service with his or her master or mistress is termed 

‘exposure’. Exposure is calculated from the commencement to the termination of each term of 

service, less any days spent away from the workplace undergoing punishment or awaiting a 

quarter sessions hearing. The kinds of punishment that always involved time away were 

sentences to the treadmill, solitary confinement, imprisonment and labour in a road party or 

chain gang. Flogging was meant to take place on the day that a magistrate ordered it, and it 

usually did in Hobart Town, whereas in the Richmond district the absence of a flagellator or 

medical officer sometimes caused delays of up to seven days, during which time the convicts 

remained in custody. Because delays occurred only intermittently and because there is no way 

of determining when most delays occurred, I have proceeded as if all floggings occurred 

without delay. In the absence of evidence to the contrary, I have also proceeded on the 

assumption that every sentence was implemented, even though that might not have been the 

case.    

More complicated than counting the number of days spent away from the workplace is the 

process of determining commencement and termination dates. Of the 372 convicts in the 

sample only forty-six have known commencement dates recorded either in the Hobart Town 

Gazette, on one of the four surviving returns of convicts in the service of settlers in the 

Richmond police district or in the surviving Female House of Correction register. I have 

estimated commencement dates for all other convicts according to a set of rules. The rules 

depend on whether the master or mistress received the convict on disembarkation from the ship, 

by transfer from public works, from another master or mistress, or after the conclusion of a 

period of punishment. 

The surviving Female House of Correction register provides a good basis for estimating 

commencement dates for female convicts assigned ‘from the ship’ because it includes a record 

of female convicts who arrived on the Jane and on the William Bryan in 1833 and the number 

of days they spent in the House of Correction before departing for their service.3 The great bulk 

                                                 
3 Female House of Correction, Hobart, Register of Female Convicts admitted, CON139/1/1, TAHO. 
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of women assigned to residents of Hobart Town left the House of Correction when they had 

been there for two days. Female convicts usually disembarked from their ships four or five 

days after arrival. I have therefore calculated commencement dates for females assigned from 

the ship to Hobart Town residents as seven days after arrival.  

Male convicts generally disembarked about six or seven days after arrival.4 It took longer for 

officials to examine and interview a shipload of males than it did for them to interview a 

shipload of females because male ships almost invariably carried more convicts. In the absence 

of a record like the Female House of Correction register for male convicts, I assume that most 

male convicts assigned to Hobart Town residents ‘from the ship’ probably also left the 

Prisoners’ Barracks after their second day there. I have therefore estimated commencement 

dates for male convicts assigned from the ship to Hobart Town residents as nine days after 

arrival.  

It took longer for convicts assigned to country districts to enter their service because they had 

to wait for their masters or mistresses to call for them at the Female House of Correction or 

Prisoners’ Barracks in Hobart Town or wait for an agent to escort them or send them on their 

way. The 1833 ‘Return of Convicts in the Service of Settlers in the Richmond Police District’ 

includes full commencement dates for 128 convicts who were assigned to their respective 

masters or mistresses on arrival, including commencement dates for thirty-five of the convicts 

in the sample.5 The dates range from six to thirty-eight days after arrival and the mean is 

thirteen days. I have used the mean to calculate commencement dates for those who were 

appropriated on arrival to residents of the Richmond police district but whose commencement 

dates are missing from the return.  

Estimating commencement dates for convicts who transferred from another master or mistress 

or from public works or a road party requires yet another method. The Hobart Town Gazette 

announced most transfers of male convicts from September 1832, but it rarely included a 

precise date, instead providing a date range of one or two weeks. For convicts whose transfers 

the Hobart Town Gazette announced, I have calculated commencement as being in the middle 

of the week or fortnight specified in the notice unless the Gazette published a precise date, and 

                                                 
4 For example, the prisoners who arrived on the Argyle on 5 August 1831 disembarked on 13 August. See 

CSO1/1/539 file 11703, p. 60, TAHO. The prisoners who arrived on the Mangles on 1 August 1835 disembarked 

on 7 August. See CSO1/1/814 file 17401, TAHO.  
5 POL584/2/3, TAHO. 
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if no week or fortnight was specified, I have calculated commencement as being seven days 

before the publication of the notice.  

As the Hobart Town Gazette never published lists of female convict transfers and only began 

publishing lists of male convict transfers in September 1832 it is necessary to employ a median 

date rule to estimate the dates of female transfers and the dates of male transfers that took place 

before September 1832. For example, Mary Page’s conduct record shows that a magistrate 

ordered her return from Oatlands to the Female Factory in Hobart Town on 23 May 1832 when 

she was in the service of someone who is not one of the masters in the current sample.6 She 

was sent to the Female Factory for an unspecified time and her arrival and discharge dates are 

unknown because the House of Correction register does not cover 1832. On 24 August 1832, 

she was admonished while in the service of Michael Fitzgerald, a Hobart Town tailor who is 

one of the masters in the sample.7 As there is no means of determining the date on which she 

entered Fitzgerald’s service, I have estimated her commencement in his service as midway 

between 23 May and 24 August 1832. The same median date rule applies to cessation of service 

when no exact date is available. Mary was in the service of someone called Ellis when she 

faced her next charge on 1 October 1832.8 As there is no means of determining when she left 

Fitzgerald’s service or when she entered Ellis’s, I have estimated her departure as midway 

between 24 August and 1 October 1832. Application of the median date rule is unlikely to bias 

the results of any subsequent analysis because there is no reason to suppose that the proportion 

of over-estimates and under-estimates is likely to significantly differ. 

In addition to transferring, several other circumstances could bring about a female convict’s 

departure from her master or mistress’s service: a period of punishment (including a minimum 

of six months in the Female House of Correction for becoming pregnant),9 marriage, death, 

gaining a ticket of leave or pardon, becoming free by servitude or being committed for trial at 

quarter sessions. There is no need to estimate dates in any of these instances because they 

appear on conduct records, marriage records or government notices published in the Hobart 

Town Gazette. The same applies to male convicts except that they were unlikely to receive 

permission to marry while in assignment. Unlikely, but not entirely prohibited, as the following 

case illustrates. 

                                                 
6 Mary Page, Persian, 1827, Conduct record, CON40/1/7, TAHO. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 CSO1/1/483 file 10747, TAHO. 
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Michael Clensey (or Clansey, Clancey or Clancy) did not receive a ticket of leave until March 

1833 and there is no evidence that Sarah Warner received one at all, yet they were granted 

permission to marry in October 1831 and they married a few weeks later.10 Michael was a 

labourer and Sarah was a farm servant, and after the wedding both continued to work as 

assigned servants of John Blinkworth and his son John Edward Blinkworth, farmers who lived 

at Jerusalem in the Richmond police district.11 On 30 April 1832, a few months after their 

wedding, the elder Blinkworth charged the pair with ‘burglariously entering’ the house he 

shared with his son and stealing ‘1 Jacket … value £1 and two Copper Powder Flasks of the 

value of 5s/ each’, his son’s property.12 The police magistrate dismissed the case because there 

was ‘no proof’ and Michael and Sarah returned to Blinkworth’s service.13 At about the same 

time, their master made a joint entry for ‘Clancy Mick & wife’ on his return of convicts in his 

assigned service, describing their conduct as ‘very indifferent since they were married’.14 The 

following year, Blinkworth noted shortly before Michael received his ticket of leave that his 

and Sarah’s conduct was ‘better than before’.15 

Because Sarah’s husband was still an assigned servant when they married, her marriage did not 

immediately free her from assigned service as was normally the case. It seems reasonable to 

assume that she became her own mistress when her husband received his ticket of leave in 

March 1833, yet the nominal return or ‘muster’ for the year ending 31 December 1833 

identifies her as ‘Ass[igne]d to Mr Blinkworth’; the same nominal return identifies Michael as 

holding a ticket of leave.16 As demonstrated in Chapter 1, the annual nominal returns that 

survive for the 1830s contain inaccuracies because they were compiled over several months 

from records that were not kept meticulously up to date and they are not records of assemblies 

of convicts as earlier muster rolls were. Despite the nominal return suggesting that Sarah was 

still in assigned service at the end of 1833, she probably did depart in March when her husband 

                                                 
10 ‘Government Notice No. 79’, Hobart Town Gazette, 22 March 1833, p. 137; Marriage Permissions, CON45/1/1, 

p. 34, TAHO; Marriage of Sarah Warner and Michael Clansey, 19 December 1831, Parish of Hobart Town, 

RGD36/1/2, 1831/1742, TAHO. 
11 Michael Clancy in ‘New South Wales, Australia, Convict Indents, 1788–1842’, Ancestry; Michael Clensey, 

Minerva & Deveron, 1823, Conduct record, CON31/1/6, TAHO; Sarah Warner, Borneo, 1828, Description list, 

CON19/1/12, p. 292, TAHO. 
12 Record of Richmond police district court proceedings, 30 April 1832, MM110/1/1, p. 10, TAHO; Sarah Warner, 

Conduct record; Michael Clensey, conduct record.  
13 Ibid. 
14 Annual Return of Assigned Servants for 1832 for Richmond District, POL584/2/2, p. 17, TAHO. 
15 Annual Return of Assigned Servants for 1833 for Richmond District, POL584/2/3, p. 5, TAHO. 
16 Nominal Return of Female Convicts shewing how each is Appropriated for the Year ending 31st December 

1832, HO10/48, ‘New South Wales and Tasmania, Australian Convict Musters, 1806–1849’, Ancestry.com; 

Nominal Return of Female Convicts shewing how each is Appropriated for the Year ending 31st of December 

1833. 
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received his ticket of leave, and that is the conclusion drawn for the purpose of this study 

although the only clear evidence that she left Blinkworth’s service while still under sentence is 

the absence of both her name (and her husband’s) on the 1834 return of his assigned convicts.17 

This case illustrates the need to investigate every case individually because general rules did 

not apply invariably.  

Satisfactory evidence is unfortunately not available in every case. Where insufficient evidence 

exists, I have assumed that every female convict in the sample left her assigned service when 

she married if she had not already departed for another reason such as transfer, ticket of leave, 

pardon, freedom by servitude or punishment. I have also assumed that the assigned service of 

convicts for whom there is no evidence of transfer, punishment or marriage remained in the 

same service until they received a ticket of leave, a conditional or free pardon, became free by 

servitude or, in the case of males, accepted appointment to the police, the post office or as 

javelin men. Helen Black, for example, appears in the nominal returns for the years ending 31 

December 1832, 1833 and 1835 as assigned to Mrs Eliza Donahoo, a widow who kept a 

boarding house in Hobart Town.18 Because there is no evidence to the contrary, I have assumed 

that Helen remained in Mrs Donahoo’s service until she received a ticket of leave in October 

1836, although she could have transferred to someone else’s service that year and simply 

avoided trouble as she had for the previous three years.19 Assumptions like this are unlikely to 

bias the results because there is no evidence of an uneven distribution between the two locations, 

the two sexes or the various occupational groups included in the sample.  

Another consideration is time spent in hospital. The nominal return for the year ending 31 

December 1835 identifies George Parker as being in hospital and the next record in terms of 

chronology is his appointment to the police in May 1837. 20  He had been transferred to 

Reverend Norman in May 1835.21 How long he spent in hospital and whether he returned to 

the same master after discharge is unknown because his conduct record makes no mention of 

it and there is no extant record of hospital admissions and discharges for this period.22 Convicts 

were technically still assigned while in hospital, and their masters were liable for costs.23 While 

                                                 
17 ‘Government Notice No. 308’, Hobart Town Gazette, 16 October 1834, p. 768.  
18 Helen Black, Mellish, 1830, HO10/48, HO10/49 and HO10/50. 
19 Hobart Town Gazette, 4 November 1836, p. 1100. 
20 HO10/50; Hobart Town Gazette, 5 May 1837, p. 358. 
21 Hobart Town Gazette, 7 May 1835, p. 377. 
22 George Parker, Admiral Gifford, Conduct record, CON31/1/3, TAHO. 
23 Caitlin Bowden, ‘The blind, the paralytic, the aged and the destitute: the New Norfolk Colonial Hospital in Van 

Diemen’s Land’, unpublished BA Hons. thesis, University of Tasmania, 2007, p. 41. 
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this gave masters an incentive to curtail hospital stays, Caitlin Bowden found that the average 

stay for assigned convicts at New Norfolk Colonial Hospital in the early 1840s was sixteen 

days.24 The point is that owing to gaps in the records, it is impossible to be certain that Parker 

was still in Norman’s service when he was admitted to hospital and whether he returned to the 

same master after discharge. As his conduct record contains no evidence of any offence 

committed after his transfer to Reverend Norman and as there is no evidence of another transfer, 

I have measured his exposure from the date of his transfer to the date of his appointment to the 

police. 

Similarly, it is not always clear whether a convict returned to the same service after undergoing 

punishment. Unfortunately, magistrates did not consistently make statements in that regard, 

and there is little evidence of a pattern when they did. When Reverend William Bedford 

charged Harriet Stammers with ‘being found in an indecent situation’ with another of his 

servants one morning, the principal superintendent sentenced her to six months in crime class 

in the Female House of Correction and stipulated that she should afterwards be assigned ‘up 

the country’. 25  The same magistrate tried William Watchorn’s assigned servant Alice 

Nankeville for being absent from her service all night without leave, sentenced her to six days 

in a cell and specifically ordered her return thereafter to Watchorn’s service.26 This suggests 

that the shorter the period of punishment the more likely the convict was to return to the same 

master or mistress. 

Yet there were many exceptions. The magistrate who sentenced Hugh Taylor to six days on 

the treadmill for neglect of duty and insolence also recommended he be assigned afterwards to 

the interior, while another magistrate who sentenced William Ronsell to hard labour in chains 

for six months for being absent without leave and absconding from a constable ordered that he 

return to his master at the conclusion of his sentence.27 Of fourteen sentences to chain gangs in 

the current sample, magistrates ordered the convict’s return to government in five cases, his 

return to his master in four and made no statement in five. Failure to specify what was to occur 

was much more common when magistrates ordered lesser punishments. Because there was so 

                                                 
24 Ibid., p. 40. 
25 Harriet Stammers, America, 1831, Conduct record, CON40/1/9, TAHO. 
26 Alice Nankeville, Hydery, 1832, Conduct record, CON40/1/7, TAHO. 
27 Hugh Taylor, Atlas, 1833, Conduct record, CON31/1/43, TAHO; William Ronsell, Circassian, 1833, Conduct 

record, CON31/1/37, image 115, TAHO. 
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much variability, it would be a mistake to apply a single blanket rule. I have therefore evaluated 

every case individually according to the available evidence. 

There are three issues that could bias the results of this analysis. One is gaps in the archive. 

Because gaps exist, the sample cannot include every convict assigned to every one of the 

selected masters and mistresses in the six-year period 1830-35. An unknown number of 

convicts served their masters or mistresses so fleetingly that none of the surviving major 

sources reveals the associations. Were it not for the Female House of Correction register, for 

example, the assignment of fifteen-year-old nurse girl Elizabeth Shanks to William Watchorn 

would be invisible because no appropriation list identifies him as her master and nor does her 

conduct record or a nominal return.28 Yet she left the House of Correction with him on 2 

December 1833 and he returned her four days later.29 There were undoubtedly many other 

convicts returned after perhaps proving unsuitable during a brief trial period. The invisibility 

of such cases unavoidably biases the sample towards convicts with longer exposure. 

Another circumstance could bias findings in the opposite direction. It stems from the need to 

assume that the people named in the How Appropriated columns of appropriation lists became 

the convicts’ masters and mistresses even though, as demonstrated in Chapter 1, appropriation 

lists had a short active life and not every assignment recorded on them eventuated. Of the 372 

convicts in the sample, appropriation lists are the source of the names of the masters and 

mistresses and the basis of the calculated commencement or transfer dates of 162. Of these, 

there is no evidence that thirteen female convicts and eleven male convicts ever entered the 

service of the people named on the respective appropriation lists. That is, no subsequent 

nominal return names them as assigned servants of those people, their conduct records contain 

no evidence of an offence committed in the service of those people, and the Hobart Town 

Gazette contains no record of transfer from those people. There is no characteristic that 

distinguishes these convicts from others. While their reputed skills were compatible with the 

interests of their proposed masters and mistresses, either their destinations changed after 

disembarkation or their masters and mistresses returned them without charging them with an 

offence.  

The third source of potential bias is a consequence of practical constraints. That is, the sample 

comprises convicts assigned to masters and mistresses who engaged in only seventeen of more 

                                                 
28 Elizabeth Shanks, William Bryan, 1833, Description List, CON19/1/14, p. 358, TAHO. 
29 Female House of Correction register, CON139/1/1, December 1833, pp. 7 and 16, TAHO; Elizabeth Shanks, 

Conduct record, CON40/1/9, TAHO. 
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than one hundred different occupations practiced in the colony. About half of the masters and 

mistresses chosen engaged in widely-practiced occupations such as shoemaking, tailoring, 

farming, licenced victualing or shopkeeping, while the other half did not. Because the masters 

and mistresses represent only a segment of the overall population, the conclusions drawn about 

the convicts assigned to them are provisional.  

Table 6.1 displays the total and mean exposure of the convicts in the sample by assignment 

location and sex. It shows that the mean exposure of the female convicts assigned to residents 

of Hobart Town and that of the female convicts assigned to residents of the rural Richmond 

police district was virtually the same, whereas the mean exposure of the male convicts assigned 

to residents of Hobart Town was less than two-thirds that of the male convicts assigned to 

residents of the Richmond district. In addition, exposure of the male convicts in the town was 

more than twice that of the females in the town and exposure of male convicts in the rural area 

was more than three times that of the females in the rural area. In other words, turnover of 

assigned female convicts was significantly greater than that of assigned males regardless of 

assignment location, and turnover of assigned males in the town was significantly higher than 

in the rural area. While location was clearly a strong determinant of only male convict exposure, 

both sex and location had a significant influence on turnover. 

Table 6.1 Exposure of a sample of assigned convicts categorised by location and sex 

 Number in 

sample 

Total days’ 

exposure 

Range of 

exposure 

Mean 

 exposure 

Urban females 62 20393 3-1784 days 329 days 

Urban males 115 84252 9-2998 days 733 days 

Rural females 29 9832 8-1173 days 339 days 

Rural males 166 193840 19-3682 days 1168 days 

 

That location made no material difference to female convict exposure in Van Diemen’s Land 

deviates from Kristine McCabe’s finding that females assigned to large landowners on the 

Hunter River in New South Wales in the 1830s tended to remain with their first masters longer 

than those assigned to residents of the towns.30 McCabe suggests three reasons for more stable 

female assignment patterns outside the towns. The first is that it was relatively easy for town 

                                                 
30 K. McCabe, ‘Assignment of Female Convicts on the Hunter River, 1831–1840’, Australian Historical Studies, 

Vol. 29, No. 113 (October 1999), p. 300. 
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residents to return female convicts to ‘the factory’ and relatively easy for them to get a 

replacement.31 In Van Diemen’s Land, a master or mistress could only return a convict with a 

magistrate’s approval and masters had to wait their turn for a new servant.32 Even so, transfer 

or reassignment without punishment was more common in Hobart Town than in the Richmond 

district (see Table 6.2). Magistrates seem to have been less inclined to order or approve the 

return of a female convict to the ‘factory’ for reassignment when it entailed a significant 

journey, especially one that might require an overnight stopover. This might be because, as the 

Colonial Times reported, there were ‘so many instances of gross misconduct’ when female 

assigned servants were sent from the interior to Hobart Town under charge of a constable.33  

McCabe also suggests that educated farmers and their wives along the Hunter River might have 

been more skilled than town residents were in the management of their female convicts and 

more prepared to train and discipline them, accepting minor infringements as part of the 

training process.34 This applies plausibly to her study of female assignment in the Hunter region 

because it compares female convicts assigned in the townships of Maitland and Newcastle with 

others assigned specifically to large landowners, a group who tended to be well-educated. It is 

not applicable in the present study because the rural masters and mistress included in the sample 

comprise an assortment of individuals, not just large landowners.   

McCabe’s final explanation is that female convicts in urban assignment had easier access to 

alcohol and more opportunity to interact socially with their own class.35 In the current sample, 

although punishment was the reason for the departure of female convicts from service in a 

slightly smaller proportion of cases in Hobart Town than in the rural district (see Table 6.2), 

female convicts in Hobart Town were more likely to face charges for drunkenness, absconding 

and absence without leave. These offences accounted for nineteen of the twenty-four instances 

of punishment that resulted in departure from service in Hobart Town, and only six of twelve 

instances of the same in the rural district. Location certainly influenced the nature of the 

offences committed, as demonstrated also in Chapter 5. 

Location also influenced the likelihood of marriage. Rural districts of Van Diemen’s Land were 

predominantly male. The relative scarcity of females in the Richmond police district evidently 

gave them a competitive advantage over their urban-assigned counterparts in the marriage 

                                                 
31 Ibid. 
32 ‘Government Order No. 25’, Hobart Town Courier, 3 May 1828, p. 1.  
33 Colonial Times, 25 June 1833, p. 2. 
34 McCabe, ‘Assignment of Female Convicts on the Hunter River’, p. 300. 
35 Ibid. 
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stakes. As Table 6.2 shows, the greater incidence of marriage in the rural location compensated 

for a greater incidence of transfer or reassignment in the town, the result of which was little 

overall difference in the mean exposure of female convicts in the urban and rural locations.  

Table 6.2 Reasons for departure of female convicts from their employers’ service 

 Urban 

no. 

Urban % Rural 

no. 

Rural % 

Punishment 24 38.7 12 41.4 

Transfer or reassignment (deduced or stated) 20 32.3 7 24.1 

Marriage 11 17.7 8 27.6 

Ticket of leave 4 6.5 2 6.9 

Freedom by servitude 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Unsuitability owing to disability 1 1.6 0 0.0 

Death 1 1.6 0 0.0 

Committal for trial at Quarter Sessions 1 1.6 0 0.0 

Total 62 100.0 29 100.0 

Nevertheless, punishment was the leading cause of a female convict’s departure from service 

in both the urban and rural district and a major reason for the high turnover of female convict 

labour. Tony Rayner found that the rate at which female convicts faced charges was similarly 

high in New Norfolk in 1838, particularly among those who had been in their service a very 

short time, and he attributed this to the inability of masters and mistresses to choose their female 

convict servants and the inability of female convicts to choose their employers.36 McCabe, 

studying only female convicts in their first assignment in the Hunter Valley in New South 

Wales, argued that convicts needed a period of adjustment to colonial conditions. 37  Both 

Rayner’s and McCabe’s explanations make sense in their respective contexts.  

According to British historian John Burnett, however, a high labour turnover was typical of 

single-maid and small households in England in the nineteenth century.38 About two-thirds of 

female convicts transported to Van Diemen’s Land in the 1830–35 period were from England.39 

As they were predominantly domestic servants of some kind (for a detailed occupational listing, 

see Appendix 4) and as they typically worked in single-maid households in the colony as Kirsty 

                                                 
36 Tony Rayner, ‘Master and Servant in the New Norfolk Magistrates Court 1838’, Push From the Bush, no. 6, 

1980, p. 39. 
37 McCabe, ‘Assignment of Female Convicts on the Hunter River’, p. 295. 
38 John Burnett, ed., Useful Toil: Autobiographies of working people from the 1820s to the 1920s (London, 1976), 

p. 169. 
39 The Founders and Survivors database provided the data regarding country of origin of the female convicts from 

their description lists. 
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Reid has pointed out, their frequent movement between employers was evidently nothing out 

of the ordinary.40  

The sudden loss of domestic help, for whatever reason, could be very disruptive in a single-

maid household, even for one or two weeks. Officials were evidently both aware of the problem 

and sympathetic, as they usually offered a replacement soon after an assigned female servant 

was committed to the House of Correction. The example of William Bignell’s female servants 

is illustrative. In the five-year period 1830–34, Bignell was without a female assigned servant 

for as little as one day, and rarely for more than three weeks (see Figure 6.1 on the next page).  

Bignell arrived free with his wife and two children in January 1825.41 By 1828 he held the 

licence for the Crown Inn on Coal River Road, Cambridge, and had a small farm in the same 

location, about four miles from Kangaroo Point. 42  No magistrate lived in the immediate 

neighbourhood. Consequently, Bignell either took or sent his female assigned servants to S.R. 

Dawson at Clarence Plains, about eight miles away by road, the principal superintendent in 

Hobart Town, about seven miles away by road and river, or the police magistrate at Richmond, 

about ten miles away by road (see Chapter 4, Figure 4.2).  Despite the inconvenient distance 

from a magistrate, his female assigned servants had an overall arraignment rate that was more 

than four times the mean frequency for females in the rural district and more than three times 

the mean frequency for females in Hobart Town. While the obvious conclusion to draw is that 

Bignell was more demanding or harsh than most masters, that is not necessarily the case, as the 

following examples demonstrate. 

Table 6.3 Arraignment rate of the sample of assigned female convicts by location 

 Total exposure 

 

Number of arraignments 

 

Arraignments 

per 1000 days 

Rural females: n = 28 9800 days  21  2.14  

Urban females: n = 62 20393 days  58  2.84  

 

  

                                                 
40 Kirsty Reid, ‘Work, Sexuality and Resistance: The Convict Women of Van Diemen’s Land, 1820–1839’, PhD 

thesis, University of Edinburgh, 1995, pp. 196–198. 
41 Hobart Town Gazette and Van Diemen’s Land Advertiser, 28 January 1825, p. 3. 
42 ‘Advertising’, Tasmanian, 8 August 1834, p. 11; Tasmanian, 3 October 1828, p. 3; Tasmanian, 6 December 

1833, p. 5. 
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Figure 6.1 Turnover timeline for William Bignell’s female assigned servants, 1830–34 

 

Sources: Founders and Survivors database; TAHO: Appropriation lists, CSO1, MM33 and CON27; Conduct 

records, CON40; Female House of Correction register, CON139/1/1; Return of Convicts assigned to Settlers in 

the Richmond Police District, 1831, POL584/2/1.  
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Jane Fagerty absconded from Bignell’s service after just six days. When she appeared before 

the police magistrate three days later she claimed that ‘the place was a very bad one, she could 

give no satisfaction, and she was going to Richmond to give herself up when she was taken by 

a constable’.43 Bignell was therefore not the prosecutor and judging from Jane’s previous 

record she might have been attempting to get herself back into town service. This ploy had 

worked for her once before. Bignell was at least her sixth employer in under three years and 

only the second in a rural location. When in Dr Dermer’s service in the New Norfolk district, 

she absented herself without leave, subsequently spent three months in ‘the factory’ and was 

then assigned to Charles Abbott in Hobart Town.44 Contemporary observer, David Burn, noted 

that ‘many have been known purposely to commit offences in the interior, in the hope that their 

subsequent assignment might be to a master or mistress in town’.45 Chief Police Magistrate 

John Price similarly testified in the early 1840s that ‘many women ordered to the Interior only 

commit offences for the purpose of being brought down to Hobart Town’.46 Bignell’s isolation 

appears to have made him prey to this kind of strategy. 

Mary Lambert seems to have had a similar object in mind when she absconded from Bignell’s 

service after being there twenty days. Bignell told the police magistrate two days later,  

This woman has been with me about a month. On Sunday last I turned her out of the 

tap room where she was talking to a man. She immediately came in to her mistress 

saying that her place would not suit her if she could not see people who came to give 

her an account of her children in town [and] she would thank her to turn her in. Ever 

since, she has continued requesting to be sent in.47   

In her defence, Mary responded,  

I cannot stop at the place. I cannot do the work. I have been my own mistress ever since 

I came to the colony and I am unable to remain there. I went away with the intention of 

going to a magistrate.48 

While Mary was not lying when she claimed to have been her own mistress, she was 

exaggerating about the timing. She had been in the service of Arnold Fisk, the proprietor of a 

flour mill on Liverpool Street, Hobart Town, before she married fellow convict William 

                                                 
43 Trial of Jane Fagerty, 9 August 1833, MM110/1/1, TAHO. 
44 Jane Fagerty, Mellish, 1830, Conduct record, CON40/1/3, TAHO. 
45 D. Burn, A picture of Van Diemen’s Land: A facsimile of a work published in ‘The Colonial Magazine’ 

1840−1841 (Hobart, 1973), p. 46. 
46 John Price, ‘Report and Evidence of a Committee Enquiring into Female Convict Discipline, 1841–1843’, 

CSO22/1/50, p. 183, TAHO. 
47 Case of Mary Lambert, 22 July 1833, Record of local court proceedings, Richmond police district, MM110/1/1, 

TAHO. 
48 Ibid. 
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Shribbs and consequently became her own mistress in October 1823, twenty-two months after 

she arrived in the colony.49 The births of two daughters followed, and Mary was pregnant with 

a third when her husband died, aged 32, in May 1830.50 A few weeks later she received a ticket 

of leave and this enabled her to continue as her own mistress for three years until she was found 

in Bernard Walford’s bakehouse (for the third time) with one of Walford’s male assigned 

servants at one o’clock on a Sunday morning.51 This led to the suspension of her ticket for six 

months, her return to the factory for assignment in the interior, and her assignment to William 

Bignell.52 She no doubt felt keenly the loss of her freedom, but Bignell was not responsible.  

Mary Lambert and Jane Fagerty represent one end of the spectrum of Bignell’s female assigned 

servants. At the other end was Mary Ann Thomson, who remained in Bignell’s service for 791 

days and only departed after her fourth arraignment.53 Given that the duration of Mary Ann’s 

service was 452 days longer than the average for female convicts in the district, Bignell was 

probably not as harsh a master as the overall arraignment rate of his female assigned servants 

might suggest. The assignment system certainly involved a strong element of chance for 

masters and mistresses. As McCabe noted, it was not difficult for determined female convicts 

to escape situations that were not to their liking.54  

This leads to questions about the relationship between prosecution risk and exposure. Figure 

6.2 presents the data for every female convict in the sample individually in a scatterplot with 

exposure as the Y variable, number of arraignments as the quantitative predictor and location 

as a binary variable. It shows that prosecution risk was greatest within the first 200 days of 

service in both the urban and rural locations and that few female convicts returned to the same 

master or mistress after their first court appearance. It also shows that transfer or reassignment 

occurred most frequently within the first 200 days. This concurs with Rayner’s finding that the 

service of female convicts in the New Norfolk district in 1838 typically terminated early, either 

as the result of a magistrate’s punishment order or because of an employer’s request.55  

                                                 
49 Marriage of William Shribbs and Mary Lambert, 7 October 1823, RGD36/1/1 No. 652, TAHO; Mary Lambert, 

Providence, 1821, Conduct record, CON40/1/5, TAHO. 
50 Baptism of Emily Shribbs, 14 February 1826, RGD36/1/ 250, TAHO; Baptism of Mary Ann Shribbs, 20 

November 1828, RGD32/1/2964, TAHO; Baptism of Susan Shribbs, born 13 November 1830, RGD32/1/3781, 

TAHO; ‘Died’, Tasmanian, 2 July 1830, p. 2; Burial of William Shribbs, 28 May 1830, RGD34/1/2202, TAHO. 
51 Hobart Town Courier, 3 July 1830, p. 2; ‘Police Report’, Tasmanian, 7 June 1833, p. 6. 
52 Mary Lambert, Providence, 1821, Conduct record. 
53  Mellish, 1830, Appropriation list, MM33/1/6, TAHO; Mary Ann Thomson, Conduct record, CON40/1/9, 

TAHO. 
54 McCabe, ‘Assignment of Female Convicts on the Hunter River’, p. 302. 
55 Rayner, ‘Master and Servant in the New Norfolk Magistrates Court’, p. 39. 
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Figure 6.2 Female convict arraignments vs exposure by location 
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That female convicts often departed after a single arraignment is not surprising given that most 

households and businesses they worked in had only one assigned female servant, were highly 

dependent on her labour, and were consequently compelled to accept a replacement rather than 

wait for her return from punishment. Note, however, that Bignell did wait for Mary Ann 

Thomson to return from a week in a cell on bread and water, and he waited for Ann Green to 

return from punishment four times in six months.56 Ann was a widow aged 35 on arrival and 

she described herself as a plain cook and house servant who could wash and iron.57 There is no 

evidence to suggest that Bignell was dissatisfied with her work. It was mostly her tongue that 

got her into trouble. Bignell charged her with gross insolence on the first occasion, gross 

insolence, using indecent language and absconding on the second, absence without leave on 

the third, and using indecent language again on the fourth.58 While three of the sentences she 

received were for no more than a week, one was for a month, and a month was longer than 

Bignell was usually prepared to wait. Ann must have been good at her job for Bignell to wait 

that long. It was only when the principal superintendent sentenced her to three months in crime 

class in the House of Correction for insolence and making use of bad language that Bignell was 

compelled to relinquish her. Had the sentence been of shorter duration, his track record 

suggests he might have waited once again.   

There is clear evidence that employers frequently gave up their assigned female servants 

without laying any charges against them. As shown in Table 6.2, transfer, reassignment, 

marriage and the gaining of a ticket of leave together led more often to the termination of 

female convicts’ service than punishment did, both in Hobart Town and in the rural Richmond 

police district. In Hobart Town, these benign reasons were behind 56.5 per cent of departures 

while punishment led to 38.7 per cent. In the Richmond district, where punishment led to 41.4 

per cent of departures, the same benign reasons accounted for 58.6 per cent. Thus, the reasons 

for the comparatively short mean exposure of female convicts were more often benevolent than 

malevolent.   

The situation was comparable in the case of assigned male convicts, although the differences 

were much greater in the rural district than in the town. In Hobart Town, where punishment 

was the reason for 45.2 per cent of departures from service, transfer, reassignment, appointment 

as a constable, javelin man or post office worker and the granting of a ticket of leave together 

                                                 
56 Ann Green, William Bryan, 1833, Conduct record, CON40/1/3, TAHO. See also Figure 6.1. 
57 William Bryan, 1833, Appropriation list, Tas Papers 27, ML. 
58 Ann Green, Conduct record. 
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led to 46.1 per cent of departures. In the Richmond district, where punishment prompted 34.3 

per cent of departures, benign reasons triggered 56 per cent. In addition, while punishment was 

the leading reason for the termination of a male convict’s service both in Hobart Town and the 

Richmond district, because a male convict was likely to stay longer with one master or mistress 

in the rural location his chances of remaining until he received a ticket of leave were almost 

twice that of his male counterparts in Hobart Town. His chances of remaining with the same 

master or mistress until he was free by servitude were also greater in the rural district. 

Conversely, a male convict’s chances of transfer or reassignment were significantly greater in 

Hobart Town than in the rural district, as was also the case with female convicts. It stands to 

reason that proximity to the principal superintendent facilitated the arrangement of transfers 

and reassignments. 

Table 6.4 Reasons for departure of male convicts from their employers’ service 

 Urban 

no. 

Urban % Rural 

no. 

Rural % 

Punishment 52 45.2 57 34.3 

Transfer or reassignment (deduced or stated) 34 29.6 38 22.9 

Appointment as constables, javelin men or PO 2 1.7 7 4.2 

Ticket of leave 17 14.8 48 28.9 

Conditional pardon 1 0.9 0 0.0 

Freedom by servitude 5 4.3 11 6.6 

Death 1 0.9 4 2.4 

Absconding 1 0.9 1 0.6 

Committal for trial at Quarter Sessions 2 1.7 0 0.0 

Total 115 100.0 166 100.0 

Figure 6.3 presents the data for every male convict in the sample individually in a scatterplot 

in the same way that Figure 6.2 does for the female convicts. As was the case with assigned 

female convicts, there was a high rate of departure after a small number of arraignments. On 

the other hand, a greater proportion of male convicts remained in the same service for more 

than a year and experienced a larger number of arraignments in the one service, as many as 

seventeen in one case. The scatterplot also shows that male convicts assigned to settlers in the 

Richmond district predominated amongst those who experienced longer exposure while male 

convicts assigned to Hobart Town families and businesses predominated amongst those who 

experienced larger numbers of arraignments in one service. Location was clearly significant. 
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Figure 6.3 Male convict arraignments vs exposure by location 
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Perhaps surprisingly, the overall arraignment rate of the male convicts assigned within Hobart 

Town was not only higher than that of their rural counterparts but also higher than that of their 

female counterparts assigned within the town (see Table 6.5). This might have been a 

consequence of the occupational composition of the sample.   

Table 6.5 Arraignment rate of the sample of assigned convicts by location and sex 

 Total exposure 

 

Number of arraignments 

 

Arraignments 

per 1000 days 

 

Urban females: n = 62 20393 days  58  2.84  

Urban males: n = 117 84864 days  332  3.91  

Rural females: n = 28 9800 days  21  2.14  

Rural males: n = 166 193810 days  296  1.53  

 

Any investigation focusing on occupation poses some challenges. To begin with, no register or 

census exists of convicts’ occupations while in assignment. Evidence of only their reputed pre-

transportation occupations is available. Furthermore, occupational descriptions for the same 

convict sometimes vary between description lists, indents and appropriation lists, and no record 

of occupation exists for some convicts. For the following analysis, I have excluded eleven 

convicts for whom I could find no occupation. I have also used occupational descriptions found 

on appropriation lists in preference to others unless no appropriation list survives, in which 

case I have used the occupational descriptions found on description lists or indents. About one-

quarter of male convicts reported having more than one occupation. Some had one that could 

be described as unskilled or low-skilled and another that was semi-skilled or skilled. In those 

cases, I have counted only the occupation regarded as having the highest skill level.  

Another difficulty is that several skill classification systems exist, none of which entirely suits 

the present purpose. HISCO, the historical international classification of occupations, contains 

job titles found mostly in nineteenth-century British and European parish and civil registration 

records, and like Robson’s system, classifies occupations according to the industry of 

employment and not according to skill level. Armstrong ranks occupations according to their 

position in the social hierarchy. The Nicholas-Shergold system ranks occupations roughly 

according to their position in the economic structure of nineteenth-century society and is 

probably best suited to the current purpose.  
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However, it includes nine categories, and dividing the convicts in the current sample 

accordingly would result in some very small groups and a very uneven comparison. For this 

reason, I have excluded three female farm servants and four dressmakers and included only the 

much larger number of female convicts who were domestic servants of various kinds (Group 

F4). From the male cohort I have also excluded the only grocer and the two professionals in 

the sample, a bookkeeper and a law clerk, and combined male convicts who had construction 

skills with those who had manufacturing skills (Group M1), and convicts who had 

transportation skills with those who were skilled rural workers (Group M2). Those described 

as ‘boy’, ‘labourer’ or ‘labouring boy’ I have clustered with a soldier, a shepherd’s boy, a 

sweep, a brewery labourer, a brickmaker’s labourer, a blacksmith’s labourer and a basket 

maker’s boy in the unskilled group (Group M3) and those who were male domestic servants of 

various kinds comprise a separate group (Group M4). If a convict had more than one occupation, 

I have counted only the higher-skilled occupation, and if both or all occupations were skilled 

and fit into different categories, then I have counted only the first.  

I have also included the twelve farm labourers in the sample in the ‘skilled rural’ category even 

though Nicholas and Shergold categorise them as ‘rural unskilled’. This is because, as Burnett 

wrote in 1974, ‘traditionally regarded as an unskilled occupation, farm work in fact demanded 

many and varied kinds of skill, acquired not by formal apprenticeship but by equally long 

experience’.59  Administrators demonstrated their appreciation of this fact by assigning to 

farmers in the rural district eleven of the twelve convicts in the sample who were described 

solely as farm labourers; the twelfth they assigned to former convict Job Neale, a gardener who 

cultivated two ‘gardens of great extent’ in and near Hobart Town.60 In 1833 Neale advertised 

for sale about 8,000 of ‘the choicest fruit Trees that can be collected in this colony’, three 

varieties of black grapes and two of white, pears, plums, apricots, quinces, gooseberries, 

blackcurrants, walnuts and ‘garden seeds of every description’, which gives an idea of the scale 

of his ‘urban’ enterprise.61  The assigned farm labourer, William Somerfield, remained in 

Neale’s service for 1,685 days and only departed when the assistant police magistrate ordered 

his return to government after a constable found him working for someone else.62 Neale was 

clearly not the only urban resident who valued the farm labourer’s skills.  

                                                 
59 Burnett, Useful Toil, p. 30.  
60 Petition of Job Neale to the lieutenant-governor, c. March 1835, CSO1/1/297 file 7233, TAHO.  
61 ‘Classified Advertising’, Hobart Town Courier, 24 May 1833, p. 1. 
62 William Somerfield, Moffatt, 1834, Conduct record, CON31/1/40, TAHO. 
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Table 6.6 displays the arraignment rate of each occupational group without accounting for 

location. It shows that the arraignment rate of the male domestic servants in the sample (M4) 

was about ten per cent higher than that of the female domestic servants (F4). According to Fae 

Dussart, male domestic servants in England had a reputation for being more difficult to control 

than female domestic servants.63 This seems to have translated into their comparatively high 

colonial arraignment rate. In addition, as was the case with their female counterparts, their 

physical proximity to the household made it unlikely for their offences to go unnoticed.64 

Furthermore, male domestic servants tended to work in households that were high on the social 

scale, while female domestic servants worked for people across the social scale. Highly-ranked 

employers were probably more exacting. The odds of having a good conduct record were 

clearly stacked against male domestic servants. As Table 6.7 shows, their disadvantage was 

amplified if their assignment location was urban. 

Table 6.6 Comparison between arraignment rates of male convicts according to occupation 

 Total days’ 

exposure 

Number of 

arraignments 

Arraignments 

per 1000 days 

Group M1: n = 103 101916  318  3.13  

Group M2: n = 87 98426  172  1.75 
 

Group M3: n = 47 47182  77  1.63  

Group M4: n = 35 15979  50  3.13 
 

Group F4: n = 78 23639  67  2.83  

 

Table 6.7 Exposure and arraignment rates of male domestic servants by location 

 Exposure Mean 

exposure 

Arraignments Arraignments 

per 1000 days 

Rural M4: n = 13 7471 days 575 days 16 2.14 

Urban M4: n = 22  8508 days  387 days  34  4.00  

 

                                                 
63  Fae Ceridwen Dussart, ‘The Servant/Employer Relationship in Nineteenth Century England and India’, 

unpublished PhD thesis, University College London, 2005, p. 42. 
64 B.W. Higman, Domestic Service in Australia (Carlton South, 2002), p. 161. 
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Female domestic servants also bore a heightened risk of prosecution if assigned to residents of 

Hobart Town rather than the Richmond police district.  

Table 6.8 Exposure and arraignment rates of female domestic servants by location 

 Exposure Mean 

exposure 

Arraignments Arraignments 

per 1000 days 

Rural F4: n = 25 8284 days 331 days 19 2.29 

Urban F4: n = 53 15355 days 290 days 48 3.13 

 

Figure 6.4 illustrates the location/sex interaction of the male and female domestic servants in 

the sample by means of a factorial ANOVA (analysis of variance). It shows the high average 

arraignment rate that male domestic servants experienced in comparison with their female 

counterparts. It also shows that there was less variance in arraignment rates of both male and 

female domestic servants at the group level in the urban centre than in the rural area despite 

there being about twice as many of both sexes assigned to the urban centre. In addition, the 

difference between the means of urban and rural male arraignments was greater than the 

difference between the means of urban and rural female arraignments. Male domestic servants 

in the sample clearly suffered more disadvantage in urban assignment than did their female 

counterparts.  

Figure 6.4 Mean arraignments of male and female domestic servants by location  

 



 

214 

 

Table 6.6 (two pages above) also shows that convicts who had construction or manufacturing 

skills had a high arraignment rate, equal to that of male domestic servants. The high overall 

arraignment rate was almost certainly a consequence of working under close supervision, and 

as about two-thirds of this cohort worked in Hobart Town it was probably also a consequence 

of proximity to a magistrate and a greater chance of detection when out after hours. Dividing 

the cohort by location again reveals the advantage of rural assignment.  

Table 6.9 Arraignment rates of male convicts with construction and manufacturing skills by 

location 

 Exposure Mean exposure Arraignments Arraignments 

per 1000 days 

Rural: n = 42 50289 days 1197 days 84 1.67 

Urban: n = 61 51627 days 846 days 234 4.52 

 

Dividing the convicts who had a transport or skilled rural occupation by location reveals an 

even greater disparity. Convicts who worked outdoors in rural districts often worked 

unsupervised and their chances of coming under the notice of the police were relatively low 

because they were less likely than their urban counterparts to venture out after hours and 

because police numbers in the rural area were relatively low.  

Table 6.10 Arraignment rates of male convicts with transport and skilled rural occupations 

 Exposure Mean exposure Arraignments Arraignments 

per 1000 days 

Rural: n = 74 90953 days 1299 days 138 1.52 

Urban: n = 13 7473 days 575 days 34 4.55 

Perhaps the most surprising finding is that the male convicts who experienced the least frequent 

arraignments were the seemingly unskilled (see Table 6.6 above and Table 6.11 below). This 

seems to conflict with Hamish Maxwell-Stewart’s logical assertion that settlers considered the 

services of poorly-skilled workers to be of little value: ‘If a poorly skilled prisoner’s services 

were lost to the chain gang then little damage was done—an application could simply be made 
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for a replacement’.65 Poorly-skilled, however, can mean lacking skills that are appropriate to a 

certain workplace. Elliot Crasswell’s skills as a flax dresser might have been of little value to 

a farmer, but administrators, in their wisdom, assigned him to David Ramsay, a rope, tent and 

sail maker with whom he remained for 454 days without facing a charge.66 He only departed 

when he accepted appointment to the police.67  

Table 6.11 Arraignment rates of labourers, boys and low skilled male convicts 

 Exposure Mean exposure Arraignments Arraignments 

per 1000 days 

Rural: n = 29 34809 days 1200 days 47 1.35 

Urban: n = 18 12373 days 687 days 30 2.43 

Nevertheless, in an article co-authored with Lydia Nicholson, Maxwell-Stewart recently 

repeated his assertion that lower-skilled convicts were expendable.68 The evidence cited was 

the result of dividing a random sample of 746 male convicts into ten occupational groups and 

calculating the mean number of lashes members of each group experienced per year served.69 

Unskilled convicts experienced a mean of 4.8 lashes per year while at the other end of the scale 

white-collar workers experienced a mean of 1.55 lashes per year.70 There is no reason to doubt 

the accuracy of the calculations. The problem is that the authors effectively conducted a simple 

ANOVA (analysis of variance) with a single independent variable—skill set—with ten groups, 

the sole dependant variable being mean lashes per year served. A simple ANOVA is 

insufficient because flogging was not the only form of punishment.  

A MANOVA (multivariate analysis of variance) is necessary because there were multiple 

dependant variables (forms of punishment) ordered at rates that presumably varied between the 

groups as much as flogging rates varied, and not necessarily according to the same pattern. It 

would be rash to assume that the same pattern of variability that existed between groups with 

                                                 
65 Maxwell-Stewart, ‘The Bushrangers’, pp. 120–122 and 149; Maxwell-Stewart, Closing Hell’s Gates, p. 157. 
66 Elliot Crasswell, Larkins, 1831, Appropriation lists, CON27/1/5 and CSO1/1/662 file 14776, TAHO; Elliot 

Crasswell, Conduct record, CON31/1/7, TAHO. 
67 Hobart Town Gazette, 1 February 1833, pp. 57−58. 
68 Hamish Maxwell-Stewart and Lydia Nicholson, ‘Penal Transportation, Family History, and Convict Tourism’, 

in J.Z. Wilson et. al., eds, The Palgrave Handbook of Prison Tourism (Palgrave Studies in Prisons and Penology, 

2017), p. 725. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
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flogging existed with all modes of punishment. Unskilled workers might have spent fewer days 

in road parties or chain gangs despite receiving more lashes, and a sentence to a road party or 

chain gang was much more likely than flogging was to result in a convict’s departure from his 

master’s service. Only one convict in the current sample did not return to his master after a 

flogging, whereas thirty-six did not return after being sentenced to road parties and twenty-four 

did not return after being sentenced to chain gangs. Thus, lashes per year is a most inadequate 

measure of convict expendability.  

If rates of other punishment forms did not follow the same pattern as flogging rates, then a 

higher mean number of lashes per year might in fact be indicative of high, rather than low, 

perceived value. This is because, compared with sentences to solitary confinement, the 

treadmill, road parties, chain gangs or penal settlements, a sentence to a flogging was the least 

disruptive from a master’s point of view. Only an admonishment or reprimand was less 

disruptive. Masters knew how the system worked and, like convicts, undoubtedly used it to 

their advantage. Masters soon learnt how individual magistrates interpreted the rules and they 

could predict the likely outcome of pressing a charge. In this way, they had some control over 

the degree of disruption that was likely to occur when they pressed a certain charge. They knew 

that convicts were more likely to be returned to their service after a flogging than after any 

other form of punishment and, conceivably, this knowledge influenced their decisions about 

which charges to press and before which magistrates.   

It certainly seems counterintuitive that apparently unskilled convicts were the least likely to 

face charges for infractions of penal discipline. Perhaps many labourers and boys embraced the 

opportunity to upskill in the colony and consequently proved to be more compliant and willing 

workers than those who had already acquired skills at home. Perhaps many convicts who 

arrived with skills were like shoemaker Richard Bonner (introduced in Chapter 3) and 

ploughman John Tittle (introduced in Chapter 4) who responded with indignation when asked 

to perform labour that did not utilise their skills. If so, then this would have raised their 

prosecution risk in comparison with the unskilled.  

Alternatively, perhaps there were many masters who found, as Samuel Wintle did, that half of 

the male convicts assigned to him as tradesmen knew nothing of the trade they claimed to know 

(see Chapter 3). This could mark them as ‘expendable’ and raise their prosecution risk in 

comparison with those who were more candid about their lack of skills. Another possible 

explanation is that the demand for unskilled and low skilled labour was greater than we tend to 
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assume. In a colonial economy, muscle power was undoubtedly valuable both on farms and in 

many urban businesses. 

It is also necessary to remember that ‘labourers’ were not necessarily ‘unskilled’. As shown in 

Chapter 1, many convicts described as labourers on one record were described on another 

record as farm labourers or as having an occupation more generally regarded as skilled. Grace 

Karskens also found that several residents of The Rocks (in Sydney) who called themselves 

labourers possessed skills. One Rocks resident who had some seafaring skills called himself a 

labourer when he married in 1816; another called himself a labourer in the 1828 census despite 

owning property, having servants, and being a boatman and carter.71  

The consistent pattern of higher urban and lower rural arraignment rates for the convicts in this 

sample certainly suggests that assignment in a rural location was generally much more 

conducive to having a ‘good’ conduct record. There are several likely reasons, and while levels 

of supervision and policing and access to magistrates would have each played a role, the degree 

to which they did so must have varied according to circumstances. An important contributing 

factor was undoubtedly what Alastair Davidson has called the ‘rotten apple problem’: the 

‘promiscuous association’ of convicts in towns where those who were least willing to reform 

could have the greatest influence.72 For this very reason, magistrates in Hobart Town often 

recommended the assignment of repeat offenders to country service. As Kay Daniels put it, 

‘Exile … remained a strategy in the administrative repertoire of convict administrators’.73 

Indeed, one of the advantages of the assignment system that Arthur commended to his superiors 

was ‘the large extent of territory, over which the classes of evil-disposed convicts are 

separated … from those inclined to reform’.74  

The following comparison between the convicts of one master who lived in Hobart Town and 

another who lived in the Richmond police district, both of whom followed the same trade and 

whose convict workforces had a similar skills composition, provides further insights. John 

Morrisby conducted a business as a tanner and shoemaker at Clarence Plains in the Richmond 

police district while Samuel Wintle conducted a similar business in Hobart Town. The sample 

                                                 
71 Grace Karskens, The Rocks: Life in Early Sydney (Melbourne, 1997), p. 147. 
72 Alistair Davidson, The Invisible State: The Formation of the Australian State 1788−1901 (Cambridge, 1991), 

p. 42. 
73 Kay Daniels, Convict Women (St. Leonards, NSW, 1998), p. 63. 
74 Arthur to Goderich, 27 February 1833, ‘Correspondence on the subject of secondary punishment’, BPP, pp. 65–
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includes eight male convicts who spent time in Morrisby’s service and fourteen who worked 

for Wintle. One of Morrisby’s neighbours was magistrate S.R. Dawson, who had constables in 

residence.75 This means that both Wintle and Morrisby had easy access to magistrates and both 

had a local police presence. Therefore, apart from a potential difference in disposition and 

management style, the main difference between the two was location.  

The observed pattern suggests that the mean exposure of Wintle’s convicts would be about 

two-thirds that of Morrisby’s and that the arraignment rate of Wintle’s convicts would be more 

than double that of Morrisby’s. As Table 6.12 shows, the mean exposure of Wintle’s convicts 

was in fact twice that of Morrisby’s, which is decidedly contrary to the expected outcome. In 

addition, the difference between the arraignment rates of the convicts assigned to the two 

masters was much smaller than expected. This suggests that the disposition and management 

style of a master was a key factor. 

Table 6.12 Arraignment rates of male convicts assigned to John Morrisby and Samuel Wintle 

 Exposure Mean exposure Arraignments Arraignments 

per 1000 days 

Morrisby: n = 8 7454 days 932 days 22 2.95 

Wintle: n = 14 26261 days 1876 days 99 3.77 

This seems even more likely when the outcomes for the convicts of each master are compared 

with the outcomes for others in their location. The mean exposure of Morrisby’s convict 

workforce was about 20 per cent below that of their peers in the same rural area, while their 

arraignment rate was more than 40 per cent higher than that of their peers. At the same time, 

the mean exposure of Wintle’s convicts was more than double that of their peers in Hobart 

Town and in fact far exceeded that of every other group, including those in the rural district. 

The self-evident but unmeasurable disposition and management style of the master were 

certainly key factors. The quality of a convict’s conduct record undoubtedly depended on more 

than just conduct, but not everything that had an effect is calculable. 

                                                 
75 Government Notice No. 87, Hobart Town Gazette, 1 May 1830, p. 137; Government Notice No. 243, Hobart 

Town Gazette, 17 December 1831, p. 305; Evidence of Maria Campbell in the case against William Harris, 

Richmond, May 30, 1831, Colonial Times, 1 June 1831, p. 3. 
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This study has implications for studies that make comparisons between individual convicts and 

between groups of convicts. One such study is that of Rebecca Kippen and Janet McCalman 

who compared 332 Swing protesters who arrived in Van Diemen’s Land in 1831 with 1,802 

other convicts who arrived between 1826 and 1838.76 All the Swing protesters came from 

agricultural counties in the south of England, while the other group originated from England 

(88 per cent), Ireland (4 per cent) Scotland (5 per cent) and British colonies or Europe (3 per 

cent).77 Sentenced to transportation for breaking threshing machines, rick burning, riot or 

associated offences committed during their desperate campaign to preserve their winter 

employment opportunities, the Swing protesters were a unique group of convicts who differed 

from the usual by a paucity of prior convictions and a high rate of literacy and valuable 

agricultural and trade skills.78 They therefore constitute a useful control group with which to 

compare other prisoners. 

Kippen and McCalman looked at life before, during and after sentence, comparing the two 

groups in terms of the number and types of documented offences, the proportions gaining free 

pardons, being traceable to death, marrying after transportation and having traceable 

grandchildren.79 Not only did they find that the Swing protesters were significantly better-

behaved and less-punished than the other group, they also found that they were more 

‘successful’, concluding that ‘“character” was the single most important characteristic that 

determined how a convict survived penal servitude’.80  

However, while they acknowledged that the Swing protesters were ‘all rural men’ and are ‘best 

compared with other English convicts of similar rural background’, they made no apology for 

comparing them with a group of which they admitted only 31 per cent had a comparable 

background and skills.81 As they pointed out, because agriculture was at the core of the Van 

Diemen’s Land economy and farmers in Van Diemen’s Land required men who could plough, 

sow, harvest, thresh and manage stock, the Swing protesters found themselves in demand.82 As 

Bruce Brown has pointed out, Arthur and settlers regarded the two shiploads of Swing men as 

                                                 
76 Rebecca Kippen and Janet McCalman, ‘A Test of Character: A Case Study of Male Convicts Transported to 
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particularly valuable human capital because of the skills they possessed. 83  Their rural 

backgrounds, possession of farming skills and assignment to farmers obviously gave the Swing 

protesters an immediate advantage that Kippen and McCalman downplay. Those settlers who 

received Swing men are likely to have done their best to retain them.  

Moreover, an unusually high proportion of Swing protestors sent to Van Diemen’s Land—81 

per cent—had seven-year sentences, compared with only 52 per cent of the other group of 

convicts.84 The shorter the sentence, the less time there was to commit an offence. The overall 

superiority of the Swing men’s conduct records should therefore be no surprise.  

One of Kippen and McCalman’s findings was that Swing convicts with rural backgrounds 

received less punishment than did convicts from the cities or towns.85 What they failed to 

observe was the unmistakable link between rural background and rural assignment and the 

additional link between rural assignment and reduced prosecution risk.  

This chapter has shown that the sex and previous occupation of each convict partly decided 

their fate before they set foot in the colony. If they were female, they were slightly more likely 

to find themselves assigned to someone who lived in a town than someone who lived in a rural 

location—about 52 per cent of the female convicts who arrived in the 1830–35 period were 

assigned to residents of either Hobart Town or Launceston86—and being in a town increased 

their prosecution risk while reducing their chances of leaving assigned service early through 

marriage. If they were male, they were far more likely to find themselves assigned in a rural 

location—about 71 per cent of assigned males were assigned to residents of rural districts87—

and being in a rural location significantly lowered their risk of prosecution. If they were male 

domestic servants, construction workers or artisans, their chances of prosecution were 

considerably higher than if they were not. A convict’s character and a master’s management 

ability were undoubtedly important in deciding a convict’s fate, but so too were sex, occupation 

and location.  

                                                 
83 Bruce Brown, ‘The Machine Breakers from the Proteus and The Eliza’, unpublished MA thesis, University of 
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Conclusion 

 

While Tasmania’s iconic Port Arthur and the Cascades Female Factory certainly played 

important roles in convict management, there is much more to the convict story than penal 

stations and female factories. Convicts who served time in punishment locations were part of 

a small minority who endured the harshest conditions. In this thesis I have focused on issues 

associated with a much larger group of convicts, those assigned to work for private citizens. In 

line with recent historiographical trends, I have moved beyond the simplistic images of 

harshness and bureaucratic neglect so often associated with popular views of nineteenth-

century penal institutions. My argument could therefore be characterised as revisionist, in that 

I have sought to counter misconceptions of the convict experience. In this respect, this thesis 

will hopefully contribute to transforming public perceptions.  

This thesis is the first wide-ranging study of Van Diemen’s Land convicts during the 

assignment period, and the first to adopt a comprehensively critical view of surviving archival 

sources and the administrative procedures that created them. It also differs from previous 

studies by investigating both the female and male experience, as opposed to only one or the 

other, while also applying a gendered lens to many of the analyses. This has allowed further 

refinement of the understanding of the nature of both the administration of the assignment 

system and the experiences of convicts. Through a careful reconstruction of the initial 

distribution of more than 12,000 men, women, boys and girls who arrived in Van Diemen’s 

Land as convicts between 1 January 1830 and 31 December 1835, I have challenged a range 

of existing assumptions about the operation and administration of the penal system. In seeking 

to improve understanding of the assignment system, I have presented a thorough and detailed 

account of micro-level decisions and practices, as well as the individual experiences of both 

assigned convicts and their employers. 

This thesis provides new insights into the way in which various classes of convict records were 

originally created, the demand for convict labour, the degree to which convicts’ skills were 

matched to job openings, the operation of the magisterial system, the importance of urban 

assignment and the role that geography and other variables played in determining convict 

turnover and prosecution risk. It shows that the allocation of convicts was rational and generally 

well-organised, the system facilitated access to magistrates, many townspeople depended on 
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assigned servants as much as their rural counterparts did, and that the frequency with which 

convicts moved between employers and appeared in court charged with an offence depended 

in part on their sex, occupation and assignment location. 

I have synthesised the strengths and weaknesses of the records in a thorough analysis of 

relevant archival collections, explored their context and construction and interrogated existing 

misunderstandings. An accurate understanding of the construction, compilation and utilisation 

of the records leads to the fullest possible understanding of the assignment system. 

Researchers need to know that more than one appropriation list survives for most convicts. 

Failure to locate and compare lists found in different record collections has led to erroneous 

understandings. Researchers have also overlooked many of the cover letters that accompanied 

the lists that were sent to the colonial secretary. This has led to faulty assumptions and 

inaccurate conclusions. 

In summary, nearly all appropriation lists found amongst the correspondence of the colonial 

secretary’s office (CSO1) provide more-detailed descriptions of convicts’ occupations and 

specific skills than those found in either the Tas Papers or CON27 series. They are also more 

likely to contain annotations that provide evidence of skill matching. Careful comparison 

reveals that nearly all the lists found in the CON27 series were third drafts. Even these, however, 

were subject to change, since the process of deciding the distribution of newly-arrived convicts 

continued beyond the lists’ short active life, as many of the accompanying cover letters make 

clear. Historians have assumed that blank spaces or the word ‘vacant’ in the How Appropriated 

columns of appropriation lists meant ‘unable to be assigned’ when, as I have demonstrated, 

they really meant ‘to be advised’. Conduct records, ‘musters’ and House of Correction reports 

published in the Hobart Town Gazette show that nearly every ‘vacant’ female convict entered 

assigned service within two weeks of disembarkation. Demand for female convicts was such 

that settlers accepted even those described as useless, crippled, of unsound mind, unassignable, 

feeble and old, or too old for assignment.  

The comparisons that I have made between male appropriation lists and lists of assignments 

published in the Hobart Town Gazette show that the Gazette published the assignment lists 

before the decisions regarding distribution were final. My comparisons between appropriation 

lists and description lists show that the occupations recorded on the two records for the same 

convict do not always match, neither record type is consistently more informative than the other 
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and nor is there an obvious reason for why this is the case. Similarly, my comparisons between 

appropriation lists, conduct records and annual nominal returns or ‘musters’ suggest that 

crossed-out names in the How Appropriated columns of appropriation lists do not necessarily 

mean that those proposed masters and mistresses decided not to take the convicts offered to 

them, as some historians have assumed.  

Another misconception is that ‘musters’ dating from the 1830s, each of which actually carries 

the title ‘nominal return’, were akin to censuses. Unlike censuses, however, I have 

demonstrated that they were not ‘taken’ on a certain day. Had they been taken like censuses, 

they would not have included entries for convicts who were serving sentences of secondary 

transportation in Sydney or on Norfolk Island, those who had absconded or were missing or 

dead, or those who had died on the voyage to the colony or escaped during a stopover. Nominal 

returns created in the 1830s were compiled from existing alphabetical registers over at least 

three months. Like the document entitled ‘General Muster of Male & Female Convicts in the 

Colony of New South Wales and Norfolk Island on the 31st December 1837’, no 1830s 

nominal return for Van Diemen’s Land is ‘the product of a general muster in the sense of direct 

counting in a traditional personal assembly or personal contact with individuals’.1   

Drawing on these records and a range of supplementary material, I have examined several key 

themes and questions about labour and convict assignment in Van Diemen’s Land, beginning 

with labour demand and skill matching. The assignment system depended on strong private 

sector demand for convict labour. I have shown that demand for adult convict labour 

consistently outstripped supply, even when the volume of free immigration was increasing. 

Rather than supplanting convicts in the labour market, many free immigrants contributed to 

demand by becoming employers of the unfree. Some convicts also contributed to demand as 

they gained tickets of leave or became free. Only when record numbers of unskilled juvenile 

male convicts arrived was there ever a surplus, and this change prompted the establishment of 

Point Puer, a facility where boys who lacked skills received training. There was no shortage of 

willing recipients for boys who had skills. 

Strong demand depended on efficient skill matching. It is impossible to consider skill matching 

across the whole male convict cohort because nearly 24 per cent of male convicts were 

described generically as labourers and more than 25 per cent professed more than one, often 
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unrelated, occupation. Similarly, nearly 45 per cent of female convicts reported having more 

than one occupation. Many employers of convicts also pursued multiple, often diverse, 

economic activities, either concurrently or in succession. In addition, it is seldom possible to 

determine what description of servant a settler requested because neither the registers nor lists 

of applications kept by the principal superintendent survive. Nevertheless, I have been able to 

investigate skill matching by utilising appropriation lists and the correspondence of the colonial 

secretary’s office, as well as by comparing the reputed occupations of convicts with those of 

their masters and mistresses. Through transcribing and utilising annotations on appropriation 

lists and correspondence with employers, I have demonstrated that Lieutenant-Governor 

Arthur was determined to give convicts the opportunity to apply their existing skills and that 

he was likewise determined to satisfy settlers’ needs by providing them with appropriately-

skilled convicts. Although it was contrary to his policy, he even acceded to requests for specific 

convicts by name. He was also sometimes willing to overturn sentencing decisions he had 

approved or made when business owners submitted well-reasoned requests for the return of 

valued convicts whom they had lost to road parties or chain gangs because of magistrates’ 

decisions.  

This thesis has also thrown considerable light on the operation of magistrates’ benches. I have 

demonstrated that, in addition to a court house attached to a principal police office or station in 

the main town of each district, there was usually a secondary court house in a township where 

hearings occurred on at least one day each week. Some districts also had sub-districts in which 

assistant police magistrates heard cases more frequently. In addition, honorary magistrates 

could and did conduct hearings at their own residences. These facts seem to have eluded 

researchers in the past. 

Some historians who have referred to principal police offices or court houses as magistrates’ 

benches have speculated that masters and mistresses were less likely to charge their assigned 

servants with offences if they lived far from these facilities because of the ‘opportunity cost’ 

involved. However, I have shown that more than 40 per cent of hearings held in the Richmond 

police district between 1 May 1832 and 30 April 1833 took place somewhere other than at the 

Richmond police office. Honorary magistrates dotted the most settled portions of the district 

and heard cases at their residences for the convenience of others in their respective 

neighbourhoods. Stipendiary magistrates also conducted hearings at multiple locations within 

the district. Except for masters and mistresses in the sparsely-settled periphery of the district, 
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getting a case heard was relatively straightforward. Research into other police districts and at 

other times would determine how widely this applied.  

Ensuring that an offender in a rural district received his or her punishment and returned to work 

quickly probably involved more inconvenience than getting a case heard. A sentence to a 

flogging could keep a male convict from work for up to seven days in a rural district because 

it required the confluence of a flagellator and a medical officer and there was generally only 

one of each per rural district. Unless the flagellator and medical officer were in the same place 

as the convict, delays occurred because travel time was involved for one or more of them. A 

sentence to any number of days on a treadmill kept a male convict from work in a rural district 

for at least an additional day or two at each end of the sentence because he had to travel to and 

from Hobart Town, the location of the only treadmill in the colony before 1839. A female 

convict sentenced to imprisonment for more than one or two days was absent from work for an 

additional day or two at each end of her sentence because she had to undergo her punishment 

in either Hobart Town or Launceston. Wherever they lived, masters and mistresses would have 

thought twice about laying a charge against a female convict because it might result in a 

sentence that effectively removed their only household servant. They would also have thought 

twice about laying a charge against an assigned male convict on whose labour they depended. 

This said, I have clearly demonstrated that matters were not always within the masters’ and 

mistress’ control. Masters and mistresses were the prosecutors in only 58 per cent of 1,055 

cases involving assigned servants in the Hobart Town lower court between 7 September 1836 

and 25 April 1837. Police, whose numbers were more concentrated in towns than in rural areas, 

were the prosecutors in 33 per cent, while shopkeepers, overseers and foremen accounted for 

the remainder. Great consternation could ensue when people other than masters and mistresses 

laid complaints. This was particularly likely in the colonial capital. 

Hobart Town was more than just the seat of government. It was a bustling centre of commerce 

and light industry. As this thesis has revealed, about 36 per cent of the masters and mistresses 

named in the How Appropriated columns of 1830–35 appropriation lists were residents of 

Hobart Town. As a group, they engaged in a total of more than one hundred different 

occupations. These men and women depended on convict labour to maintain and run their 

homes and businesses, and some businesses were on a scale comparable to larger-than-average 

manufacturing units then operating in Britain and Ireland.  
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Another finding is that, regardless of occupation, a convict’s risk of prosecution was greater in 

Hobart Town than in the rural Richmond police district. This is partly because convicts in the 

town tended to work under closer supervision than convicts working in rural areas. They also 

faced more temptation to venture outdoors after hours, had easier access to alcohol and had a 

greater chance of coming under the notice of police. In addition, they were never more than a 

mile away from a magistrate. Higher prosecution risk in turn led to higher turnover. 

There is much in this thesis that would be useful to family historians and other archival users. 

The digital imaging of conduct records has given hundreds of thousands of descendants of 

convicts access to this set of records that is such a significant resource that it is inscribed on 

the UNESCO Memory of the World register. As argued in the introduction, however, raw 

information requires critical analysis and contextualisation. There is a danger that archival 

users will draw conclusions about the character of individual convicts based only on the 

number of colonial court interactions recorded in abbreviated or summary form on conduct 

records. As this thesis has shown, court interactions were mediated by many different factors, 

including a convict’s sex, occupation and assignment location. Historians and archivists 

could collaborate more closely in future to ensure that family historians and other archival 

users better understand these complexities and consider individual convict records in a spatial, 

temporal and societal context.  
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Appendix 1. Male convict ships, their dates of arrival and extant appropriation lists  

Ship Arrival date Appropriation lists 

Arab 30 Jun 1834    

Argyle 5 Aug 1831  MM33/1/6 CON27/1/5 

Atlas 24 Aug 1833 CSO1/1/662 - 14776  CON27/1/6 

Augusta Jessie 22 Jan 1835 CSO1/1/781 - 16664 MM33/1/6  

Aurora 7 Oct 1835 CSO1/1/830 - 17603 TP27 CON27/1/2 

Bussorah Merchant 18 Jan 1830   CON27/1/4 

Circassian 16 Feb 1833 CSO1/1/642 - 14425  CON27/1/6 

Clyde 18 Dec 1830  TP26 CON27/1/4 

David Lyon 19 Aug 1830 CSO1/1/444 - 9891  CON27/1/4 

Eliza 28 May 1831   CON27/1/5 

Elizabeth 14 Feb 1832  TP26 CON27/1/5 

Emperor Alexander 12 Aug 1833   CON27/1/6 

Enchantress 31 Jul 1833   CON27/1/6 

England 19 Jul 1832 CSO1/1/605 - 13788 MM33/1/6 CON27/1/5 

George III 14 Apr 1835 CSO1/1/796 - 17014   

Georgiana 1 Feb 1833 CSO1/1/639 - 14382  CON27/1/6 

Gilmore 22 Mar 1832   CON27/1/5 

Isabella 14 Nov 1833   CON27/1/6 

John 29 Jan 1831 CSO1/1/499 - 10943  CON27/1/5 

John 1 Dec 1833  MM33/1/6 CON27/1/6 

John Barry 11 Aug 1834 CSO1/1/740 - 16012 TP27  

Jupiter 26 May 1833   CON27/1/6 

Katherine Stewart Forbes 16 Jul 1832 CSO1/1/662 - 14776  CON27/1/5 

Lady Kennaway 13 Feb 1835 CSO1/1/785 - 16764   

Larkins 19 Oct 1831 CSO1/1/662 - 14776  CON27/1/5 

Layton 10 Dec 1835 CSO1/1/839 - 17773 TP27 CON27/1/2 

Lord Lyndoch 18 Nov 1831 CSO1/1/662 - 14776  CON27/1/5 

Lord William Bentinck 29 Aug 1832 CSO1/1/610 - 13913  CON27/1/5 

Lotus 16 May 1833 CSO1/1/652 - 14642 MM33/1/6 CON27/1/6 

Mangles 1 Aug 1835 CSO1/1/814 - 17401   

Manlius 12 Aug 1830 CSO1/1/444 - 9891 TP26 CON27/1/4 
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Mary 9 Apr 1830  TP32 CON27/1/4 

Moffatt 9 May 1834    

Norfolk 28 Aug 1835 CSO1/1/820 - 17486 TP27  

Persian 7 Nov 1830  TP26 CON27/1/4 

Prince Regent 10 Jan 1830  TP25 CON27/1/4 

Proteus 4 Aug 1831   CON27/1/5 

Red Rover 26 Mar 1831 CSO1/1/512 - 11203  CON27/1/5 

Royal George 18 Oct 1830 CSO1/1/373 - 8510  CON27/1/4 

Sir Charles Forbes 27 Jul 1830 CSO1/1/444 - 9891  CON27/1/4 

Southworth 19 Oct 1830  TP32 CON27/1/4 

Southworth 14 Jan 1834  MM33/1/6  

Stakesby 4 Sep 1833   CON27/1/6 

Strathfieldsay 15 Nov 1831  TP26 CON27/1/5 

Surrey 7 Apr 1833 CSO1/1/649 - 14579  CON27/1/6 

Waterloo 2 Mar 1835 CSO1/1/788 - 16831 MM33/1/6  

William Glen Anderson 1 Nov 1831   CON27/1/5 

William Metcalfe 4 Sep 1834 CSO1/1/746 - 16103 MM33/1/6  

York 29 Dec 1832 CSO1/1/632 - 14300  CON27/1/6 

 

Appendix 2. Female convict ships, their dates of arrival and extant appropriation lists 

Ship Arrival date Appropriation lists 

America 9 May 1831 CSO1/1/520 file 11322  CON27/1/1 

Edward 4 Sep 1834   CON27/1/1 

Eliza 24 Feb 1830 CSO1/1/447 file 9937   

Frances Charlotte 10 Jan 1833  MM33/1/6  

Hector 20 Oct 1835  MM33/1/6  

Hydery 10 Aug 1832   CON27/2/1 

Jane 30 Jun 1833    

Mary 19 Oct 1831  MM33/1/6  

Mellish 22 Sep 1830  MM33/1/6  

New Grove 27 Mar 1835 CSO1/1/790 file 16926   

William Bryan 23 Oct 1833  Tas Papers 27  
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Appendix 3. Incidence of trades or occupations on male appropriation lists, 1830–35 

N=605 Trade 1 Trade 2 Trade 3 Trade 4 TOTAL 

able seaman 3    3 

accountant  2   2 

apothecary 1    1 

apprentice to a surgeon  1   1 

artist 1    1 

attorney 4    4 

attorney’s clerk 9 1   10 

baker 78 18 3  99 

baker’s apprentice 1    1 

baker’s boy 9    9 

banker’s clerk 1    1 

barber 2    2 

basket and sieve maker  1   1 

basket maker 3 3   6 

bearer off in brickfields  2   2 

bedstead and sofa maker 2 1   3 

bell hanger 1 9   10 

bird stuffer   1  1 

biscuit baker 13    13 

bit or brace bit maker 2    2 

blacksmith 75 7   82 

blacksmith’s assistant  1   1 

blacksmith’s boy  1    1 

blacksmith’s hammerman 1    1 

blacksmith’s labourer 24 2   26 

blanket weaver 1 1 1  3 

bleacher  1   1 

block maker 1    1 

boat builder 2 2   4 

boat lad 3 1   3 

boatman 61 31 3  95 

boiler maker 3    3 

book seller  1   1 

bookbinder 14 2   16 

bookkeeper 2 5 1  8 

boot and/or shoe closer 9    9 

boot clicker  1   1 

boot maker 41    41 

boot maker’s boy 1    1 

boy 245    245 

brass caster 4 3   7 

brass dresser 1 1   2 

brass finisher 2 2   4 
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brass fitter 1    1 

brass founder 18 16   34 

brass polisher  1   1 

brass turner  1   1 

brazier 2 7   9 

bread baker 29 1   30 

brewer 8 17 3  28 

brewer’s boy 1    1 

brewer’s labourer 1    1 

brick burner  1   1 

brick layer 96 18 1  115 

brick maker 117 15 1  133 

brick makers labourer  4   4 

brick moulder  1   1 

bricklayer’s boy 2    2 

bricklayer’s labourer 27    27 

brightsmith 1    1 

broad cloth weaver 1    1 

broom maker 1    1 

brush maker 3 1   4 

builder 2 2   4 

butcher 107 75 3  185 

butcher’s boy 3    3 

butcher’s labourer 1    1 

butler  2   2 

button maker 2    2 

cabin boy 1    1 

cabinet and sofa frame maker 1    1 

cabinet carver 1    1 

cabinet maker 30 17 2  49 

cabinet maker’s boy 1    1 

cabinet varnisher  1   1 

calico printer  1   1 

calico weaver 1    1 

canal boat builder 1    1 

candle maker 1    1 

canvas weaver   1  1 

Captain of the 40th Juvenile 

Thieves 1    1 

car man 1    1 

carpenter 131 23   154 

carpenter not good 2    2 

carpenter’s boy 3    3 

carpet weaver 1 1   2 

carter 83 123 4  210 

carver 3 2   5 
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caster 2 1   3 

castrator  1   1 

cat gut string maker 1    1 

cattle dealer 3 5   8 

cattle doctor 1 2 2  5 

cattle farrier   1  1 

cattle jobber 1 1 1  3 

caulker 1 2   3 

ch[emical?] engineer 1    1 

chain cable maker  2   2 

chain maker  1   1 

chain smith  1   1 

chair bottomer 1 1   2 

chair carver 2 1   3 

chair maker 8 3   11 

chair sawyer  1    1 

chair stainer  1   1 

chaser  1   1 

chemist 2    2 

children’s shoemaker 1    1 

chimney sweep 2    2 

china turner 1    1 

cigar maker 1    1 

clergyman 2    2 

clerk 124 19 5  148 

clerk or solicitor 1    1 

clock maker 1 4   5 

cloth dresser 5 3   8 

cloth dresser’s boy 1    1 

cloth dyer  1   1 

cloth manufacturer 1    1 

cloth miller 1 1   2 

cloth scourer 1    1 

cloth shearer or shearman  2   2 

cloth weaver 3 1   4 

clothier 1    1 

coach body maker 2    2 

coach harness plater 1    1 

coach maker  4    4 

coach painter 5  1  6 

coach plater 2 1   3 

coach smith 6 2   8 

coach spring maker 4 1   5 

coach wheel maker 2    2 

coachman 10 63 3  76 

coal miner 7 3 1  11 
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coal pit labourer 1    1 

cobbler 1    1 

collar & harness maker 1    1 

collier 10 9   19 

colour manufacturer  1   1 

colourer  1   1 

colt breaker  2 3  5 

comb maker 2 1   3 

common gardener 1    1 

composition ornament maker 1    1 

compositor 12 3   15 

confectioner 2 8   10 

cook 25 10   35 

cooper 30 3   33 

cooper’s boy 1    1 

cooper’s labourer 2    2 

copperplate printer or 

pressman 3    3 

coppersmith 1 1   2 

cork cutter 1 1   2 

cotton spinner 3 8   11 

cotton weaver 6 1   7 

country blacksmith 15 3   18 

country boot and/or shoe 

maker 12    12 

country butcher  1 1  2 

courier 1    1 

cow boy 1    1 

cow keeper 3 3   6 

cow man  1   1 

currier 6 1   7 

cutler 3 16   19 

dairy lad 1    1 

dairyman 1 2   3 

dealer 3    3 

dealer in old clothes 1    1 

dentist  1   1 

distemperer  1   1 

distiller 1    1 

draftsman  1   1 

draper 3 1   4 

drover 5 1   6 

druggist 4 6   9 

drummer  1   1 

dry cooper 1    1 

dry salter 1    1 
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dyer 8 14   22 

dyer’s boy 1    1 

edge tool grinder   1  1 

edge tool maker 1 2   3 

engine filer  1   1 

engineer 5 3   8 

engraver 3 2   5 

errand boy or lad 106    106 

escapement maker  1   1 

excise officer  1   1 

factory boy 9    9 

fancy bread baker 1    1 

farm bailiff 1    1 

farm boy or lad 30    30 

farm or farmer’s labourer 779 65 8  852 

farm overseer 1    1 

farm servant 2 2   4 

farm steward  1   1 

farmer or general farmer 41 49 3  93 

farmer’s boy or lad 47    47 

farming man  1   1 

farming or farmer’s 

carpenter  2   2 

farrier 7 14 1  22 

fellmonger 7 4   11 

figure maker 1    1 

file cutter 5 3   8 

file grinder 1 1   2 

filer  2   2 

filer for a blacksmith  1   1 

fisherman 5 4   9 

fishmonger 1    1 

flax dresser 3 1 2  6 

florist  1   1 

footman 7 4   11 

founder  1   1 

framework knitter 1 2   3 

French polisher 5 1 1  7 

fur cutter  1   1 

fur dresser   1  1 

fustian dyer 1    1 

gamekeeper 1 1   2 

garden labourer 1 3   4 

gardener 101 29 3 1 134 

gardener’s assistant 2    2 

gardener’s boy 3    3 
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gardener’s labourer 5    5 

general farmer 1    1 

gentleman’s servant 144 13 3  160 

gilder  3 2  5 

glass blower 1    1 

glass cutter  2   2 

glazier  49 12  61 

glazier’s boy 2    2 

glove cutter 2 1   3 

glover 1 3   4 

goldbeater 1 1   2 

goldsmith 2    2 

Grenadier guard  1   1 

grind stone maker 1    1 

grocer 3 3   6 

grocer’s apprentice 1    1 

groom 387 167 8  562 

gun barrel filer  1   1 

gun finisher 2 2   4 

gun implement maker  1   1 

gun stocker 2 1   3 

gunlock maker 1 1   2 

gunsmith 1 2   3 

haberdasher 1    1 

hackler 1    1 

hackney coachman  1   1 

hairdresser 12 10 1  23 

hairdresser’s boy 1    1 

hammerman 4 1   5 

harness maker 7 7 1  15 

harness plater  1   1 

hat clipper  1   1 

hat finisher 1 1   2 

hat finisher (boy) 1    1 

hat trimmer 1    1 

hatter 5 8   13 

hatter’s boy 1    1 

hawker 7 1   8 

hedger  1   1 

herb boy  1   1 

hinge maker 2    2 

hoop sheaver  1   1 

hop grower  4 1  5 

horse & cattle dealer 1    1 

horse breaker 4 7 3  14 

horse dealer 1  1  2 



 

256 

 

horse doctor  1   1 

horse hair weaver 1    1 

horse keeper   1  1 

horse shoer  1   1 

hosier [true] 1    1 

hospital assistant or nurse  1   1 

house boy 1    1 

house carpenter 25 3 1  29 

house lad 26 7   33 

house painter 14 3   17 

house servant 175 86 7  268 

hurdle maker 2 3   5 

husbandry carpenter 1    1 

image maker  1   1 

iron & brass founder 2    2 

iron caster 1    1 

iron founder 1 2   3 

iron moulder 3 3   6 

iron turner  1   1 

ironmonger 1 1   2 

Ivory and cabinet maker 1    1 

japanner  1   1 

jeweller 5 7 1  13 

jobbing blacksmith  1   1 

jobbing smith 4 2   6 

jobbing tailor  1   1 

jobbing whitesmith  1   1 

joiner 17 83   100 

joiner’s apprentice 1    1 

key maker   1  1 

key smith   1  1 

kitchen gardener 76 58 5 2 141 

kitchen gardener’s labourer  1   1 

knife grinder  1   1 

labourer 2207 140 10  2357 

labourer (brickfields) 1  1  2 

labourer in a brewery 1    1 

labourer in a garden 2    2 

labouring boy 190    190 

lace maker 1 1   2 

ladies’ shoemaker 15    15 

lamp maker  1   1 

land measurer 1    1 

land surveyor 1    1 

lapidary 1    1 

last and pattern maker  1   1 
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lath cleaver  1   1 

lath maker 1    1 

lath render 7 2   9 

law clerk 2    2 

law stationer 1    1 

law stationer’s clerk 1    1 

leather breeches maker 1    1 

leather cutter  1   1 

leather dresser 4 4   8 

leather parer 1    1 

letter founder 1 1   2 

letter press man 1    1 

letter press printer 7    7 

light porter 1    1 

lighterman 1 1   2 

lime burner 2 3 1  6 

linen draper 4 2   6 

linen dresser 1    1 

linen weaver 4    4 

lithographic printer 3    3 

livery  1   1 

locksmith 9 3   12 

looking glass frame maker 1    1 

machine maker  1   1 

maltster 14 12 1  27 

marble polisher 1 1   2 

marine  2 1  3 

mariner 10 1   11 

market gardener 9 2 1  12 

mason 8 4   12 

mason’s labourer 1    1 

mathematical instrument 

maker 3    3 

mattress maker 3 1   4 

medicine vendor   1  1 

men’s shoemaker 3    3 

merchant ship owner  1   1 

messman  1   1 

milkman 1 1   2 

miller 19 4 1  24 

millwright 5 4 1  10 

millwright’s lad 1    1 

miner 28 7   35 

mould candle maker  1   1 

music printer 1 1   2 

musician 2 1   3 
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nail caster  1   1 

nailer 18 10   28 

nailer’s boy 1    1 

navigator 5 15 1  21 

nett and list shoemaker 1    1 

nurseryman 1 4   5 

off bearer  2   2 

oil and colour man  1   1 

optician  1   1 

ornamental painter 1    1 

ostler 10 1   11 

outdoor servant  2   2 

painter 53 15 3  71 

painter’s boy 2    2 

paper hanger 2 3   5 

paper maker 1 1   2 

paper stainer  1   1 

parchment maker 3    3 

pastry cook 10 4   14 

pearl button maker  1   1 

pedlar 1 1   2 

pen cutter  1   1 

pencil maker 1    1 

pewterer 2    2 

physician 1    1 

pianoforte maker & tuner 1    1 

picture frame gilder 1    1 

picture frame maker 2  1  3 

pilot  1   1 

pipe maker  2   2 

pit sawyer 40 9   49 

pittman  1   1 

plain cook 2 8 1  11 

plane maker 1    1 

plasterer 62 25 4  91 

plasterer’s boy 2    2 

plasterer’s labourer 10 2   12 

plate maker 1    1 

plate maker’s boy 1    1 

plater 2 1   3 

play actor  1   1 

plough boy 1    1 

ploughman 1929 146 7  2082 

plumber 13 6 5  24 

pork butcher 1 4   5 

porter 3 1   4 
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post office boy 1 1   2 

postillion 1 3   4 

pot boy 1    1 

potter 11 9   20 

potter’s labourer 1    1 

poulterer 1  1  2 

pressman 1 6   7 

printer 4 2   6 

printer’s boy 2    2 

printer’s pressman 3    3 

pump maker   1  1 

quarryman 20 27 2  49 

racing groom 9    9 

rat catcher  2   2 

ribbon weaver 6 2   8 

rigger 2    2 

road maker  1   1 

rope maker 16 7   23 

rough bricklayer 1    1 

rough carpenter 21 11   32 

rough farm carpenter  1   1 

rough plasterer 1    1 

rough smith  1   1 

rough stone mason 2    2 

rough wheelwright 1    1 

Royal artillery  1   1 

rush chair bottomer  2   2 

saddle maker 3    3 

saddler 4    4 

saddler’s boy 1    1 

sail cloth weaver  1   1 

sail maker 4 2   6 

sailor 14 2   16 

sailor boy 7    7 

sawyer 13 8 1  22 

scale beam maker 1    1 

schoolmaster 3 1   4 

scourer  4   4 

sea boy 1    1 

seal and spring maker 1    1 

seaman 180 15 2  197 

seedsman  4   4 

servant 5 6   11 

shearer  4  1 5 

shepherd 72 110 13  195 

shepherd’s boy 1    1 



 

260 

 

shingle splitter  1   1 

shingler 2    2 

ship carpenter 2 1   3 

ship caulker 1    1 

ship painter  1   1 

ship rigger 1    1 

ship steward 1    1 

ship’s cook  1   1 

shipwright 9 3 1  13 

shoeing smith 6 2   8 

shoemaker 189 44 2  235 

shoemaker at hulk  3   3 

shoemaker’s boy 17    17 

shoeman  1   1 

shoer  7   7 

shop boy 1    1 

shopman 8 3   11 

sieve maker  1   1 

sign painter  1   1 

silk dyer  1   1 

silk stocking weaver 1    1 

silk throwster 1    1 

silk weaver 4    4 

silver plater 1    1 

silver spoon polisher 1    1 

silversmith 5 1   6 

skin dresser  1   1 

skinner 1 1   2 

slate maker 1 3   4 

slater 3 6 3  12 

smith 7    7 

snuff maker  1   1 

soldier 26 80 11  117 

spectacle maker  1   1 

stable boy or lad 19 1   20 

stableman 5    5 

stage coachman 1    1 

stamper 1    1 

statuary 2    2 

stay maker  1   1 

steam engineer 10 1   11 

steam saw filer 1    1 

steel plater 1    1 

steel toy maker 1    1 

stenciller  3   3 

steward 1    1 
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stock jobber  1   1 

stock keeper 5 7 1  13 

stocking weaver 2    2 

stone & marble cutter 1    1 

stone & marble polisher 1    1 

stone carver  1   1 

stone cutter 40 6 1  147 

stone dresser  1   1 

stone grate maker 1    1 

stone mason 49 11   60 

stone quarryman 1 1   2 

stonemason’s boy 1    1 

stonemason’s labourer 2    2 

strong shoemaker 3    3 

superintendent of colliery 1    1 

surgeon 6 1   7 

surgical instrument maker 1    1 

sweep 12 20   32 

tailor 173 12 1  186 

tailor at hulk 1 7   8 

tailor’s boy or tailor’s lad 41    41 

tallow chandler 3 2   5 

tanner 22 4   26 

tanner’s labourer 1    1 

tarpaulin maker  2   2 

tea dealer 1 1   2 

thatcher  1   1 

threshing machine maker 1    1 

tile maker 1 4   5 

timber maturer 1    1 

timber measurer  1   1 

tin plate worker  2   2 

tinker 2    2 

tinman 14 1   15 

tinman’s brazier 1    1 

tobacco cutter 1    1 

tobacco manufacturer 1    1 

tobacco pipe maker 1    1 

tobacconist 1 1   2 

tool maker  1   1 

top sawyer 57 2   59 

town butcher 2    2 

toy maker  1   1 

training groom 4    4 

trumpeter   1  1 

trunk  maker  1   1 
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turner 6 5 1  12 

turner for weaving apparatus 1    1 

turner in a pottery 1    1 

turnip hoer  1   1 

twine maker 1    1 

twine spinner 3 4   7 

type founder  2   2 

umbrella maker 4 2   6 

under gardener 2 2 2  6 

under groom 1    1 

under reader 1    1 

upholsterer 9 4   13 

valet  5 1  6 

venetian blind maker 1    1 

veterinary surgeon   1  1 

village schoolmaster 1    1 

wagoner 1 3   4 

waiter 11 5   16 

waiter at a hotel 1    1 

warehouse lad 1    1 

warehouseman 17 3   20 

watch & clock maker 3    3 

watch & key maker 1    1 

watch case maker  1   1 

watch finisher 1 1   2 

watch maker 11 1   12 

watch spring maker  1   1 

water borer 1    1 

waterman 54 4   58 

wax & spermaceti candle 

maker 1    1 

weather glass maker  1   1 

weaver 18 21   39 

weaver frame carpenter  1   1 

well digger  1   1 

well sinker 6 28 3  37 

wharfinger  1   1 

wheelwright 12 10 5  27 

wheelwright’s boy 1 1   2 

wheelwright’s labourer 1    1 

whipmaker 2 1   3 

whitesmith 15 7   22 

wine and spirit merchant  1   1 

wine cooper 2    2 

wine porter  1   1 

wire drawer 1 1   2 
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wire worker 1    1 

women’s shoemaker 10    10 

women’s shoemaker’s boy 1    1 

wood feller  1   1 

wood turner 5    5 

wool carder 1    1 

wool comber 11 8 1  20 

wool packer 1    1 

wool sorter 13 4 1  18 

wool winder 1    1 

woollen cloth dresser 1    1 

woollen cloth weaver 3    3 

woollen weaver 2    2 

working jeweller 1    1 
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Appendix 4. Incidence of trades and occupations recorded on female appropriation lists, 1830–

35 

N=75 Trade 1 Trade 2 Trade 3 Trade 4 TOTAL 

allworker  1   1 

artificial flower maker 1    1 

bonnet maker  2   2 

cap maker 1    1 

chamber maid at an inn 1    1 

child 1    1 

children’s maid 3 1   4 

children’s shoemaker 1 1   2 

child’s maid 1    1 

child’s nurse 1    1 

common servant 1    1 

confectioner 1    1 

cook 51 8   59 

corset maker   1  1 

cotton weaver 1    1 

country servant 7    7 

dairy maid 9 8 3  20 

dairy woman 11 7 1  19 

dressmaker 37 9 3  49 

farm girl 1    1 

farm servant 115 8   1 

farm servant in a dairy 1    123 

general farm servant 2 1   3 

general house servant 3    3 

general servant 6 3   9 

girl 3    3 

good needlewoman  1   1 

house maid 229 132 3  364 

house servant 338 124 1  463 

housekeeper 2    2 

ironer 1    1 

kitchen girl 1    1 

kitchen maid 1 2   3 

lady’s maid 5 5 1 1 12 

laundress 22 10   32 

laundry maid 18 46 1  65 

laundry maid, plain clothes 1    1 

laundry woman  2   3 

maid of all work 1    1 

mantua maker 1    1 

matron at foundling hospital  1   1 

milkwoman 1    1 



 

265 

 

milliner 4 5   9 

nail maker  1   1 

needlewoman 13 74 14  101 

nurse 39 12 1  52 

nurse girl 27 1   28 

nurse maid 60 46 2  108 

nurse to ladies in childbed  1   1 

nurse woman 1 2   3 

nursery maid 2 3   5 

pastry cook  1   1 

plain cook 239 34 3  276 

plain cook (pastry & bread) 1    1 

plain needlewoman 2 41 8  51 

professed cook 2    2 

school mistress  1   1 

sempstress   1  1 

servant at a public house 4    4 

servant of all work 55 2   57 

shoe binder 7 2   9 

shoe closer   1  1 

silk weaver 1    1 

spinner  1   1 

stay maker 1 6 1  8 

stocking weaver 1    1 

straw bonnet maker 3 5   8 

straw bonnet plaiter 1    1 

straw hat maker 1 1   2 

straw plaiter  1   1 

tailoress 4  1  5 

thorough laundress 1    1 

twine spinner 1    1 

under cook 1    1 

washerwoman 6 1   7 

 

(36 occurred only once) 

 

 

 




