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Abstract 

Since time immemorial, our origin stories have shaped our understanding of who we are.  In 

settler colonial societies, said to be characterised by ‘anxieties of unbelonging’ (Nile, 1994), 

one of the most significant origin stories for non-Indigenous families is the story of how their 

foundational ancestors first arrived in their home country — the story of where they came 

from and why they came (Basu, 2005).  The digitisation and democratisation of the archives 

has given us new power to test the historical validity of our origin stories and to reconstruct 

them to include newly discovered aspects that have been repressed for generations.  Barnwell 

and Cummins’ (2019) claim that a new genre of ‘family historiography’ has emerged in 

Australian literature which ‘uncovers, confronts and revises national mythologies, particularly 

the lingering, haunting aftermath of colonial injustice’. 

A family historiography is characterised by a multi-layered narrative structure, where 

narratives of ancestral lives are interwoven with the narrative of the family historiographer’s 

(autobiographical) journey in uncovering those stories, and where imagination (fiction) is used 

to gain insight into what ancestral thoughts, feelings and motivations may have been.  Through 

a dual methodology of textual analysis and practice-based research, this project explores how 

that multi-layered narrative structure facilitates a transformational ‘reckoning with the past’ 

(Barnwell and Cummins, 2019) for both writer and reader.  The first stage of my practice-based 

research was creating my written artefact, in which narratives about my convict ancestry, 

written in all three genres of non-fiction (biography), historical fiction and autobiography, are 

co-presented with extracts from the archival records on which those narratives are based.  My 

exegesis reflects upon the process of reckoning that occurred through the creation of that 

artefact, concluding that it was through the symbiotic evolution of each of the three different 

genres of narrative in my text that I grappled with the uncertainties inherent in unearthing a 

long forgotten past.  The exegesis also considers the extent to which it is possible, when writing 

about the past, to be transparent about the boundaries between research, interpretation, 

imagination and authorial presence, and how such transparency gives agency to the reader to 

reckon with the past too.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Since time immemorial, our origin stories have shaped our understanding of who we 

are.  In settler colonial societies, said to be characterised by ‘anxieties of unbelonging’ (Nile, 

1994, p. 12), one of the most significant origin stories for non-Indigenous families is the story 

of how their foundational ancestors first arrived in their home country — the story of where 

they came from and why they came (Basu, 2005).  Origin stories are passed down the 

generations and, like a game of Chinese whispers, inevitably change in subtle and not so 

subtle ways with each new telling.  Some parts are embellished, while others are left out or 

forgotten.  The digitisation and democratisation of the archives has given us new power to 

test the historical validity of our origin stories and to reconstruct them to include newly 

discovered aspects that had been repressed for generations.  Barnwell notes that ‘since the 

1970s family history research has driven individuals to confront the silences within Australia’s 

colonial past, including “the convict stain”’ (2017, p. 486). 

This research project has evolved out of my own practice of researching my origin 

story and writing about the life of Maria Roberts, one of my newly discovered convict 

ancestors.  In my struggle to deal with the uncertainties inherent in the process of 

unearthing the story of an illiterate mother from the slums of Liverpool who had left no 

record of her own thoughts, feelings and motivations behind, I found myself writing in 

multiple genres — in non-fiction (biography), historical fiction, and memoir.  Then I began to 

identify examples in settler colonial literature of the same author writing narratives about 

repressed aspects of their origin story — about their convict or slave ancestry — in multiple 

genres. 

Take, for example, the Pulitzer Prize winning novel Roots: The Saga of an American 

Family (1976).  Alex Haley tells the story of six generations of his ancestors through the genre 
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of historical fiction, beginning with the story of his ancestor, Kunte Kinte, who was taken 

from Africa to America as a slave.  The final part of the novel is written in the genre of 

memoir where he recounts his personal journey in learning about his slave ancestry, initially 

through the oral stories told by his grandmother and later through twelve years of personal 

research. 

Examples of the tendency for an Australian author to explore their convict ancestry in 

multiple genres are also easy to find.  Kate Grenville’s novel, The Secret River (2006), uses the 

genre of historical fiction to tell a story based on one of her ancestors who was transported 

from England to the Colony of New South Wales as a convict.  Grenville also wrote a memoir 

account of her personal journey in researching and writing the story of that convict ancestor, 

Searching for the Secret River (2006), in which she explains that her original intention had 

been to write a non-fiction book about that ancestor. 

Babette Smith provides another example.  In A Cargo of Women: Susannah Watson 

and the convicts of the Princess Royal (1988), she tells the story of her convict ancestor, 

Susannah Watson, in the genre of non-fiction (biography), with an introduction written in the 

genre of memoir outlining her genealogical connection to Susannah and her research 

journey.  In A Cargo of Women: A Novel (1996) Smith retells the story of her convict ancestor 

in the genre of historical fiction. 

I became curious about this tendency for writers from settler colonial countries to 

explore their ancestral origin story through multiple genres of narrative which can be loosely 

categorised as biography, historical fiction and memoir.  Why is telling the story in one of 

those genres not enough?  What function does each of those genres of narrative serve for 

the writer, and do those genres serve similar functions for the reader?  If these different 

genres of narrative are conceptualised as different ‘mirrors’ or ‘simulacral interfaces’ 
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(McGann, 2001) for considering our connection with the past, then, like standing in a hall of 

mirrors, is a multi-genre co-presentation of an origin story greater than the sum of its parts?  

Is that what Jerome Bruner (1987) meant when he wrote ‘any story one may tell about 

anything is better understood by considering other possible ways in which it can be told’? 

As an avid bushwalker I have often been frustrated by the fact that the places I most 

want to explore always seem to be located at the intersection of four maps.  In a similar vein, 

in this project I grapple with the fact that the questions of interest are located at the 

intersection of multiple disciplines — literary studies, sociology, history and narratology, to 

name the most obvious examples, with the emerging discipline of ‘narrative hermeneutics’ 

looking like the closest fit as it emerges through the cracks.  Jens Brockmeier and Hanna 

Meretoja describe ‘the project of narrative hermeneutics’ as the exploration of: 

how and to what degree acts of meaning are realized by narrative practices 

and how individuals, through these practices, bind themselves into their 

cultural worlds while binding the cultural world into their minds. (2015, 

p.7) 

Yet there are no academics at my local university who practice in the field of narrative 

hermeneutics, and I do not even know in which academic Department I would find them if 

they did exist.  So in this project I explore the questions of interest within the flexible 

confines of a Master of Applied Arts & Humanities by Research. 

One of the first steps in my project was to conduct a broad ranging literature review 

to consider the way that my questions of interest have been considered in the academic 

fields that I have listed.  It was impossible for me to conduct a complete review of all of the 

work of relevance that has been published in all of those fields, but I have done the very best 

job that I could manage within the available timeframe.  You will see from running your eye 
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over the list of sub-headings in my table of contents that my literature review begins with at 

a very general level before funneling into the specific and recent academic insights that 

frame my research hypotheses.  Beginning broadly, I consider academic commentary on the 

relatively recent ‘democratic turn’ in history, genealogy and literature, describing the shift in 

focus from the stories and perspectives of people of power and influence to the stories and 

perspectives of ordinary people, and even the repressed and forgotten people.   

I consider the rationale for the academic consensus that the popularity of researching 

and writing family history in settler colonial societies springs from our ‘anxieties of 

unbelonging’.  I then consider the academic consensus that researching and writing family 

history allows us to address our ‘anxieties of unbelonging’ through ‘storied identity work’ by 

rediscovering intergenerational connections to certain places and societies.  My literature 

review then funnels in to consider how the academic literature has considered issues more 

closely aligned with my questions of interest — how does family history literature facilitate a 

‘reckoning with the past’ both for individuals and for society more generally?  And finally, I 

consider the academic consideration of the role that genre plays in that reckoning process. 

In framing my research hypotheses I draw most heavily on the recent work of 

Barnwell and Cummins in their recent publication Reckoning with the Past: Family 

Historiographies in Postcolonial Australian Literature (2019).  They have coined the term 

‘family historiographies’ to describe a genre of literature which is characterised by a complex 

multi-layered narrative structure, where narratives of ancestral lives are interwoven with the 

narrative of ‘the family historiographer’s’ transformational journey in uncovering those 

stories, and where imagination is used as a tool to gain insight into the internal worlds of 

those ancestors.  Reading that text, which recognised and articulated the tendency for 

writers to use the multiple genres of biography, historical fiction and memoir to explore their 
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ancestral roots, was a watershed moment in my own research.  It reflected what I had 

already discovered through my own writing practice, and through my observations of the 

writing of others, but had not yet managed to put into words.  It also provided a solid 

academic platform for my research to build upon.  In my project, I use as my jumping off 

point Barnwell and Cummins’ (2019) claim that family historiographies facilitate the process 

of ‘reckoning with the past’ for both writers and readers by ‘uncover[ing], confront[ing], and 

revis[ing] national mythologies, particularly the lingering, haunting aftermath of colonial 

injustice’ (p. 1).  Drawing on the work of Jeffrey Olick (2026), Barnwell and Cummins’ (2019) 

define ‘reckoning with the past’ as ‘a form of memory-work ‘which is not only about the 

past, but about finding our relation to the past and our location in it.’ 

To formulate my hypotheses, I build on this work, and on the insights of McGann 

(2001) and Bruner (1987) regarding the way we use narrative to make sense of ourselves and 

our world, and also on my own sense for what was emerging in my own writing practice.  I 

hypothesize that the transformative power of ‘family historiographies’ to revise personal, 

family and national ‘mythologies’ (and therefore to revise personal and collective identities) 

flows from its complex multi-layered narrative structure, where different genres of narrative 

(namely biography, historical fiction and memoir) function as different ‘mirrors’ or ‘simulacral 

interfaces’ for considering our relationship with the past. 

With respect to its transformative power for the writer, I hypothesize that those three 

genres of narrative have a symbiotic relationship in the identity-shaping process of genealogy 

by allowing the lives of foundational ancestors to be mapped (through non-

fiction/biography), empathetically re-imagined (through fiction), and assimilated into a new 

sense of our ‘own becoming’ and our ‘national becoming’ (through memoir/autobiographical 

meta-narrative). 



14 
 

With respect to its transformative power for the reader, I hypothesize that works 

which explore an early-colonial family history through the co-presentation of narratives in 

the genres of biography, historical fiction and memoir, give agency to the reader to 

participate in the task of reckoning with the past for themselves by foregrounding the 

uncertainties and subjectivities inherent in the writer’s reckoning process.  In so doing, this 

structure gives agency to the reader to evaluate the historical authenticity of the writer’s 

narratives of early colonial history, and to consider other possible interpretations — a 

process which necessarily involves questioning their own mythologies about the past at 

points of intersection and inconsistency.   

I adopt Barnwell and Cummins’ term ‘reckoning with the past’, and use it in the way 

they have defined it (as outlined above).  I also adopt Barnwell and Cummins’ term ‘family 

historiography’.  Throughout this exegesis, I use the terms ‘multi-layered narrative structure’, 

‘biography’, ‘memoir’ and ‘historical fiction’ as short-hand references to the narrative 

structure, and its components, which is characteristic of works of family historiography.   

That is, a multi-layered narrative structure which co-presents three different genres of 

narrative: (1) an autobiographical meta-narrative about the author’s own life and 

genealogical research journey (which I refer to interchangeably as ‘memoir’ or 

‘autobiographical meta-narrative’; (2) non-fictional narratives about the lives of foundational 

ancestors (which I refer to as ‘biography’ or ‘non-fiction narrative’); and (3) fictionalised 

narratives about those ancestral lives which imaginatively probe beyond the boundaries of 

the known and consider what it might have felt like to live those lives (which I refer to as 

‘historical fiction’ or ‘fictionalised narrative’).  The concept of ‘co-presented’ narratives is 

explained in detail in the analysis section of this exegesis.  I use the term ‘family history 

literature’ to refer to texts that tell narratives about the history of a family that have been 
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published and therefore made available to the world at large.  Family history literature 

includes, but is not limited to, works of family historiography. 

I design a two-part methodology that allows me to explore my hypotheses from the 

perspective of both reader and writer.  As a reader, I explore my hypotheses through a 

textual analysis of selected literary texts in which five authors examine their early-colonial 

ancestral roots. 

As a writer, I explore my hypotheses through a methodology of practice-based 

research (otherwise known as reflective practice).  I use the practice of writing my own 

family historiography as a means to explore: 1) the process through which a multi-layered 

narrative structure incorporating all three genres of narrative emerged in my own text; 2) the 

function that each of those three genres of narrative (biography, historical fiction and 

memoir) played in my own process of reckoning with the past; and 3) the technical 

difficulties I encountered in trying to incorporate all three genres of narrative into a single 

text and how I tried to overcome them. 

Through the application of this two-step research methodology of textual analysis 

and reflective practice a new understanding unfurls about the unique, essential and 

symbiotic roles played by each of the three genres of narrative in the process of reckoning 

with the past.  I conclude that those three genres of narrative are central to the reckoning 

process because they are the three genres of narrative best suited to performing the 

activities of interpretation, imagination and reflection, and it is through those activities that 

we grapple with the uncertainties inherent in unearthing a long-forgotten past.   

I finish by reflecting on my struggle to resolve the tension between transparency and 

readability in the construction of my multi-layered narrative text.  In other words, on the 

struggle to write an engaging story about a past life, whilst remaining transparent with the 
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reader about the uncertainties inherent in reconstructing that story  transparent about the 

processes of research, interpretation, imagination and reflection through which that story 

was created.  I reflect on the potential for the tension between transparency and readability 

to be more satisfactorily resolved by creating works of family historiography on electronic 

platforms, which can give agency to the reader to explore the processes through which the 

story was created (including the archival sources on which it was based) in ways that do not 

necessarily interrupt the flow and pace of the story’s delivery.  Finally, I outline how the leap 

into electronic literature could enable multi-layered narrative texts to realise their full 

transformative potential as sites for collective reckoning. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Genealogy as an intergenerational life writing practice has been a topic of academic 

interest across a range of disciplines including philosophy (Saar, 2008), sociology (Barnwell, 

2013, 2017; Fivush, Bohanek & Duke, 2008) anthropology (Basu, 2005), history (Evans, 2011) 

and literary studies (Barnwell & Cummins, 2019; Watson, 1996). 

German philosopher Martin Saar (2008) claims that genealogical narratives are both 

a ‘way of writing history’ (p. 232) and ‘the story of one’s own becoming’ (p. 236).  

Genealogical narratives differ from traditional ways of writing history because they consider 

history from the inside-out and from the bottom-up, rather than from the outside-in and 

from the top-down.  By definition, genealogy begins with the self and funnels out from there, 

uncovering and telling the stories of ancestors and considering the past from their 

perspectives. 

 

The democratic turn in history, genealogy and literature 

Since the 1960s, within the field of history there has been a ‘social history’ movement 

which has ‘exhorted us to turn our historical gaze from the elite to the more marginal 

members of society’ (Evans, 2015, p. 1).  This democratic turn is evident in genealogy as well.  

Historian Graeme Davison claims that: 

[t]hirty years ago, genealogy was still a rather select and selective pursuit, 

closely linked to the study of heraldry and to the search for a noble or 

genteel pedigree…In recent years, however, the movement has assumed a 

more popular and democratic character. (2000, p. 86) 

Ashleigh Barnwell and Joseph Cummins argue that this democratic turn is also 

evident in recent developments in what they term ‘Australian family history literature’ (2019, 
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p. 13).  They claim that mid-century family history literature, exemplified by Mary Durack’s 

Kings in Grass Castles (1959) and Judith Wright’s The Generations of Men (1959), focussed on 

the ‘heroic’ struggle of ‘great families’ in ‘strictly linear narrative structures’: 

The difficult but inevitable progress of these great families is saturated by a 

biblical tone that never calls into question the validity of the colonial 

enterprise and the complicity of the family. (p. 12) 

They contrast these characteristics of mid-century family history literature with the 

marginalised ancestral subjects and ‘self-reflexive’ style of more contemporary works, such 

as Sally Morgan’s My Place (1988), Richard Flanagan’s Death of a River Guide (1994), Alex 

Miller’s The Ancestor Game (1992), and Brian Castro’s Shanghai Dancing (2003). 

Other academic publications have also noted the tendency for contemporary 

genealogical narratives to focus on the life stories of ancestors that had long been forgotten 

or repressed; the stories of the powerless, the illiterate, the condemned, or the shamed. 

Sociologist Barnwell claims that ‘family history research has driven individuals to confront 

the silences within Australia’s colonial past’. (2017, p. 486).  American literary academics, 

Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, have argued that intergenerational family narratives by 

Indigenous Australians about ‘The Stolen Generations’, such as Morgan’s My Place, ‘rewrite 

national narratives of settlement and colonisation’ (2010, p. 156). 

 

The genealogy craze in settler colonial societies 

Much of the academic consideration of genealogy and intergenerational life writing 

has focussed on why it has become so popular.  There has been widespread recognition that 

popular interest in genealogical research has grown since the 1970s, and particularly over 

the last two decades in settler colonial societies such as Australia, Canada and the United 
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States of America.  This popularity is said to be evidenced, and perhaps facilitated, by the 

success of internet-based genealogical research platforms such as Ancestry.com and the 

popularity of television programmes such as Who Do You Think You Are? (Bottero, 2015, 

Davison, 2000, Barnwell 2013, 2017). 

There has also been recognition that the genealogy craze is reflected in settler 

colonial literature.  When Smith and Watson updated their classic text on autobiography in 

2010, they noted that ‘there has been an outpouring of memoirs about family’ (p. 154). 

Why has genealogy, and intergenerational life writing, become so popular in settler 

colonial societies?  There seems to be a high degree of cross-disciplinary consensus that its 

popularity is driven by the ‘anxieties of unbelonging’ (Nile, 1994, p. 12) that are inherent in 

settler colonial societies (Barnwell, 2017).  Researching and writing narratives of family 

history helps address those anxieties because tracing ancestral connections builds a sense of 

intergenerational identity and cultural belonging (Bottero, 2015). 

 

‘Anxieties of unbelonging’ in settler colonial societies 

Before elaborating on the nature of our ‘anxieties of unbelonging’, I will explain what 

I mean by the term ‘settler colonial societies’ as that term is just beginning to emerge into 

common usage. In some circles there has been a shift away from describing countries such as 

Australia, Canada and the United States of America as ‘post-colonial’ because the process of 

colonialism in these countries is understood to be ongoing (Cavanagh and Veracini, 2017).  

The alternative term, ‘settler colonial’ derives from the concept of ‘settler colonialism’.  That 

concept is defined in terms that make me wince: 

Settler colonialism is an ongoing system of power that perpetuates the 

genocide and repression of indigenous peoples and cultures… [S]ettler 
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colonizers destroy indigenous peoples and cultures in order to replace 

them and establish themselves as the new rightful inhabitants. (Cox, 2017) 

I find I am more comfortable with the term ‘post-colonial’ as it maintains the fiction that the 

horrors of our colonial past are now behind us.  We have apologised to Indigenous 

Australians for past-wrongs and are now in the process of supporting them to maintain their 

connections to country, their languages and their cultures.  Aren’t we?  My flinching 

response to this issue (which is explored further through my creative work) is an example of 

the types of anxieties which are said to be inherent in settler colonial societies. 

Public recognition of wrongs perpetuated against Indigenous Australians during the 

process of colonisation, and the public discourse around the need for ‘Reconciliation’, gives 

rise to uncomfortable questions for many non-Indigenous Australians which generally remain 

unspoken.  Were our ancestors involved in that wrongdoing?  What degree of 

intergenerational responsibility for those wrongs carries through to the present?  

Intergenerational narratives that explore such questions have a prominent place in 

contemporary Australian literature, such as Grenville’s The Secret River, Flanagan’s Death of a 

River Guide and McGahan’s The White Earth (Barnwell and Cummins, 2019). 

Anxieties regarding intergenerational responsibility for the wrongs perpetuated 

against Indigenous Australians through the process of colonisation are just some of the 

‘anxieties of unbelonging’ that are manifest in settler colonial societies.  By definition, the 

process through which ‘settler colonial’ societies were brought into being involved a mass 

dislocation of people from places of ancestral connection and cultural belonging.  Australia 

was colonised by a combination of forced migrants (convicts) and voluntary migrants (free 

settlers) who, in the act of becoming settlers, not only dislocated Indigenous people from 

their places of belonging, but became dislocated themselves. 
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Intergenerational life writing as ‘storied identity work’ 

There seems to be a general consensus across disciplines that genealogy is, 

fundamentally, an identity building practice.  This has been articulated in the academic 

literature in a myriad of different ways.  Literary theorist, Watson, has explained that 

‘uncovering and articulating an eradicated past is a means of gaining individual and 

transpersonal identity’ (1996, p.305).  Sociologists Barnwell and Bottero have expressed the 

same idea in slightly different terms.  According to Barnwell ‘genealogical research is an 

identity-forming intervention into the political present’ (2013, p.261) and ‘collating a 

genealogical narrative is a generative identity-practice, a social project of the self’ (2013, p. 

274).  I particularly like Bottero’s description of genealogy as ‘a form of storied identity work’ 

that ‘performs the task of anchoring a sense of ‘self’ through tracing ancestral connection 

and cultural belonging’ (2015, p. 534). 

These academics who claim that that genealogy is an identity building practice are 

not suggesting that people who undertake genealogy lack identity to begin with.  Their 

research builds on ground breaking work by cognitive psychologist, Jerome Bruner, in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s (1987, 1991), who claimed that creating narratives about 

ourselves, about our life story, is the process through which we continually construct and 

reconstruct identity.  Bruner’s theory, which is now well accepted within the fields of 

narrative psychology, narratology and beyond, is that identity is continually changing as we 

construct new narratives about ourselves to make sense of our changing relationships with 

others and our relative role and position within our cultural worlds.  These narratives about 

self need not necessarily be constructed and refined through autobiographical writing — 



22 
 

they are continually constructed and reconstructed through narrative self-talk and in 

narratives about ourselves that we tell others.   

Following Bruner, since identity is relative (an understanding of our position relative 

to others) then genealogical narratives are an identity building practice because they 

redefine our understanding of how we came to be born into a particular social context — or 

put another way, of the cultural forces through which we evolved.  They shape our sense of 

cultural belonging which is central to identity. 

This theory is supported by sociological research.  Following a study on the way in 

which family stories enable children to develop identity, Fivush, Robyn, Bohanek, and Duke, 

concluded that it is through family stories — genealogical narratives — that children 

construct an ‘intergenerational self’: 

[O]ur sense of self is constructed from both personal history and the social 

cultural history in which our personal history is embedded…  Family stories, 

stories about shared family experiences, about the parents’ lives before the 

children were born, what parents’ childhoods were like, and stories of 

previous generations…create meaning beyond the individual, to include a 

sense of self through historical time and in relation to family 

members…Family stories are the way in which we connect across 

generations to create family history and family identity…By anchoring 

oneself in family history, one has a sense of place and security…(2008, pp. 

131 – 135) 

 

Intergenerational life writing addresses our ‘anxieties of unbelonging’ 

It is clear from the academic literature that narratives about family history have an 

important role to play in the evolution of personal identity and a sense of cultural belonging.  

Therefore, if Nile’s claim that settler colonial societies are characterized by ‘anxieties of 
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unbelonging’ (2006) holds true, it is easy to conclude that the reason that genealogy, and 

family history literature, is so popular in those countries is because it helps us to grapple 

with, and perhaps even to address, those anxieties.  This is the prevailing academic 

argument.  For example, anthropologist Paul Basu, after researching the phenomenon of 

‘Roots tourism’ in Highland Scotland, advanced the following theory as to why constructing 

narratives of Scottish heritage had become important to many non-Indigenous members of 

settler colonial societies: 

For those who, by virtue of a particular surname, or through the labours of 

their genealogical research, have identified themselves as members of a 

Scottish Highland diaspora, the ideal of Highland clanship provides a 

powerful ‘answering image’ to that represented by the indigenous peoples 

and cultures of the countries in which their migrant ancestors settled. 

Sensing their own (vicarious) complicity in the violences of colonization 

and thus questioning the legitimacy of their right to belong in lands 

historically appropriated from indigenous populations, the clan provides its 

diasporic members with the possibility of recovering their own indigenous 

identity. (2005, p. 123) 

Sociologist Barnwell makes the more generic claim that ‘[t]he mapping of an 

intergenerational life becomes a primary means to order and affirm a relational biography 

amidst disruption and displacement.’ (2017, p. 488)  By ‘disruption and displacement’ she is 

referring to the intergenerational effects of the cultural dislocation inherent in settler 

colonial societies, be it as a result of coercive colonial practices that separated people from 

their homes and families, such as the forced migration of convicts or the forced removal of 

Aboriginal children from their families, or the cultural dislocation that occurs through 

voluntary migration. 
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Family history literature facilitates a collective ‘reckoning with the past’ 

There is growing recognition that intergenerational life writing, as a form of literature, 

has the power to confront not only the writer’s anxieties of unbelonging, and the related 

silences in the writer’s received narratives of family history, but the power to confront 

corresponding anxieties about, and silences within, national historical narratives.  In other 

words, it is a form of life-writing with the power to reconfigure both personal and collective 

identities. 

In a publication hot off the press, Reckoning with the Past: Family Historiographies in 

Postcolonial Australian Literature (2019), sociologist Ashleigh Barnwell has teamed up with a 

scholar of Australian literature, Joseph Cummins, to show that ‘Australian writers draw on 

family histories to reckon with the nation’s past’, that ‘family history themes are central for 

some of Australia’s most widely read and acclaimed authors’ and that ‘these often 

autobiographical works uncover, confront, and revise national mythologies, particularly the 

lingering, haunting aftermath of colonial injustice’ (2019, pp. 1, 13 and 1 respectively).  In 

fact, Barnwell and Cummins argue that an important new genre has emerged within 

contemporary Australian literature which they have termed ‘the family historiography’ 

(2019, p. 111).  They define a ‘family historiography’ as a work which shows ‘how individuals 

uncover and make sense of the interconnections between national and family history across 

generations’ (p. 7).They argue that family historiography literature has the power to 

reconfigure both personal and collective identities (pp. 1 – 3): 

The act of writing a family history can be a process of self-discovery, but 

the outward ripples of this reckoning — defined as a process, a 

measurement, a settling of accounts, sometimes even the avenging or 

punishing of misdeeds — is equally powerful as a postcolonial process… for 
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creating, as Davison says in our epigraph, ‘a new sense of national 

becoming’ (2000, p. 109). 

Barnwell and Cummins (2019) underpin these claims with textual analysis of a cross-

section of contemporary Australian family history literature.  Their selected texts are written 

by Australian writers from a range of ancestral backgrounds, and collectively explore a 

diverse range of intergenerational themes including the convict stain and ancestral 

participation in frontier violence (Kate Grenville; Richard Flanagan), the impact of 

colonisation on Indigenous families (Sally Morgan; Kim Scott and Hazel Brown), Chinese 

Australian migration stories and the impact of discrimination against Chinese ancestors 

(Brian Castro and Alex Miller), and the tendency for Australians of European heritage to 

make pilgrimages back to their ancestral homelands (Christos Tsiolkas and Christopher Koch). 

 

The tendency towards multi-genre co-presentations of narrative 

As outlined in the introduction, my research question evolved after I experienced, 

and ultimately surrendered to, an urge to explore my newly discovered convict ancestry 

through multiple genres of narrative — non-fiction (biography), historical fiction, and 

memoir.  After recognising a similar tendency towards multi-genre co-presentations of family 

history narratives in settler colonial literature, I became curious about this tendency.  Why 

does one genre of narrative feel insufficient for exploring an ancestral past? What is the 

effect for the writer of exploring ancestry through multiple genres of narrative, and what is 

the effect for the reader?  Before framing my research project I needed to consider to what 

extent these questions had already been considered in the academic literature.  To what 

extent has the academic literature recognised and considered the tendency towards multi-

genre co-presentations in contemporary family history literature? 
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The first thing to note is that family history literature, as a class of literature, has 

received very little consideration by literary scholars.  This is despite academic recognition of 

the ‘outpouring of memoirs about family’ in contemporary literature (Smith & Watson, 2010, 

p. 154), despite the fact that many intergenerational family narratives have been highly 

awarded and have come to occupy iconic positions within contemporary literature (Haley’s 

Roots, Grenville’s The Secret River, and Morgan’s My Place to name but a few), and despite 

the fact that ‘life writing’ more generally — sometimes referred to as ‘auto/biography 

studies’ (Egan and Helms, 2002) — has become a popular field of literary scholarship.  The 

lack of academic consideration of family history literature was noted by Barnwell back in 

2013, when she lamented in an article in the Life Writing journal that ‘Julia Watson’s 1996 

call to question whether genealogy and autobiography are “incompatible frames of 

reference” has gone mostly unheard’ (p. 261). 

Of course, I am not suggesting that individual works of family history literature, such 

as the examples given above, have not been the subject of extensive commentary by literary 

scholars.  They have.  I am suggesting that family history literature has rarely been 

considered and analysed as a class.  Perhaps frustrated by this apparent blind spot amongst 

literary scholars, academics from other fields have started to fill this gap — most notably 

sociologist  Barnwell, with respect to Australian literature (e.g. Barnwell, 2013, 2017, and 

Barnwell & Cummins, 2019), and historian Popkin, with respect to American literature (e.g. 

Popkin 2005, 2015).  I will consider each of their respective contributions shortly.  However, 

before I do so, I will briefly consider the extent to which literary scholars have recognised a 

tendency towards multi-genre co-presentations of narrative in life-writing more generally. 
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Academic recognition of this tendency in life writing 

There is growing recognition of the tendency for contemporary Australian 

biographers to incorporate both fictional narratives, and memoir, into their works of 

biography.  With respect to the incorporation of fictional narratives into biographical works, 

both the 2017 publication Recovering History through Fact and Fiction: Forgotten Lives, and 

the 2018 publication Offshoot: Contemporary Life Writing Methodologies and Practice, 

include chapters by a range of Australian scholars discussing the various ways in which has 

been done.  For instance, in Offshoot, James Vicars notes that there is ‘a growing diversity of 

works in which fiction functions as a biographic space for exploring real events and lives’ 

(2017, p. 63).  He highlights contemporary works of ‘fictional biography’, arguing that 

Grenville’s The Secret River (2005) and Carey’s True History of the Kelly Gang (2000) fit into 

this category. He quotes Schabert on the characteristics of that sub-genre (Vicars, 2018, p. 

67):  

[F]ictional biography is a form that ‘is engaged in the comprehension of a 

real historical individual by means of the sophisticated instruments of 

knowing and articulating knowledge that contemporary fiction offers’ 

(Schabert, 1990, p. 4).  Although encompassing the use of imagination and 

the shaping processes of fiction…the imagination of the author writing a 

fictional biography is a ‘responsible imagination’, an imagination that ‘as a 

rule respects the known facts, yet is free to interpret them, enlarge upon 

them and supplement them according to the certainties of the empathetic 

act’ (Schabert, 1990, p. 147).  

Another way in which fiction is incorporated into biographical narratives is through 

‘speculative biography’.  Two literary examples of ‘speculative biography’ given by Donna Lee 

Brien are The Two Frank Thrings (2012) by Peter Fitzpatrick, and The Convict’s Daughter 
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(2016) by Kiera Lindsey.  Brien claims that one of the distinguishing features between 

‘speculative biography’ and ‘fictional biography’ is that speculative biographers ‘make 

patently clear when they are…interpreting the available evidence and including their own 

conjecture in the text’ whereas fictional biographers do not — they present their biographies 

‘as fiction’ (2017, p. 15). 

It is clear that the types of subjects which invite a ‘fictional’ or ‘speculative’ 

approach are the same types of subjects that are likely to feature 

prominently in family history literature.  With respect to ‘fictional 

biographies’, Vicars notes this genre has the capacity to ‘recover, rediscover 

and even recreate “lost” stories, subjects and marginalised histories’ (2018, 

p. 66). With respect to ‘speculative biographies’, Brien observes they are 

often written about the types of individuals for whom there is little 

surviving biographical evidence, such as ‘subjects from the convict and 

colonial periods in Australasia, and especially those of women and 

children’ (2018, p. 15). 

As well as recognising an increase in the number of biographies that include fictional 

components, Brien has noted an increase in the number of biographies that include a 

separate narrative thread about the ‘biographer’s role in the biography’:  

A common feature of many speculative biographies involves the 

biographer openly acknowledging their research and writing processes, 

including any limitations or problems, as well as the various narrative 

strategies employed in order to construct their texts. (Brien, 2017, p. 16) 

 

A.J.A. Symons’ The Quest for Corvo (1934) is lauded as an early example of this type of 

biography, and was regarded as ‘experimental’ when it was first published in 1934 (Hibbard, 
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2006; Saunders, 2015).  In his article Biographer and Subject: A Tale of Two Narratives, 

Hibbard explains: 

The Quest for Corvo displays two stories: the story of the 

biographer/sleuth as he searches out the facts and tries to fill in pieces of 

the puzzle, and the story of Corvo himself (a.k.a. Frederick Rolfe)…The 

narrative…follows the pattern of the search rather than the chronological 

unfolding of the subject’s own life story. (2006, p. 24) 

Saunders provides later examples of this type of biography, which incorporates the story of 

the biographer’s quest, including Field’s Nabokov: His Life in Part (1977), Hamilton’s In Search 

of J. D. Salinger (1988) and Lipton’s Alias Olympia (1992). 

  This approach of incorporating the story of the biographer’s quest into a biography should, 

according to Brien, only be adopted with caution.  Brien warns:  

this acknowledgment of the biographer in the text can be seen by readers 

as a conceited and unnecessary distraction from the core purpose of the 

narrative — which is to tell the story of the subject’s life — and, therefore, 

is a narrative strategy that needs to be used with discretion…[T]hese 

interruptions are usually kept to a minimum. (p. 17) 

It is here that the distinction between family history literature and biography 

becomes important.  Family history literature differs from biography because the core 

purpose of the narrative is not limited to telling the story of a particular ancestor’s life.  Its 

main focus is to tell an intergenerational story about the evolution of a family through time 

and space, which is also the story of the writer’s ‘own becoming’ (Saar, 2008).  The writer of 

family history can therefore quite legitimately fulfil a dual role as biographer and auto-

biographer and has considerable latitude to decide how to preference or balance those 

different, but interrelated, narratives.  Although family history literature has only rarely been 
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considered as a genre of literature in its own right, ‘family memoirs’ have been recognised as 

being a core component of another genre of life-writing that has been labelled 

‘Auto/biography’.  American scholars, Smith and Watson, define Auto/biography as ‘a mode 

of the autobiographical that inserts biography/ies within an autobiography, or the converse’ 

(2010, p. 256).  The genre of Auto/biography is therefore defined by its co-presentation of 

autobiographical and biographical narratives.  Canadian scholars, Susanna Egan and Gabriele 

Helms, have noted:  

the slash in auto/biography…acknowledges that today contemporary 

auto/biographers increasingly practice, and theorists are recognizing, 

original and creative approaches to these genres, a combining or blending 

of genres to produce, for example, the collaborative work or the family 

memoir. (2002, p. 6) 

In summary, there has been growing academic recognition of the trend towards the 

co-presentation of multiple genres of narrative in works broadly categorised as ‘life writing’.  

This includes the trend towards the use of fictional narratives by biographers of ‘forgotten’ 

subjects, where there is only limited surviving documentation about the subject’s life.  It 

includes a trend for biographers to include a narrative about their own research journey 

within their biographical text.  And Smith and Watson’s definition of the genre of 

Auto/biography suggests it is not uncommon for contemporary writers to incorporate 

biographical narratives into works that are primarily autobiographical. 

 

Academic recognition of this tendency in intergenerational life writing 

I will sharpen my focus now to consider the limited academic commentary on the 

narrative structure of contemporary family history literature.  I will begin by considering 

Popkin’s analysis of American ‘family memoir’ literature, before considering Barnwell’s 
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analysis of Australian ‘family historiographies’. These scholars use different terminology to 

describe the remarkably similar, yet complex, multi-layered narrative structure which 

characterises these works. 

 

Characteristics of American family history literature 

American historian, Jeremy Popkin, has long been interested in autobiographical 

literature as a rich record of past human experience. In 2005, in a book titled History, 

Historians and Autobiography, Popkin reviewed a range of American ‘autobiographies’, many 

of them written by professional historians, and argued that historians are beginning to shake 

off their traditional prejudices about the unreliable and subjective nature of autobiographical 

life-writing and to embrace the capacity for that form of literature to deepen our collective 

understanding of the human experience of living in the past. 

By 2015, Popkin had broadened his interest from American autobiography to a class 

of American literature he termed ‘family memoir’.  After considering a broad range of 

American ‘family memoirs’, Popkin (2015) observed that ‘family memoirs straddle the 

boundaries between history, biography, and autobiography’ (p. 128).  Seeking a unifying 

characteristic of American ‘family memoirs’, Popkin concluded: 

if there is a common element…it is not the nature of the families described 

but rather the emphasis on the process of discovery of the family past as a 

theme in itself, and on the notion of the recovery of intimate details of 

family life through systematic research.  Inherent in the personal definition 

of ‘family memoir’ that I have been slowly forging out of these readings is 

the concept of a genre that involves the recounting of the search for 

documentary traces of the author’s family members, and, sometimes, the 

times in which they lived as well as the stories of their lives.  This 

corresponds broadly with the terms in which the historian and family 
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memoirist Robert A. Rosenstone describes his own book: ‘In its mixture of 

genres and styles, this world lies somewhere between history, memoir, and 

autobiography — the multivoiced story of a lineage that includes (as any 

such work must) the life of the teller of the tale. (p. 128) 

Popkin therefore highlights the tendency towards the co-presentation of 

historical/biographical narratives and autobiographical narratives in American ‘family 

memoir’ literature.  Whilst he makes only oblique reference to the co-presentation of 

fictional narratives, many of the ‘family memoirs’ he considers clearly incorporate fictional 

elements.  For example, Haley’s Roots, which Popkin claims ‘established a pattern’ for 

American family memoirs (p. 130), is predominantly written in the genre of historical fiction 

with the final chapters written in the genre of autobiography.  Further, Popkin’s article quotes 

intensively from Rosenstone’s family memoir, The Man Who Swam into History: The (Mostly) 

True Story of My Jewish Family, which acknowledges in its introduction the incorporation of 

fictional and mythical components: 

The reality of the past — national, familial, personal— does not lie in an assemblage 

of data but in a field of stories — a place where fact, truth, fiction, invention, 

forgetting, and myth are so entangled that they cannot be separated. (Quoted by 

Popkin at p. 133) 

 

Characteristics of Australian family history literature 

Since 2013, sociologist Barnwell has been leading the charge, often single-handedly, 

in the academic consideration of Australian genealogical life writing.  Much of her work on 

this topic has been at the intersection of sociology and literary studies and published in the 

Life Writing journal.  In 2013 she published an article about the ‘the genealogy craze’ which 

argued that ‘[m]ore than a benign hobby practised in the dusty basements of public archives 
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and libraries, genealogy research is engaged in asking provocative questions about identity, 

authenticity, history, responsibility, and belonging’. (p. 261).  In that 2013 article she made 

the case for further research into intergenerational life writing: 

Genealogy research as a life writing practice is worthy of further academic 

consideration, for the insight it can give us into people’s authorial 

negotiations with both the political present and the enduring life of the 

past. 

In 2017 Barnwell published an article considering the healing powers of genealogical 

research and intergenerational life writing for Indigenous Australian members of ‘The Stolen 

Generation’.  Drawing upon sociological research showing that family history narratives are 

central to the development of an ‘intergenerational self’, she showed how some members of 

the Stolen Generations were able to construct a sense of intergenerational self later in life 

through genealogical research and the re-creation of intergenerational narratives. 

However it is Barnwell’s recent book, co-written with Australian literary scholar, 

Joseph Cummins, which makes the most significant contribution to this field of enquiry.  As 

noted previously, in Reckoning with the Past: Family Historiographies in Postcolonial 

Australian Literature (2019), Barnwell and Cummins consider a cross-section of Australian 

literary texts which they term ‘family historiographies’.  The defining features of an Australian 

‘family historiography’ has much in common with what Popkin claims are the defining 

features of an American ‘family memoir’, although they use different terminology to describe 

similar features.  The component that Popkin (and I) describe as ‘autobiography’ or ‘memoir’, 

Barnwell and Cummins refer to as the narrative of ‘the family historiographer’ (which they 

note is usually autobiographical).  The component that Popkin describes as ‘history’ or 
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‘biography’, Barnwell and Cummins refer to as family stories which are ‘intergenerational in 

scope’ (p. 13). 

The most significant difference between the analyses is that Barnwell and Cummins 

explicitly point out the central importance of fictional techniques in the recreation of 

ancestral life stories (which they claim ‘always involves elements of imagination’ (p. 110)), 

whereas Popkin’s analysis does not. 

The following quote from Barnwell and Cummins explains the central importance in 

Australian ‘family historiographies’ of the co-presentation of the narrative of the ‘family 

historiographer’ (which I describe as memoir), with narratives about ancestral lives which 

incorporate imaginative/fictional components.  I will quote their description at length 

because the complex multi-layered structure they outline here as being definitive of literary 

Australian ‘family historiographies’ also describes the narrative structure of the creative 

component of my work, and the narrative structure I analyse through this exegesis: 

As we have shown through close analysis of key texts, of supreme 

importance in these stories is the figure of the family 

historiographer…Armed with a will to know and document the complex 

truth of the past, these figures follow the clues of the family’s history.  They 

seek and record testimonies.  They try to make sense of an array of 

materials collected from archives and journeys, and splice these together 

with their own imaginings and intuitions.   They sleuth out secrets and 

plumb silences.  They pore over heirlooms and inherited objects 

attempting to unlock their tales.  They listen to traditional songs, learn 

language, and study rituals.  They let themselves be unsettled, are 

sometimes protective, or long for a less troubled past.  In all of these 

practices, the family historiographer reveals how history-making works at 

the level of the family, especially in a social context where knowing the 

past, or multiple pasts, is difficult.  History is tangled up in emotions, 
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allegiances, identity and regrets.  It is pieced together from fragments of 

evidence, much of it fragile: spoken, intimated, half-remembered, 

overheard, or deduced.  Often much must be made of silences and the 

unknown.  Imagination, as the primary mode of the fiction writer, becomes 

acutely important in recreating a history that does what the family 

historiographer needs it to do — to give an insight into the feelings, 

thoughts, and motivations of our ancestors. (p. 109 – 110). 

 

Although Barnwell and Cummins do not expressly note the co-presentation of 

biographical narratives in ‘family historiographies’, they make clear that the family 

historiographer’s main concern in their genealogical journey is ‘to know and document the 

complex truth of the…family’s history’ which necessarily involves piecing together 

biographical narratives about the lives of their ancestors.  The biographies that are 

narratively constructed by the family historiographer incorporate fictional components to 

plug ‘silences and the unknown’, but, in keeping with Brien’s description of the ‘speculative 

biographer’, fiction and imagination is only used as a tool for gaining ‘insight’ into the truth. 

 

How this project builds on the academic literature 

Reading Barnwell and Cummins’ analysis of ‘family historiography’ was a spine-

tingling experience for me because it articulated so perfectly the type of creative work that I 

was constructing, my motivations for constructing it and the unsettling nature of the process 

I had been through in ‘reckoning with the past’.  It gave me a name for the type of work I was 

writing — ‘family historiography’.  It also confirmed my thinking that the narrative structure 

of my work, with its blend of autobiographical, biographical and fictional narratives, echoed 

the kind of narrative structure being used by other writers of family history. 
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Barnwell and Cummins also articulated a growing conviction that I had not managed 

to put into words — that this type of writing has the power to do much more than just 

reconfigure the writer’s own sense of intergenerational self and identity.  It gave voice to my 

feeling that a diverse collection of this type of writing, written from a range of Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous perspectives, has the power to help the nation grapple with its settler 

colonial anxieties or, as Barnwell and Cummins put it, to ‘uncover, confront, and revise 

national mythologies, particularly the lingering, haunting aftermath of colonial injustice’ (p. 

1). 

Barnwell and Cummins claim that Reckoning with the Past ‘paves the way for ongoing 

research’ (p 113) on family history literature, including its capacity to ‘unite intimate and 

national scales’ and to ‘write rich genealogical lines onto the map of Australian history and 

reimagine landscapes we may think we know well’ (p. 114).  My exegesis aims to build on 

their work by considering the complex multi-layered narrative structure employed by family 

historiography, as a class of family history literature, and asking what it is about this structure 

that gives these works the power to provoke us to think about the past, and our relationship 

to it, in new ways.  In other words, my research question is ‘how do multi-genre co-

presentations of family history narratives facilitate the process of ‘reckoning with the past’? 

In considering the effect of co-presenting biographical, fictional and autobiographical 

narratives of family history, I draw upon McGann’s (2001) conceptualisations about how 

narrative and literature helps us reflect upon, and understand, our world and our relative 

position within it.  McGann claims that ‘[c]ritical reflection emerges in the mirroring event 

that develops at simulacral interfaces, of which the book is the one we are most used to 

using.’ (p. 214), and, further, that ‘[h]uman beings found ways of using certain tools as 

mirrors in which to see and study ourselves at a slight but critically significant differential.’ (p. 
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217). An extension of McGann’s claim that we use narratives as ‘tools’, ‘mirrors’ and 

‘simulacral interfaces’ to study ourselves, is that we also use narratives as tools to consider 

the processes through which we came into being – or in other words, to reckon with the 

past.   

McGann’s metaphor of a mirror seems apt for a narrative about the past.  When we 

look at ourselves in a mirror we see a two-dimensional ‘mirror image’ of ourselves.  It is an 

imperfect representation, just like any narrative of the past is an imperfect representation.  

When multiple mirrors are placed around us in the right way, we can rotate our gaze from 

one mirror to each of the others so that we can consider what we look like to others from 

different angles.  It is in this way that we often view our new haircut in the hairdressing 

salon.  We put each of those imperfect representations together in our minds and 

extrapolate to fill in the visual angles that were not reflected so that we can get an 

understanding of what our new haircut looks like to others in three-dimensional reality.  In 

this way, drawing upon the academic literature, my research question begins to transform 

into research hypotheses.  Does a ‘family historiography’, through its multi-genre co-

presentations of family history narratives, facilitate a ‘reckoning with the past’ in a similar 

way that multiple mirrors in a hairdressing salon allow us to construct an understanding of 

what we look like?  Does this multi-layered narrative structure enable the writer and the 

reader to extrapolate from the combination of different narrative perspectives a ‘three 

dimensional’ understanding of the past that, whilst still imperfect, is somehow greater than 

the sum of its parts?  Is this what Bruner (1987) was getting at when he observed that ‘any 

story one may tell about anything is better understood by considering other possible ways in 

which it can be told’? 
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RESEARCH HYPOTHESES 

Building on McGann (2001), Bruner (1987) and Barnwell and Cummins (2019), I 

hypothesize that the transformative power of ‘family historiographies’ to revise personal, 

family and national ‘mythologies’ (and therefore to revise personal and collective identities) 

flows from its complex multi-layered narrative structure, where different genres of narrative 

(namely biography, historical fiction and memoir) function as different ‘mirrors’ or ‘simulacral 

interfaces’ for considering our relationship with the past. 

With respect to its transformative power for the writer, I hypothesize that those three 

genres of narrative have a symbiotic relationship in the identity-shaping process of genealogy 

by allowing the lives of foundational ancestors to be mapped (through non-

fiction/biography), empathetically re-imagined (through fiction), and assimilated into a new 

sense of our ‘own becoming’ and our ‘national becoming’ (through memoir/autobiographical 

meta-narrative). 

With respect to its transformative power for the reader, I hypothesize that works 

which explore an early-colonial family history through the co-presentation of narratives in 

the genres of biography, historical fiction and memoir, give agency to the reader to 

participate in the task of reckoning with the past for themselves, by foregrounding the 

uncertainties and subjectivities inherent in the writer’s reckoning process.  In so doing, this 

structure gives agency to the reader to evaluate the historical authenticity of the writer’s 

narratives of early colonial history, and to consider other possible interpretations — a 

process which necessarily involves questioning their own mythologies about the past at 

points of intersection and inconsistency.  
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

I evaluate my research hypotheses through a combination of textual analysis and 

reflective practice.  This gives me the opportunity to explore the function and effect of the 

multi-layered narrative structure of ‘family historiographies’ from the perspective of both 

reader and writer. 

 

Methodology of the textual analysis 

I begin with a textual analysis of selected literary texts in which five authors examine 

their early-colonial ancestral roots.  I consider the extent to which those texts conform with 

the multi-layered narrative structure identified by Popkin, and Barnwell and Cummins, as 

being characteristic of family history literature.  In other words, I consider how those 

selected texts co-present narratives about the lives of early colonial ancestors with an 

autobiographical meta-narrative about the writer’s motivations for the project and research 

journey.  I also consider how fiction is used by those authors as a tool for exploring the lives 

of their early colonial ancestors, the extent to which the boundaries between fact and fiction 

are made transparent in each text, and the importance of that transparency in empowering 

the reader to engage in their own process of reckoning. 

I evaluate my hypothesis about the need for the writer to construct three narrative 

‘mirrors’ in the genres of biography, historical fiction and memoir in order to question and 

reconfigure the story of their own becoming, by looking for evidence in the selected texts as 

to whether this process was undertaken.  I draw heavily on Grenville’s detailed account of 

her process of reckoning in Searching for the Secret River. 

I evaluate my hypothesis that the transformative power of family historiography 

stems from its multi-layered narrative structure, by examining how the co-presentation of 
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different narrative mirrors in the selected texts foregrounds the uncertainties and 

subjectivities in the author’s own process of reckoning, and invites the reader to question 

and reshape their own mythologies about the past. 

I also consider how writers of the selected texts have resolved the tension between 

transparency and readability in the structure of their literary works.  Writers, and publishers, 

want their works to appeal to the widest possible readership.  With reference to the selected 

texts, I consider whether it possible to construct a family history text that gives agency to the 

reader to engage in their own process of reckoning, without diminishing the pace and flow of 

the historical narrative to such a point that it struggles to sustain the reader’s interest.  In 

referring to a text’s capacity to give agency to the reader to engage in their own process of 

reckoning, I am referring to the extent to which a text about the past makes explicit the 

processes of research, interpretation, imagination and reflection through which it was 

constructed so that the reader is given the tools to make an informed judgement about the 

extent to which the historical narrative advanced in the text is an accurate reflection of the 

past. 

 

Methodology of reflective practice 

Practice-based research, or reflective practice, is now acknowledged as a valid and 

effective methodology for testing certain types of research hypotheses in the field of creative 

writing research.  In ‘Researching Creative Writing’, Jen Webb explains this research 

methodology in the following terms: 

[P]ractice-based research…involves the writer-researcher in a process of 

making pieces of creative writing, and reflecting consciously on an element 

of technical expertise…The knowledge gained in such a project can be 
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drawn on by other creative writers, to develop their understanding of how 

to make a literary artefact, how to handle — say — a generic form, or other 

aspects of practice. (pp. 13 – 14) 

She goes on to explain: 

Reflective practice, in short, involves concentration; a conscious act of 

drawing on established knowledge; time spent in evaluating and testing 

the alternatives; and thinking consciously about your own process. (at p. 

120) 

In the context of my research question, the established knowledge that I am drawing on is 

summarised in my literature review.  The key points are that family historiography (as 

defined by Barnwell and Cummins ) is a form of literature: 

(1) with the power to provoke both reader and writer to think about the past, and our 

relationship to it, in new ways (and in so doing, to reconfigure individual and 

collective identities); and 

(2) that is characterised by a complex multi-narrative structure that co-presents 

biographical, autobiographical and fictional narratives. 

In a nutshell, my research question asks, how is it that (2) leads to (1)? 

Webb contends that in practice-led research ‘[t]he writing product is…a space for thinking’ 

(p. 123).  The practice of writing my own family historiography will allow me to think through 

my research question in a range of practical ways.  It will allow me to reflect upon: 

a) the process through which the multi-narrative structure emerged in my work, and 

whether it felt inevitable that the work would need to include all three genres of 

narrative in order to facilitate my reckoning process, 

b) the function that each of the three genres of narrative played in my process of 

reckoning and whether there was a symbiotic relationship between them, and 
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c) the technical difficulties I encountered in trying to incorporate all three genres of 

narrative into a single text, and the different things I tried to try to overcome 

these difficulties. 

 

Defining key terms 

As discussed in my literature review, Barnwell and Cummins argue that family historiography, 

a modern type of family modern literature, has the power to facilitate, for both writers and 

readers, a ‘reckoning with the past’.  The rest of this exegesis explores how family 

historiography achieves its reckoning power.  I have just explained that I will do this through a 

dual methodology.  I will begin by considering this issue from the perspective of a reader of 

selected works of family history literature (through textual analysis).  Then I will consider this 

issue from my own practical and experiential perspective as a writer of family historiography 

(through reflective practice).  However, before I begin that two-step analysis, I will expand 

upon the definition of some key terms. 

 

Multi-layered narrative structure — biography — memoir — historical fiction 

As discussed in my literature review, scholars such as Barnwell and Cummins (with 

respect to Australian family history literature) and Popkin (with respect to American family 

history literature) have highlighted that family history literature, at least in settler-colonial 

societies, tends to be characterised by a multi-layered narrative structure which co-presents 

three different genres of narrative: (1) an autobiographical meta-narrative about the author’s 

own life and genealogical research journey; (2) non-fictional narratives about the lives of 

foundational ancestors; and (3) fictionalised narratives about those ancestral lives which 

imaginatively probe beyond the boundaries of the known and consider what it might have 
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felt like to live those lives.  Barnwell and Cummins (2019) coined the term ‘family 

historiography’ to refer to works of this kind and I have adopted that terminology in this 

exegesis.  As explained in my introduction, for brevity, I refer to the narrative structure of a 

family historiography as ‘the multi-layered narrative structure’ and I refer to the narrative 

components of this structure (as numbered above) as (1) either ‘memoir’ or 

‘autobiographical meta-narrative’, (2) ‘biography’ or ‘non-fiction narrative’ and (3) ‘historical 

fiction’ or ‘fictionalised narrative’. 

 

Co-presented narratives 

Since one of the features of the multi-layered narrative structure of family 

historiography is that it co-presents narratives in the genres of memoir, biography and 

historical fiction, it is important to explain what I mean by the term ‘co-presented’.  By ‘co-

presented’, I do not mean that each narrative must be presented entirely separately from the 

others, beginning to end (although this is one possible way that a co-presentation could be 

structured).  In my own genealogical text, and many of the others, each narrative is told to 

the reader in chunks, with chunks of one type of narrative interspersed with chunks of the 

others so that the result is that the different types of narratives are interwoven with each-

other.  This type of interwoven narrative structure does not preclude the narratives from 

being co-presented.  What I mean by ‘co-presented’ is that each type of narrative is capable 

of standing alone.  In other words, after reading the text, an attentive reader could separate 

out the different types of narratives in their own mind and summarise each of them in their 

own words.  

If the story of an ancestor’s life is presented as a seamless blend of fact and fiction 

then it will not be a co-presentation of non-fictional and fictionalised narratives.  This 
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distinction is of critical importance to the exploration of my hypothesis.  As outlined above, 

my hypothesis is that the transformative power of ‘family historiographies’ to revise 

personal, family and national ‘mythologies’ (and therefore to revise personal and collective 

identities) flows from its complex multi-narrative structure, where each genre of narrative 

(biography, fiction and memoir) functions as a different ‘mirror’ or ‘simulacral interface’ for 

considering our relationship with the past.  If the story of an ancestor’s life is told as a 

seamless blend of fiction and non-fiction then the reader (and possibly also the writer) 

cannot separately consider the non-fictional narrative from the fictionalised parts, and 

therefore the reader (and possibly also the writer) does not have access to those two 

different mirrors for considering the past.  If my hypothesis is correct, then texts with the 

greatest power to facilitate a reckoning with the past, for both reader and writer, are texts 

which co-present three different narrative mirrors for considering the past in the genres of 

biography, historical fiction and memoir.  According to my hypothesis, texts which co-present 

only two of those three narrative mirrors will have lesser reckoning power, for both writer 

and reader, than texts which co-present all three. 

 

Reckoning with the past 

As explained in my introduction, I have adopted the phrase ‘reckoning with the past’ 

from Barnwell and Cummins’ 2019 text Reckoning with the Past: Family Historiographies in 

Postcolonial Australian Literature.  They define reckoning as ‘a form of memory-work “which 

is not only about the past, but about finding our relation to the past and our location in it”’.1 

 
1 Barnwell, A., & Cummins, J. (2019) Reckoning with the Past: Family Historiographies in 

Postcolonial Australian Literature. New York: Routledge, quoting Jeffrey Olick (2016). 
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TEXTUAL ANALYSIS 

The selected works: overview and rationale for selection 

The works of family history literature considered in this analysis include Grenville’s 

The Secret River (2006) and Searching for the Secret River (2006); Smith’s A Cargo of Women: 

Susannah Watson and the Convicts of the Princess Royal (1988) and A Cargo of Women: The 

Novel (1991); Lindsey’s The Convict’s Daughter (2016); Michael Veitch’s Hell Ship (2018); and 

Haley’s Roots (1976).   

Although the selected texts by Grenville and Smith each span two separately 

published texts, for the purposes of this analysis those works are considered together 

because each of the twin texts explores the same genealogical topic (a convict origin story) in 

different genres of narrative.  In Searching for the Secret River, Grenville gives a memoir 

account of her own journey in researching the life of her convict ancestor and of reckoning 

with that aspect of her ancestral past through narrative.  She explains that The Secret River 

— a historical fiction novel based on the life of her convict ancestor — was one of the by-

products of that process of reckoning. 

Similarly, Smith’s A Cargo of Women: Susannah Watson and the Convicts of the 

Princess Royal (1988) and A Cargo of Women: The Novel (1991) both explore the life of 

Smith’s convict ancestor, Susannah Watson, through different genres of narrative.  The first 

book is written in the genre of biography (non-fiction) whereas the second book is written in 

the genre of historical fiction.  For both the Grenville and Smith texts, the overlap between 

the titles of the twin texts highlights that both texts cover the same narrative situation and 

invites the interested reader to consider both texts together. 
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Four of the authors of my selected texts are Australian — Grenville, Smith, Lindsey 

and Veitch.  The inclusion of American writer, Haley, will allow me to consider whether the 

results of my analysis might also hold in other settler-colonial contexts.  All of the writers 

come from a settler (non-Indigenous) heritage that spans multiple generations to the early 

days of their country’s colonial past.  It is beyond the scope of this project to consider the 

extent to which my conclusions also apply to writers exploring an Indigenous ancestry or a 

more recent settler colonial origin story. 

The selected texts explore early colonial ancestry in contexts both similar, and 

different, from my own. Three of the writers (Grenville, Smith and Lindsey) explore a white 

Australian convict ancestry, which parallels the ancestry that I am exploring through my own 

creative work.  The other two writers explore different kinds of settler colonial ancestry — 

Haley explores his African slave origins, whereas Veitch explores the migration of two of his 

free-settler ancestors from Scotland to Australia on a ship riddled with typhoid. 

 

Use of the three genres in the writer’s process of reckoning 

This first part of my hypothesis is that biography, historical fiction and memoir play an 

important role in the identity-shaping process of genealogy for the writer by allowing the 

lives of foundational ancestors to be mapped (through non-fiction/biography), 

empathetically re-imagined (through fiction), and assimilated into a new sense of our ‘own 

becoming’ (through memoir/autobiographical meta-narrative).  In evaluating this hypothesis 

I was aware that the narrative structure of published family history literature is unlikely to 

comprehensively reflect the way the writer used narrative in their own reckoning process 

behind the scenes.  However, since a common feature of family history literature is the 

inclusion of an autobiographical metanarrative about the writer’s journey in researching and 
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reconfiguring their early colonial origin story, I was able to scour those metanarratives for 

evidence to support or refute my hypothesis. Only one of the meta-narratives in the selected 

texts goes into sufficient detail about this behind-the-scenes reckoning process to shed light 

on this issue — Grenville’s Searching for the Secret River.  Grenville’s description of her 

narrative processes of reckoning supports my hypothesis. 

Grenville explains that when she first began to write the story of her convict ancestor, 

Solomon Wiseman, her plan was to write a ‘mix of memoir, history and speculation.  I’d allow 

myself flights of fancy — elements of fiction, you might say — where I put flesh on the bones 

of what I’d found out.’ (p. 147).  Grenville explains that she wrote a first draft of the story in 

this way, using all three of those genres of narrative, but that she struggled to weave those 

three narratives together into a single work in a readable and satisfying way: 

Most of it was boring, that was one problem…And there was something 

about the tone I didn’t like.  The ‘memoir’ bits had a jocular feel…The 

‘research’ bits were terrible…The main problem, though, was something I 

was reluctant to face.  I was determined to write a book of non-fiction, but 

the only parts of this ‘assembly’ that were interesting were the ‘flights of 

fancy’ where I’d created the flesh to put on the bones of research.  Where, 

in a word, I’d written fiction…(p. 154) 

Grenville describes how she eventually gave up trying to interweave all three genres 

of narrative into a single work.  Instead she expanded the fictionalised component of her 

work into The Secret River; a work of historical fiction.  Then she expanded the memoir 

component of her work into Searching for the Secret River, which was published separately.  

She did not separately publish a non-fiction (biographical) narrative about the life of her 

convict ancestor, although Searching for the Secret River gives an account of Grenville’s 
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process of researching his life, interpreting the records, and re-constructing the non-fiction 

arc of his life which formed the basis for The Secret River. 

Grenville’s writing process, experience and choices, as articulated in Searching for the 

Secret River, supports my hypothesis that the three narrative mirrors of biography, historical 

fiction and memoir have an important and symbiotic role to play in the writers process of 

reckoning with an early colonial past.  However it also highlights the challenges that writers 

face when attempting to construct a multi-layered narrative work that gives the reader 

access to these three narrative mirrors.  Grenville’s experience suggests that this type of 

structure is difficult to pull off in a traditional codex format without compromising 

readability.  Grenville’s solution to this problem was to publish the narrative mirrors in 

separate, but inter-related texts, so that readers have access to multiple narrative mirrors, 

but also have the option of reading each type of narrative as a stand-alone text, 

uncomplicated by the co-presence of the inter-related narratives. 

Smith has grappled with this problem in a similar way, separating her non-fiction and 

fictionalised narratives of convict ancestry into two different, but inter-related texts (A Cargo 

of Women; and A Cargo of Women: the Novel).  My analysis of the other selected texts will 

reveal how other writers of family history literature have grappled with this challenge in 

different ways — struggling to give readers access to multiple narrative mirrors for reckoning 

with the past, within a single text, without unduly compromising readability.  However, for 

the purposes of the generic discussion below about the extent to which the three different 

narrative mirrors are co-presented in the selected texts, Grenville and Smith’s twin texts are 

considered as co-presentations. 
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Do the selected texts have a multi-layered narrative structure which co-presents memoir, 

biography and historical fiction? 

All of the selected texts have a multi-layered narrative structure which co-presents 

narratives about early colonial ancestral lives with an autobiographical meta-narrative about 

the author’s connection to those ancestors and their experience of researching and writing 

about those lives.  However, there is considerable variation between the texts as to the 

relative emphasis and space given to the narratives about ancestral lives compared to the 

autobiographical metanarrative.  There is also considerable variation between the selected 

texts in the degree to which fiction is used to explore ancestral lives, and in the extent to 

which the boundary between fact and fiction is made transparent to the reader.  Each of 

these issues will be considered in turn. 

 

Variation in emphasis given to ancestral and autobiographical narratives 

Most of the selected texts give the most space and emphasis to the ancestral 

narratives relative to the autobiographical meta-narrative.  The two selected texts that are 

written by professional historians (Lindsey and Smith) include the most fleeting 

autobiographical meta-narratives.  I suspect that, in order for those works to be taken 

seriously as historical works, the autobiographical side of those stories needed to be tightly 

constrained.  From my perspective as a reader, the autobiographical meta-narratives, 

however fleeting, add essential depth, context and interest to those works. This view was 

evidently shared by the publishers as the para-text on each book cover ensures the reader is 

aware, from the outset, about the ancestral connection between writer and subject. 

The blurb for A Cargo of Women begins ‘[i]ntrigued to discover a convict in her family 

tree, Babette Smith decided to investigate her ancestor’s life and the lives of the 99 women 
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who were transported with her…’.  The blurb for The Convict’s Daughter reveals ‘[s]tarting 

with just a newspaper clipping, historian Kiera Lindsey has uncovered the world of her feisty 

great, great, great aunt…’  Both texts are topped and tailed with an autobiographical meta-

narrative in which each author explains their motivations for uncovering and telling the 

stories of their ancestors, and hints at the transformational nature of that journey of 

‘reckoning with the past’. 

 

Autobiographical meta-narrative in A Cargo of Women 

Smith’s twin texts, A Cargo of Women and A Cargo of Women: the Novel, were 

published in the late 1980s/early 1990s, at a time when very few detailed stories about the 

lives of convict women had been published in Australian literature.  They predominantly tell 

the story of convict woman, Susannah Watson, in the genres of biography (non-fiction) and 

historical fiction, respectively.  The autobiographical meta-narrative that tops and tail the 

non-fiction text plays an important role by articulating the transformational motivations for, 

and insights gained from, the project.  It shows the transformational power of the project 

both on a personal level, by deepening the author’s understanding of the story of her own 

becoming, and also on a societal level, by challenging deep-rooted colonial mythologies 

about the nature of convict women. 

In her introduction to the 2008 reprint, Smith explains that she embarked on the 

project to find out about her convict ancestry which had been buried for generations and 

only relatively recently discovered.  Her introduction then goes on to explain that her 

decision to broaden the scope of her research to include the other convict women who were 

transported with her ancestor on the Princess Royal gave her greater capacity to reflect on 

the lives of convict women more generally: 
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It quickly became apparent that my research…was challenging the received 

wisdom about the women convicts. There was more to their story than 

helpless passivity. And a more complex story was emerging that the simple 

allegation that they were nothing more than prostitutes. The more 

research I accumulated, the more I realised the extent to which their 

stereotyped reputation, created at the start of the penal colony, had been 

accepted as fact. No one had asked what they were like as people.  

Answering that question became the goal of A Cargo of Women. (p. 7) 

In the final chapter of A Cargo of Women, Smith reflects on the answer to the 

question, what was her ancestor, Susannah Watson, like as a person? 

How is Susannah to be judged?...On the evidence, she was a strong-

minded and intelligent woman who was active in every sense of the word. 

Physically energetic, she worked hard without resentment, and even when 

her sons offered her the chance to be idle she didn’t take it, preferring to 

be productively occupied.  Mentally active, she would take steps to find a 

solution to the problems of her life when passivity might have been much 

safer.  Faced with a dying child, she could not sit by and succumb to grief, 

but found relief in action, whatever the risk. (p. 231) 

Smith then goes on to consider what her research revealed about the character of 

the other convict women with whom her ancestor was transported: 

If this was Susannah’s character, about which there is so much detailed 

evidence, what of her shipmates?  Were they drunks, whores, thieves, 

misfits, outcasts? Genetic criminals? Moral degenerates? Are these the 

terms that should describe Australia’s female convicts? Were they survivors 

or victims? Was transportation for them a positive or a negative 

experience? There are few black-and-white answers, because these were 

human beings…(p. 235) 
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In the following paragraphs, Smith reflects on what her research has revealed on 

these broader questions.  In so doing, her text critiques what Barnwell and Cummins’ refer to 

as ‘national mythologies’ – in this case, mythologies about convict women. 

In Smith’s penultimate paragraph she narrows her lens again to focus back in on the 

family history component of the story.  She reflects on the life of her female convict ancestor 

in its intergenerational context, and considers how her ancestor’s story links up to the story 

of her own becoming: 

The final irony of her life occurred 82 years after her death.  In 1959, 

wearing the curled wig and red robes with which Susannah herself would 

have been all too familiar, her great-grandson, my father, was sworn in as a 

judge of the Supreme Court of New South Wales…His great-grandmother 

had indeed won through to the other side.  Her faith in ‘this plentifull 

country’ had indeed been vindicated. (p. 244) 

Although Smith’s autobiographical meta-narrative comprises a relatively fleeting part of her 

twin texts overall, it clearly situates the work within a family history context, and reveals how 

this work of family history literature facilitated a ‘reckoning with the past’. 

 

Autobiographical metanarrative in A Convict’s Daughter 

Autobiographical metanarrative plays a similarly important, yet fleeting, role in A 

Convict’s Daughter.  This text principally comprises a biographical narrative about a colonial 

teenager, Mary Ann Gill, and the abduction scandal that ensued after she attempted to elope 

with the son of the former Attorney-General.  The interesting way in which this text manages 

the line between fact and fiction is discussed later in this analysis.  For the purposes of this 

current discussion I focus on the extent to which an autobiographical meta-narrative is 
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incorporated into this text, and what it reveals about the transformational nature of the 

project. 

In the introduction to A Convict’s Daughter Lindsey gives  details about how she first 

became interested in her ancestor’s story: 

I first became fascinated with Mary Ann’s story in 2006 when my mother 

showed me a clipping from The Sydney Morning Herald of 5 June 1848.  It 

was, she explained, an excerpt from a larger newspaper article that 

described the moment when my great, great, great aunt, Mary Ann Gill, 

stepped into the witness box of Sydney’s Supreme Court. (at p. xii) 

In the ‘Afterward’, Lindsey continues the autobiographical meta-narrative by revealing 

that her motivations for writing the book were not just to explore the life of her ancestor but 

also to challenge simplistic portrayals of early colonial women.  In other words, like Smith, 

Lindsey’s meta-narrative reveals her intention to do what Barnwell and Cummins (2019) refer 

to as ‘revising national mythologies’: 

The ancestral connection provided a strong hook, although, I firmly believe 

that the differences between historical subjects and ourselves are as 

important as any elements we might have in common... Much as the 

personality of Mary Ann fascinated me it was the story that drew me on 

and in…The healing power of narrative relates to the act of retrieving Mary 

Ann from anonymity.  Her story is one that reveals the complexities and 

contradictions of her age, and in so doing will, I hope, add depth and 

dimension not only to her world, but also to our own. (p. 287) 

The ‘acknowledgements’ section of the book continues this fleeting autobiographical 

meta-narrative when Lindsey reveals: ‘I underwent a period of profound personal change 

during the decade that I worked on this book…’ (p. 295) There is no detail given about the 

type of change that occurred and whether or not it related to the process of ‘reckoning with 
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the past’.  However, the final words of the ‘Acknowledgements’ section reveals the 

significance of the collaborative nature of Lindsey’s journey in researching and writing her 

ancestor’s story, and how the process strengthened her relationship with her mother.  I was 

struck by the fact that the words Lindsey uses to describe the role and contribution of her 

mother in the creation of her text, are also perfectly descriptive of the role my mother 

played in the creation of mine, and of the feelings of warmth and gratitude I have towards 

her: 

And finally, there is my mother, to whom this book is dedicated.  My dear 

friend, you have been there from the beginning, always believing, always 

curious, always learning.  Mary Ann’s story has given us both a world of 

conversations and a lifetime of memories and this book is, therefore, as 

much yours as it is mine. (p. 295) 

In this way, Lindsey’s autobiographical metanarrative in The Convict’s Daughter  suggests that 

at least part of the transformative power of family history literature for the writer springs 

from the collaborative nature of the process of writing it. 

 

How the memoir narratives reveal transformation through collaborative identity 

shaping 

The collaborative nature of genealogical research and writing — which is generally 

undertaken with the assistance and encouragement of other family members — is 

highlighted in many of the selected texts (including my own) as being a significant 

component in the transformational nature of the project.  The writer is not just reconfiguring 

their own origin story, the story of their own becoming, and their own sense of 

intergenerational self.  The writer is invariably doing these things for, with, or on behalf of, 
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other family members too (past, present and future), and sometimes (perhaps always) for 

the benefit of a broader community.   

Of the selected texts, Haley’s Roots arguably provides the best example of the 

genealogical quest being undertaken for, and on behalf of, a community of others.  The final 

three chapters of Roots are written in the genre of autobiographical memoir where Haley 

recounts his transformative quest to uncover his family’s African roots.  He describes 

overhearing as a child his grandmother and other old female relatives telling stories of their 

African ancestor, ‘the African’, named ‘Kin-tay’, who was taken to America in a slave ship and 

sold into slavery.  Then he describes how, over thirty years later, he visited ‘the sole surviving 

one of the old ladies who had talked the family narrative on the Henning front porch’ and of 

how excited she had become when he had told her he wanted to try to find out which 

ancestral African tribe their ancestor, Kin-tay, had come from: 

“You go ‘head, boy!” exclaimed Cousin Georgia.  “Yo’ sweet grandma an’ all 

of ‘em — dey up dere watchin’ you!”   The thought made me feel 

something like…My God! (p. 671) 

On numerous occasions, as Haley recounts his journey in researching and writing the 

book, he talks of his feeling that his ancestors are ‘up there watchin’ him’ (e.g. p. 686).  He 

talks about how this feeling gradually intensified to include the generations of which he had 

had no living memory, but who he felt he had come to know through the process of 

researching and writing their stories:  

I think now that not only are Grandma, Cousin Georgia, and those other 

ladies “up there watchin’,” but so are all of the others: Kunta and Bell; 

Kizzy; Chicken George and Matilda; Tom and Irene; Grandpa Will Palmer; 

Bertha; Mama — and now, as well, the most recent one to join them, Dad… 

(p. 686) 
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Haley’s quest to find his African origins was evidently not just a personal quest, but a 

quest he felt he was undertaking on behalf of the past, present and future members of his 

family and more broadly, for all ‘African descent people’.  Haley explains that it was on his 

flight home from Africa, after hearing an elderly African ‘griot’ recount the story of his 

ancestor, Kunte Kinte, being taken into slavery, and after being joyfully welcomed back by the 

current inhabitants of Kunte Kinte’s village as ‘one long lost from us’ (p. 680), that he decided 

to write the book: 

My own ancestors’ would automatically also be a symbolic saga of all 

African-descent people — who are without exception the seeds of 

someone like Kunta who was born and grew up in some black African 

village, someone who had been captured and chained down in one of 

those slave ships that sailed them across the same ocean, into some 

succession of plantations, and since then a struggle for freedom. (p. 681) 

In the final sentence of the book when Haley refers to ‘this story of our people’ he is 

referring not just to his family but to African Americans more generally. 

…we stood and watched Dad lowered into grave No. 1429.  Then we whom 

he had fathered — members of the seventh generation from Kunta Kinte — 

walked away rapidly, averting our faces from each other, having agreed we 

wouldn’t cry.  So Dad has joined the others up there.   I feel that they do 

watch and guide, and I also feel that they join me in the hope that this 

story of our people can help to alleviate the legacies of the fact that 

preponderantly the histories have been written by the winners. (p. 688) 
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Does the transformative power of Haley’s Roots spring from its multi-layered narrative 

structure? 

In re-writing African-American history from a personal African-American perspective, 

Haley’s Roots, and the television mini-series it was turned into, had a profound impact on the 

way that generations of African-American readers and viewers came to perceive themselves, 

and also on the way that African-Americans were perceived by others (Taylor, 1995).  Haley’s 

Roots is an iconic example of the transformational power of family history literature.   

Consistent with my hypothesis, Roots has a multi-layered narrative structure which 

co-presents narratives of ancestry, in the genre of historical fiction, with a detailed 

autobiographical meta-narrative of Haley’s journey in researching and writing the book.  

These two types of narrative function as two different mirrors for reckoning with the past.  In 

the historical fiction mirror, the reader can see how Haley has reimagined the lived 

experience of his pre-colonial African ancestors and early colonial slave ancestors — how he 

has reimagined history from their perspective.  In the memoir mirror the reader can see why 

that journey to uncover his pre-colonial African roots was so important to Haley and his 

family, how Haley tackled the task of researching his ancestral stories and ‘reckoning with the 

past’, and how transformative and cathartic that journey was for him.  Each mirror adds 

context and depth to the other.  The effect of the whole is clearly greater than the sum of the 

effect of its parts.  The historical fiction narratives would not be so powerful if the reader did 

not understand Haley’s connection to those stories and the lengths he went to in order to 

uncover/reconstruct them.  Haley’s memoir would not be so powerful for the reader if they 

had not also read the ancestral stories that Haley had uncovered/reconstructed and 

developed an empathetic connection with Haley’s ancestors through those stories.  There is 

clearly a symbiosis between both types of narratives for both writer and reader. 
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But what of the third type of narrative my hypothesis claims is important — the non-

fiction biography?  Where is that in Haley’s text?  The non-fiction (biographical) story of 

Haley’s ancestors is sketched out very roughly in Haley’s memoir narrative, but it is not co-

presented in the published literary text in a substantive way.  I will move on to consider the 

benefits and challenges of co-presenting biographical narratives in works of family history 

literature, and alternative techniques for marking the boundaries between fact and fiction in 

the selected works. 

 

Variation in the degree of ‘fictionalisation’ and transparency between fact and fiction 

Whilst all the selected texts use imagination and fictional techniques to explore the 

lives of early colonial ancestors there is considerable variation in the way this is done, and in 

the extent to which the line between fiction and non-fiction is made apparent to the reader. 

 

Texts which co-present biographical and fictional narratives about ancestors 

In some texts fictionalised narratives about those lives are co-presented alongside 

non-fiction narratives about those lives. For example, Smith’s non-fiction and fictional 

narratives about the life of her convict ancestor, Susannah Watson, are published separately 

in A Cargo of Women and A Cargo of Women: the Novel.  This technique of co-presenting the 

same life story in the genres of non-fiction and historical fiction does away with any need for 

the writer to articulate to the reader the line between fact and fiction.  The reader is given 

the tools to understand this for themselves by reading both narratives and considering them 

together.  The non-fiction text gives the reader an in depth understanding of limits of what is 

known to the author about the life of the ancestor.  That understanding allows them to see 
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for themselves how that skeleton of fact has informed the fictional narrative and which parts 

have been changed or embroidered by the writer’s imagination. 

As will be seen later, my own work also co-presents non-fictional and fictional 

narratives about the lives of my ancestors, but in a different way to Smith.  In my work, 

fictionalised scenes from my ancestor’s life are embedded within a non-fiction narrative 

about her, with the transition points between the non-fiction and fictionalised narratives 

always made apparent to the reader.  This structure invites the reader to critique the 

plausibility of my fictional narratives, and to imagine other possibilities for themselves. 

 

Texts which blend fact and fiction into a single ancestral narrative 

By contrast to the approach that Smith and I have taken in co-presenting non-fictional 

and fictional narratives about our ancestors, most of the other selected works blend fact and 

fiction into a single narrative of the life of the ancestor.  There is considerable variation in 

both the degree of fictionalisation of the narrative, and in the extent to which the line 

between fact and fiction is made transparent to the reader. 

 

Texts with high fictionalisation and low transparency 

Of the selected texts, the ancestral narratives incorporating the highest degree of 

fictionalisation are Haley’s Roots and Grenville’s The Secret River.  Those narratives take the 

form of historical fiction, with the accompanying autobiographical meta-narrative revealing 

(to a greater or lesser extent) the historical evidence on which those narratives were based.  

In both texts, the line between fact and fiction remains fuzzy for the reader.  As a 

consequence, the reader has limited capacity to critique the writer’s interpretation of 

historical sources, and the historical authenticity or plausibility of the fictionalised narrative.  
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In other words, the reader is not empowered to re-interpret or re-imagine the ancestral story 

for themselves.  Let us consider how this plays out in each of these texts. 

 

The blurring of fact and fiction in Roots 

Roots includes an historical fiction narrative about the life of Haley’s African ancestor, 

Kunte Kinte, but it does not co-present a biographical narrative about that slave’s life.  The 

autobiographical meta-narrative reveals only snippets of that biographical narrative, and the 

evidence on which it is based. Haley explains the line between fact and fiction to the reader 

in his autobiographical meta-narrative in the following way: 

…naturally now and then someone asks, “How much of Roots is fact and 

how much is fiction?”  To the best of my knowledge and of my effort, every 

lineage statement within Roots is from either my African or American 

families’ carefully preserved oral history, much of which I have been able 

conventionally to corroborate with documents.  Those documents, along 

with the myriad textural details of what were contemporary indigenous 

lifestyles, cultural history, and such that give Roots flesh have come from 

years of intensive research in fifty-odd libraries, archives, and other 

repositories on three continents.  Since I wasn’t yet around when most of 

the story occurred, by far most of the dialogue and most of the incidents 

are of necessity a novelized amalgam of what I know took place together 

with what my researching led me to plausibly feel took place. (p. 686) 

This high level description is clearly insufficient to enable the reader to actively participate in 

the tasks of re-interpreting the archival evidence on which Haley’s ancestral narratives have 

been based, and to critique the historical authenticity of those narratives.  Haley’s lack of 

transparency as to his sources, and his lack of specificity regarding the relative balance of fact 
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and fiction in his text, led to the work losing credibility when little evidence could be found 

to back it up: 

When investigated no documentary evidence could be found for parts of 

the 19th century story, and the griot who was his sole source in the Gambia 

may have just been amiably telling him what he wanted to hear…Had Haley 

presented Roots from the outset as a novel (or overwhelmingly fictional), 

the doubts about its authenticity wouldn’t have mattered.  But he didn’t. 

(Dugdale, 2017) 

 

The blurring of fact and fiction in The Secret River 

In The Secret River efforts are taken to avoid this kind of criticism by ensuring it is 

labelled in the accompanying para-text as a ‘fictional’ story that was merely ‘inspired by 

research into her [Grenville’s] own family history’.  The Secret River tells the story of a convict 

called William Thornhill who is transported as a convict from London to the Colony of New 

South Wales in 1806.  After serving his sentence he settles on the banks of the Hawkesbury 

River, north of Sydney, with his English wife, Sal, and their children.  The story vividly portrays 

encounters between the Indigenous inhabitants of the Hawksbury and the white settlers of 

the area, including the Thornhills.  The only whiff of autobiographical meta-narrative 

contained within The Secret River itself (excluding the twin text Searching for the Secret 

River), is contained in the ‘Acknowledgments’ section at the end of the book.  Here Grenville 

walks a careful line when explaining the line between fact and fiction.  Whilst labelling the 

story as ‘a work of fiction’, she makes clear that ‘[o]ne of my ancestors gave me the basis for 

certain details of the early life of Williams Thornhill, and other characters share some 

qualities with historical figures’.  She also makes the reader aware of the extensive historical 

research she undertook in writing the book: 



64 
 

In the course of research I consulted countless documents, published and 

unpublished, and adapted them for my imaginative purposes.  Readers of, 

for example, the Old Bailey transcripts for 1806, or the Governor’s 

dispatches from early Sydney, may recognise a few lines. 

Only by reading The Secret River alongside the twin text, Searching for the Secret 

River, can a reader get a feel for the extent to which the story of William Thornhill shadows 

the true story of Grenville’s convict ancestor, Solomon Wiseman.  Even then, the line 

between fact and fiction in The Secret River remains fuzzy. 

This fuzziness, coupled with The Secret River’s wide readership and popularity, prompted 

Grenville to be criticised by historians for ‘insouciant exploitation of fragments of the past’ 

(Clendinnen, 2007) and for ‘promulgating a “liberal fantasy” about the colonial encounter’ 

(Nelson and de Matos, 2015 quoting historian John Hirst, 2005).  The argument of one of 

these critical historians, Inga Clendinnen, has been summarized in the following terms 

(Healy, 2008, p. 485): 

Despite her strong objections to Grenville's claims for the power of 

historical fiction, Clendinnen praises those creative works that make the 

act of interpretation visible, just as good histories do (The History Question 

30-31). What she cannot forgive is when novelists enact 'that practised 

slither' between 'serious' history and 'literary art' (The History Question 

31). 

It seems that Clendinnen’s argument was that imaginative recreations of the past, which use 

historical fiction as a means to explore how the past may have been experienced by our early 

colonial ancestors, only have historical value where the act of interpretation is made 

transparent to the reader.  By ‘act of interpretation’ Clendinnen is presumably referring to 

the process of interpreting archival sources and secondary historical materials to construct 

the factual scaffolding on which the story is built.  She presumably wants readers to be given 
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the capacity for x-ray vision, so that in reading the fictionalised narrative they can also see 

the shape of the factual scaffolding. 

How can this transparency be achieved?  This thesis explores whether one means of 

achieving this transparency is to co-present historical fiction narratives of the past with non-

fiction narratives (in genres of biography and autobiographical meta-narrative) which render 

explicit the author’s research processes, sources, interpretations of those sources, and the 

limits of what is ‘known’ about the historical life, or lives, in question.  Grenville has gone two 

thirds of the way to achieving this, through her twin texts which co-present an historical 

fiction narrative (The Secret River) with an autobiographical metanarrative (Searching for the 

Secret River).  What if she had closed the triangle by also co-presenting a non-fiction 

biography of her ancestor, Solomon Wiseman, which rendered explicit her sources, 

interpretations, and speculations about his life and the limits of what can be known?  Would 

this have provided the kind of transparency that Clendinnen was seeking? 

Of course, even if Grenville had done this, the three narratives would still have been 

separate.  Capable of being read together.  Covering the same narrative situation.  But still 

separate.  Is there a way of presenting a historical fiction narrative of the past, whilst making 

its factual skeleton apparent to the reader, all within a single text?  I will move on to consider 

how other selected texts have grappled with this problem. 

 

Texts with less fictionalisation and high transparency 

Lindsey’s The Convict’s Daughter and Veitch’s Hell Ship also blend fiction and non-

fiction into a single ancestral narrative, however the degree of fictionalisation is much less.  

Hell Ship could be categorised as ‘creative non-fiction’ as it is predominantly written in the 

genre of non-fiction (for instance, it includes footnotes to historical or archival sources and 
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includes a bibliography), but uses fictional techniques to re-create the experience of certain 

events or conversations which are blended without distinction with the rest of the text.  For 

instance, chapter 1, which describes the circumstances in which two of Veitch’s ancestors 

first stepped onto Australian soil, begins: 

Brothers-in-law William Cannon and Patrick Sullivan squinted to the sun, 

not quite yet at its midday peak, resting for a moment on their shovels.  

Their trade of lime-burning was hot work, made more so by this warm 

November morning.  In front of them, across a few hundred yards of 

coarse, white sand dunes, stretched a narrow ribbon of beach.  Beyond 

that lay the sparkling expanse of Port Phillip Bay. (p. 7) 

This excerpt reads like fiction, and some details that build the scene must have been 

imagined, like the men squinting into the sun and resting on their shovels.  However, Veitch 

is describing the particular cove where his ancestors’ immigrant ship arrived (which he had 

visited) and the key details in the paragraph are consistent with the archival evidence — it 

was a warm November morning and lime-burners with those names were working there and 

witnessed the arrival of the immigrant ship.  The narrative goes on to reveal the expressions 

on the faces of those men, and the words they spoke, when they first noticed the ship 

coming into the cove.  Those expressions and words must have been imagined for they are 

not footnoted.  Sometimes dialogue in the text is footnoted (eg. on p. 9), which reveals to 

the reader that it has been based on an archival source.  By implication, where other 

dialogue is not footnoted the reader assumes that it has been imagined.  This technique 

gives the reader a good sense for the balance between fact and fiction in the narrative, 

without explicitly spelling it out.  The footnoted references are listed in ‘Notes’ at the end of 

the book rather than at the bottom of the page so there is minimum interruption to the 

narrative flow.  The narrative slips seamlessly from a fictional style (exemplified by the quote 
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above) and a non-fictional style, such as ‘In March 1951, for example, the records show just a 

handful of major ships dropping anchor in Melbourne.’ (p. 9).  The reader is left with the 

overall impression of a non-fiction narrative, made more readable and entertaining by the 

odd fictional flourish which is readily identified through common sense and the lack of 

footnotes. 

Veitch was able to recreate the immigrant journey of his ancestors in a satisfying way 

through the genre of creative non-fiction because he had a depth of archival material about 

the journey to draw upon, including several journal accounts of the journey.  This is a 

significant factor distinguishing Veitch’s text from my creative work and the other selected 

texts, which seek to reconstruct the lives of ancestors long forgotten in circumstances where 

very limited archival evidence is available. 

Lindsey’s The Convict’s Daughter tackles this challenge in an unusual way.  She has 

written a narrative of her early colonial ancestor which reads, in large part, like a work of 

historical fiction.  The book begins: 

Clutching hard to the wooden frame, the fifteen-year-old girl hoists herself 

up, knees first, onto the windowsill then through the open window and 

onto the third-floor ledge of her father’s hotel. Carefully negotiating her 

precarious position, she twists her body this way and that until finally she 

came to standing…She peers out at the darkening city harbor then up at 

the night sky — chest rising and falling as steamy scuds of her breath burst 

into the night.  Already her gloves are damp with drizzle… (p. ix) 

However, despite the fact that the early parts of the biographical narrative are 

written in this fictional style, even Lindsey’s fellow historians appear to accept that the text 

falls on the non-fiction side of the fiction/non-fiction divide.  Inside the book jacket cover 

there is a review by University of Sydney history academic, Professor Penny Russell, which 
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begins ‘[t]ruth really is stranger than fiction’ and argues that Lindsey’s ‘most soaring flights of 

imagination are firmly anchored to a bedrock of archival research as broad as it is deep’.  

Literary scholar, Brien, seems to agree that The Convict’s Daughter falls on the non-fiction 

side of the divide as she categorises it as a ‘speculative biography’ (2017).  

The features that distinguish The Convict’s Daughter from a historical fiction novel — 

or what Brien refers to as a ‘fictional biography’ (2017, p. 15) — appear to be the 

commitment of the author to write a narrative that painstakingly accords with the available 

evidence in every possible way, and the author’s transparency in including both an extensive 

biography and a ‘Notes’ section which gives a chapter by chapter overview of the parts of the 

narrative that are factual and the parts that are imagined.   

It is clear from the Notes that the imagined elements of The Convict’s Daughter are 

informed by extensive historical research.  For instance, the notes for chapter 1 explain: ‘All 

references to food come from newspaper advertisements and secondary sources’ (p. 296).  

And yet, for me — as a reader hungry to be invited into Lindsey’s process of reckoning and 

for the agency to become an active participant in that reckoning myself — I find Lindsey’s 

technique for delineating fact from fiction unsatisfying.  Her chapter by chapter ‘Notes’ are 

too high level to provide juicy insights into how Lindsey wrestled with the areas of 

uncertainty in each chapter, and why she made the choices she did.  I felt fobbed off, kept at 

arms length from peering under the curtain into her messy studio — like I had been told 

‘never you mind about looking under there, just rest assured that I have done the most 

comprehensive research possible and the story I have told is as close to the truth as it can 

possibly be’. 
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Which texts give greatest agency to the reader to reckon with the past? 

According to my hypothesis, the texts that give greatest agency to the reader will be 

those texts which explore the author’s early colonial roots through three separate narrative 

mirrors — biography (non-fiction); historical fiction; and memoir (in the form of an auto-

biographical meta-narrative).  Therefore the first question to ask is whether any of the 

selected texts truly establish those three separate narrative mirrors through co-presented 

narratives in the genres of biography, historical fiction and memoir. 

As discussed above, of the selected texts Smith’s twin texts are the only ones to truly 

co-present ancestral narratives in the genres of biography and historical fiction (albeit 

through separate publications), and yet Smith’s texts incorporate only a fleeting 

autobiographical meta-narrative.  By contrast, other selected texts co-present historical 

fictional narratives of ancestors with a fulsome autobiographical meta-narrative (e.g. the 

Haley and Grenville texts), but they provide only fleeting insights into the biographical 

skeleton of non-fiction on which the fictionalised ancestral narratives are based.  I therefore 

conclude that, although all of the selected texts incorporate elements of non-fiction, fiction, 

and memoir, none of the selected texts co-present all three narrative mirrors in a fulsome 

way.  This is probably due to the challenges of constructing a multi-layered narrative, 

incorporating all three narrative mirrors, without unduly compromising readability. 

Those texts which come closest co-present two of the three narrative mirrors with 

fleeting glimpses into the third.  Smith co-presents biographical and historical fictional 

narratives with fleeting glimpses of an autobiographical metanarrative.  Haley and Grenville 

both co-present historical fiction narratives with an autobiographical metanarrative which 

provides fleeting glimpses of the biographical skeleton of the historical fiction narrative.  In 

my view, it is these texts with the highest degree of co-presentation of non-fiction, fiction 
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and memoir which give greatest agency to the reader to: understand the processes of 

research, interpretation, imagination and reflection through which the author reckoned with 

the uncertainties of the past; critique the historical authenticity of the author’s narratives; 

and actively engage in the reckoning process for themselves. 

The selected texts by Veitch and Lindsey do not provide the reader with as much 

agency for reckoning with the past as the others.  The Veitch text does not need to grapple 

with uncertainty as much as the others, as Veitch has access to detailed journal accounts 

revealing the lived experience of immigrants during the typhoid-riddled boat crossing which 

is the subject of his work.  Therefore he has no need to construct a historical fiction mirror to 

probe the lived experience of his ancestors during that crossing — he can construct a 

satisfying narrative of their experience through the genre of creative non-fiction, 

incorporating occasional fictional flourishes for dramatic effect and readability, but without 

the need to take any significant imaginary leaps into the unknown. 

In Lindsey’s text the mirrors of biography and historical fiction are too conflated, and 

the mirror of memoir is too fleeting, to give the reader sufficient insight into the messy 

behind-the-scenes work of interpretation, imagination and reflection through which the 

work was constructed.  The para-text which articulates the line between fact and fiction is 

designed to convince the reader to trust that Lindsey’s narratives of the past are as 

historically sound as they possibly can be — to convince the reader that there is no need to 

question the historical authenticity of her narratives or consider other possibilities for 

themselves.  Lindsey’s purpose in constructing that literary text is clearly inconsistent with 

inviting the reader to participate in, and come to grips with, the uncertainties inherent in 

reconstructing an early colonial past. 
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REFLECTIVE ANALYSIS 

This second part of my analysis explores my research hypotheses through a 

methodology of practice-based research, otherwise known as reflective practice.  I reflect on 

the extent to which my own process of writing a family historiography supported my 

research hypotheses.  I consider the function that each of the three narrative mirrors of 

biography, historical fiction and memoir played in my own process of reckoning with my early 

colonial past, and in my attempt to leave space for the reader to actively engage in their own 

process of reckoning.  I reflect on the process through which a multi-layered narrative 

structure, incorporating all three genres, emerged in my text, and on my struggle to resolve 

the tension between transparency and readability in a traditional codex format.  I also reflect 

on the potential for electronic literature to resolve this tension, and to develop the 

transformative potential of family history literature in new ways. 

 

The evolution of the multi-layered narrative structure of my genealogical text 

 

Original intention to explore my convict ancestry through historical fiction 

When embarking upon this project, my original intention was to write an historical 

fiction novella about the life of one of my newly discovered convict ancestors, Maria Roberts.  

I had already done quite a bit of research on her life and she intrigued me — I wanted to 

imaginatively crawl inside her skin to try to understand what she was like as a person, what 

her experience of colonial Australia would have felt like, and what it had cost her to survive.  

Since Maria had been illiterate she had left no journals or letters behind to give insights into 

her internal world, and any stories about her character which might have once have been 

remembered by her descendants had long since faded from my family folklore.  Historically-
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informed imagination was the only tool available for reconstructing Maria’s internal world.  

My initial thinking was that writing in the genre of historical fiction would be the most 

satisfying way of doing that historically-informed imagining. 

I knew that this was a well trodden path.  Other writers had explored the lived 

experience of their early colonial ancestors through the genre of historical fiction — Grenville 

in The Secret River,Haley in Roots, and many other celebrated writers including Alice Munro 

in The View from Castle Rock. 

Yet when I tried to put pen to paper to write a fictionalised account of Maria’s story I 

realised I was not ready.  For that process to be meaningful to me I needed to be confident 

that the Maria I was imaginatively reconstructing was as close as possible to the real Maria.  

It was not enough to know the rough outline of Maria’s life — I needed to understand her life 

in its historical context. 

I constructed a timeline of the key events in Maria’s life — at least the events that 

were recorded in the archives.  Birth, marriage, conviction, transportation, and so on.  The 

timeline became a table with a new column recording the known details about each of those 

events.  Her birth place, what her father and husband had done for a living, details of the 

offence for which she was transported, and so on.  I added another column to that table to 

record my wonderings about those events.  What was it like to be born into the Liverpool 

working class in the 1787?  What exposure would Maria have had as a child to Liverpool’s 

criminal underworld?  Was the offence for which Maria was transported her first offence?  

On what grounds was her sentence commuted to transportation?  What were conditions like 

for prisoners at Lancaster Castle?  Why did Maria’s children not accompany her on the 

convict ship like many other convict children did?  Would Maria have had the opportunity to 

say goodbye to her husband and two young children before she was transported? 
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The need to research the historical context 

I tried to research these issues from Canberra with only limited success.  Most of the 

archival and historical information I needed had not been digitised.  The historical 

newspapers I wanted to read to get a feel for the texture of daily life were not digitised.  The 

local prison records (that might reveal whether Maria had a criminal history prior to her 

transportation) were not digitised.  The admission books for the local charity school and poor 

house (that might reveal whether Maria’s family had ever had contact with those 

institutions) were not digitised.  I could only get so far by befriending Liverpool archivists and 

Lancaster Castle tour guides by email.  I needed to travel to the UK.  I needed to walk along 

the streets and docks of Liverpool, look out over the Mersey River and visit the part of town 

where Maria’s family had lived when she was born.  I needed to sit in the church where 

Maria had been baptized and where she would have worshipped every Sunday.  I needed to 

walk through the gates of Lancaster Castle where Maria was held as a prisoner awaiting her 

trial.  I needed to stand in the dock in the courtroom where Maria had stood when she was 

sentenced to death, and later, when her sentenced was commuted to transportation.  My 

resolve was galvanized by the knowledge that travelling to the homelands of their ancestral 

subjects had also been a critical part of the research process for Grenville, Haley and Munro. 

I arrived in Liverpool in September 2017.  To my delight, my mother, my co-

conspirator in matters of family history, decided to come too.  We began in Liverpool and 

then shadowed Maria’s journey 100 kilometres north to Lancaster Castle, and then 400 

kilometres south to London, to the site of Newgate prison in the shadow of the Old Bailey, 

and then to the Deptford docks where Maria had boarded the convict ship.  Along the way 

we scoured local archives, libraries, museums and historical sites for details that would give 

shape and texture to Maria’s story. 
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On our way south from Lancaster to London, we also visited Bolton, where Maria’s 

future convict partner had hailed from.  My five-times great grandfather, James Brierley.  

Despite my original intention to focus on my female convict roots, James’s story began to pull 

me in too.  I did not resist.  His story gave context to hers, and to mine.  And besides, Haley 

and Grenville had not limited themselves to the story of a single ancestor. 

 

Motivations for beginning with an autobiographical narrative 

The strange thing about that research trip to England was that as my mother and I 

excavated Maria and James’s stories, we could not help but also excavate our own.  

Coincidentally, I had been born in Manchester, not far from Bolton and Liverpool, and as we 

travelled through the north of England researching Maria and James, my mother was also 

recounting stories from our own time there.  My mother and father had grown up in Sydney, 

but had moved to Manchester just a few weeks before I was born so my father could take up 

a post-doctoral position there.  At the same time we were grabbling with what it would have 

been like for Maria and James to leave their homes in northern England for Sydney, I was 

hearing my mother’s stories about her experience of doing the reverse — of emigrating from 

Sydney to northern England.  We took a short detour and drove past the hospital where I 

was born, and by an apartment where we had lived.  We visited some of mum’s old friends 

from that era.  These visits, and mum’s stories about how she had experienced the contrast 

between Sydney and Manchester at the time of my birth, gave me an insight into the type of 

people we might have been had Maria and James not been transported two-hundred years 

earlier. 

By the time I had arrived back in Australia I had decided I needed to write a bigger 

story about the movement of my family through space and time, beginning with my convict 
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roots in Maria and James, and ending with myself and my own children.  I still wanted to try 

to crawl inside Maria’s skin, through historical fiction, and deeply explore what Maria’s 

experience of colonial Australia might have been.  Yet I also felt the need to present Maria’s 

story in the context of my own.  When I finally came to put pen to paper, I began not with 

Maria, but with myself.  I began by explaining why I was embarking on this project of 

‘reckoning with the past’ — why I felt the need to understand my newly discovered convict 

roots, and in particular, why I wanted to focus on unearthing Maria’s story.  In other words, I 

began with an autobiographical meta-narrative. 

I was still on well-trodden ground.  Veitch’s Hell Ship and Munro’s The View from 

Castle Rock both start with autobiographical meta-narrative too. 

 

The need to write non-fiction before historical fiction 

When I had set the scene as to my motivations and ancestral connections to Maria, I 

was ready to begin telling her story.  Yet I was frustrated to discover I was still not ready to 

write a fictionalised account of her.  Since my research trip to England my head had been 

swimming with details about the historical context of Maria’s early life, so why was I not yet 

ready to write at least the first part of her story through the genre of historical fiction?  The 

trouble was that my head was swimming.  I needed to make sense of the information I had 

collected, to think through how that historical context would have shaped Maria’s 

experience. 

I began interrogating the mass of information to sketch out the most likely answers to 

those questions.  This type of analysis was a complex task for which my table, now splitting 

at the seams, became woefully insufficient.  I found that this type of analysis could only be 
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satisfactorily performed through narrative — through the construction of a non-fiction 

narrative about Maria’s life. 

 

The evolution of the biographical narrative through the autobiographical 

metanarrative 

I began weaving that biographical narrative about Maria into my autobiographical 

meta-narrative, so that those two different genres of narrative evolved in symbiosis, with 

each narrative both feeding, and being fed by the other.  

The meta-narrative began recounting my research trip to Liverpool, visiting the 

archives, struggling to read and make sense of birth, death and marriage records, scouring 

old maps for Maria’s places, and then trying to find them.  Through this narrative process, 

slowly, painstakingly and uncertainly, Maria’s biography began to evolve.  Let me give you an 

example from my text.  The following sentence is interpreting an archival record and 

concluding that it is probably evidence of the death of Maria’s mother. 

I cannot be sure that this death record relates to Maria’s mother, but there 

is a good chance since there must have been a limited number of widows 

named Ann Dawson in the Parish of St Peter’s at that time. 

This sentence forms part of both the autobiographical meta-narrative of my journey in 

piecing together Maria’s story, but it also forms part of the evolving biographical narrative of 

Maria’s life.  In other words, the presumed death of Maria’s mother becomes one of a series 

of events which are strung together to create the biographical narrative of Maria’s life. 

The process of reflecting upon what Maria’s character might have been, and my 

emotional reaction to that emerging character, also occurs in the overlap between the 

autobiographical and biographical narratives.  Here is another example from my text: 
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Confronting the grit of her childhood, and what it must have cost her to 

survive it, is dissolving any romantic notions about what Maria might have 

been.  By the time she reached adulthood, theft and alcohol may well have 

become her reflex reactions for surviving tough times.  Yet, although I 

recoil from Maria’s smell and lewd jokes, I can see a glint of steel within her 

that excites me.  She was no delicate wall flower.  She had so little to lose 

that she could afford to take exhilarating risks to improve her situation.  

She probably lived on a knife edge, by her street-smarts, unconstrained by 

social niceties.  And she probably lived in the moment, squeezing every 

possible drop of humour and enjoyment from her circumstances and her 

interactions with the people around her, as she would never have expected 

to have much of a future. 

In this paragraph, my speculations about Maria’s character form part of the biographical 

story of Maria’s life that I am constructing.  Yet it is also part of my autobiographical narrative 

because it is showing the process through which I am developing my understanding of who 

Maria was as a person, and the nature of my emotional responses towards her (eg. recoiling 

from some aspects of her but feeling excited by others).  These types of reflections and 

emotional responses are the building blocks through which my sense of intergenerational-

self is gradually reconfigured to accommodate my new understanding of my convict past. 

I have drawn the diagram below to graphically represent this symbiotic relationship 

between the biographical and autobiographical narratives as they begin to evolve in my text.  

The biographical narrative of Maria is entirely encompassed within my autobiographical 

meta-narrative because Maria’s story forms part of that larger narrative.  It is through the 

process of interpretation that the biography is created through narrative — principally 

through the interpretation of archival documents relating to Maria’s life.  My interpretation is 

informed by my understanding of the social and historical context of Maria’s life, but also, 

unavoidably, by my sub-conscious biases and personal experiences.  The autobiographical 
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narrative articulates my process of reckoning with uncertainties to come up with an 

interpretation of what happened to Maria and why. 

Yet the autobiographical narrative does not merely create the biographical narrative 

in a one-way process of cause and effect.  The process is two-way, and therefore symbiotic, 

because the biographical narrative also feeds the autobiographical narrative as it evolves, 

through the process of reflection.  It is principally through my reflections on the evolving 

narrative of Maria’s life that I begin to develop an intellectual understanding of who Maria 

was as a person (and therefore a new understanding of the story of my own becoming).  Yet 

my understanding of Maria that emerges through this process is, so far, very black and white.  

It is principally an understanding of Maria’s external world, rather than her thoughts, feelings 

and motivations, although the example above shows how I begin to speculate about what 

Maria’s state of mind at a particular stage in her life might have been: ‘She probably lived in 

the moment, squeezing every possible drop of humour and enjoyment from her 

circumstances and her interactions with the people around her, as she would never have 

expected to have much of a future.’ 
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Figure 1: Symbiotic relationship between autobiographical and biographical narratives in my text 

 

Decision to incorporate source documents into the text 

I made the decision at an early stage in the writing process to incorporate images of 

the key source documents I was interpreting into the text.  I was conscious that in doing this I 

was departing from normal practice.  In the family history texts analysed above it was not 

unusual for source documents to be quoted in the biographical narratives, or even in the 

autobiographical narratives, but in none of those texts was the narrative regularly 

interrupted with images of the archival documents themselves.  The idea to do this grew out 

of my experience giving my introductory seminar for this masters project.  During the 

seminar I gave a summary of Maria’s life story and the audience listened politely.  It was not 
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until I put this archival document up on the screen that the audience really started to lean in 

and become engaged. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This document records Maria’s death sentence and reveals that other people 

sentenced on the same day as Maria for offences like ‘Highway Robbery’ were in fact 

‘Executed’.  Within seconds of putting this document on the screen the audience was busy 

trying to make out the words that had been written in the columns next to Maria’s name — I 

had to enlarge them on the screen.  Then some members of the audience began trying to 

work out what that scribble next to Maria’s death sentence might mean.  They had rolled up 

their sleeves and were busy doing the messy business of interpretation.  I was stunned.  

Somehow, seeing this photograph of the archival document, with its copper plate 

handwriting, had made Maria real to them.  They could see right there on the page just how 

close she had come to execution.  And they had a sense for the thrill involved in hunting 

down the source documents and piecing them together to construct Maria’s story. 

My learning from that seminar was that the archival documents have the power to 

make readers active participants in the process of reckoning with the uncertainty that is 

inherent in any project of trying to reconstruct the past.  Since my goal in writing Maria’s 

Figure 2: Court record of death sentence for Maria Roberts, National Criminal Register, Lancaster, 
1814 (Source: Lancaster Archives). 
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story was to create a work which provoked a reckoning (both for me as the writer as well as 

for my readers) I decided to construct my work in a way that gave my readers access to the 

source documents.  I knew this would be a challenge in a traditional codex format so my 

original plan was to create my work on an electronic platform as electronic literature.  

Unfortunately, due to my inability to find a user-friendly electronic platform on which to 

create my work, this objective could not be achieved within the timeframe available to this 

masters project.  Having no other option, I persevered in traditional codex format. 

Early in my work I explain to my readers my rationale for incorporating copies of the 

source documents: 

I propose to incorporate into Maria’s story copies of the archival sources I 

have used to piece her story together. Each record provides its own window 

into the past, or, put another way, each record has an aura which is lost in 

translation. Many of the sources are almost illegible, but I include them 

anyway because there is always something that can be gleaned, and 

because the very act of squinting into them provides a metaphor for this 

business of trying to understand the past. And here I find I must shake off 

my rather distant and scholarly tone, because in explaining my desire to 

share my archival sources with you, the reader, I find that it is because I 

want to invite you to participate in the messy, yet fascinating, business of 

interpretation. Perhaps you will notice subtleties that I have not, or read 

some words differently, or even interpret their broader significance 

differently. I invite you to get your fingers dirty too. Since the squinting is 

taxing, and, in many cases I have had the benefit of viewing the originals 

(or at least microfilmed copies of them), I will include my transcription 

below each archival image, and in some cases, a short commentary. If you 

do not wish to partake in the business of squinting into the archival sources, 

I hope that something of the aura of each document can at least be 

conveyed through a passing glance. 
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I found that incorporating images of archival sources into my work had a range of 

consequences.  One consequence is that they interrupt the flow of the narrative.  This has 

the disadvantage of reducing readability, but it also has a range of advantages.  The frequent 

incorporation of source documents early in the work helps build trust with the reader that 

the story of Maria that I am telling is one that I have meticulously pieced together from the 

available sources.  In other words, it is a way of establishing what Gerard Genette calls a 

‘contract of truth’ with the reader (at least as far as my biographical narrative is concerned).  

In a sense it goes even further than that and helps me to establish a contract of 

transparency.  On one level, incorporating source documents gives readers the agency to 

interpret those sources for themselves and critique my interpretations.  On another level, 

even if the reader does not actively engage with a source document that is faded or difficult 

to read, even a fleeting glance serves to highlight the uncertainties inherent in the task of 

reconstructing Maria’s story, and to highlight my commitment to remaining honest (both 

with myself and my reader) about that fact.  Meretoja (2016) perfectly describes the ethics 

of this approach and my reasons for taking it: 

In order to be ethical, narrative understanding should be aware of its own 

interpretative nature, of being only one version, always contestable, 

limited, incomplete and unfinalizable.  Such self-conscious narrative 

understanding could be characterized as an affirmative form of 

simultaneously knowing and not-knowing.  Instead of pursing absolute 

knowledge, it is content with knowing that interpretations are all that we 

have. 

There were times when I felt that incorporating the archival documents into my text, 

and frequently interrupting the flow of the narrative to do so, was unduly affecting the 
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readability of my text.  I longed for the capabilities electronic literature could provide.  For 

the capacity to hyperlink the text to a source document, or even better, to have an icon pop 

up in the margins of the screen to let the reader know the relevant document is available for 

their perusal (with a click) without necessarily interrupting the flow of the text.  In other 

words, I longed for the capacity to let the reader decide for themselves whether to interrupt 

the flow of the text by stopping to read a source document, and for the capacity to let the 

reader decide for themselves which source documents to dip in and out of. 

The diagram below shows how the archival documents fit into the multi-genre 

structure of my text at an early stage in the writing process before fictional narratives began 

being incorporated.  The darkened squares represent the archival documents as revealed in 

my text.  I think of them as archival icebergs in the text as I was only able to incorporate an 

image of the most relevant part/s of those documents.  Sometimes the archival icebergs are 

bigger because I have revealed more, and some are smaller because I have revealed less.  I 

was always aware that, had I been able to hyperlink, the reader would have access to layers 

of information — to the relevant extract from the archival document at the first click, and 

then to the full text of that archival document should they wish to view that extract in the 

context of the full page, or even, the full document.  This is the process that is necessary for 

active interpretation, but I was simply not able to facilitate that full process in a codex 

format. 

As shown in the diagram below, the archival icebergs form part of the biographical 

narrative of Maria’s life.  It is through the interpretation of those documents that her 

biography evolves.  By illustrating the uncertainties inherent in that process of interpretation, 

the insertion of the archival icebergs keeps the reader conscious that the biographical 

narrative that is evolving is merely one possible interpretation of her life. 
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Figure 3: Inter-relationship between autobiography, biography and archival documents at early stage 
of my text. 

 

Exploring the voids beyond the edges of the known through fiction 

Only when I had established my motivations and methodology through the 

autobiographical metanarrative, and Maria’s historical context and early life through 

biography (non-fiction), did I feel ready to start making forays into fiction.  They bubbled into 

my text almost unbidden at points in Maria’s story where I became overwhelmed by 

uncertainty or curiosity about something that was important for me to know, or at least have 

a theory about, before I could move on.  This happened at times when speculating in a non-

fiction voice about the range of possibilities could not identify any clear way forward and I 

felt that the only way for me to proceed was to close my eyes, deeply imagine myself into 

Maria’s skin, and feel my way within the historical landscape I had constructed. 
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In an attempt to describe what I did during these fictional forays I will continue with 

this blindman metaphor.  I began each foray with the fingers of one hand trailing along the 

boundary of the known, while the fingers of the other hand felt their way into the unknown 

and explored the possibilities that existed there.  When I had identified the possibility that 

felt most solid I set off in that direction and let my trailing fingers lose contact with the 

boundary of the known.  With my eyes still metaphorically closed, I explored the range of 

possibilities in that direction with all my remaining senses and let intuition guide me along 

the path which seemed most likely to be the one that Maria would have taken, had she 

travelled in that direction. 

Only when I bumped into the solid boundary of the known on the far side of the void 

did I re-open my eyes, safe in the knowledge that I had found a way across.  Perhaps not the 

most direct way, and certainly not the right way, but the best way that I could manage at that 

time.  I felt free then to move on with Maria’s story, knowing I could always come back and 

explore that void again and try to find a different way across, especially if new archival 

information came to light that lessened the size of the void. 

My fictional forays did not feel optional.  Sometimes it felt like the only way for me to 

navigate my way across large gaps in the external arc of Maria’s story.  And it always felt like 

the only way to meaningfully explore what Maria’s thoughts and feelings (internal landscape) 

may have been in a particular situation, or what her motivations may have been for acting in 

a particular way. In her essay on the role that fiction plays in our understanding of the past, 

Meretoja (2016) contends: 

[I]t is critical for the study of the past world to map past possibilities.  In 

this task the historian needs not only documentation of what we can know 

for certain about that world, but also the capacity to imagine. (at p. 375) 
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The process of imagining through fiction was only a means to an end for me, it was 

not an end in itself.  It was a means for me to construct a bridge from the boundaries of the 

known across a void of unknown so that I could link up with the known again and continue 

Maria’s story on solid ground.  Perhaps unsurprisingly then, an all-encompassing historical 

fiction narrative of Maria did not emerge within my text from the autobiographical and 

biographical foundation I had created.  Instead short fictionalised scenes bubbled into the 

text at points where they seemed necessary, but only in a very clearly delineated way. 

I needed to always remain true to myself, and my reader, about when I was making 

imaginative forays into the unknown.  It was critically important for me that the biographical 

(non-fiction) and fictionalised narratives did not become conflated as I wanted both those 

narratives to operate as separate windows into the past.  I had this sense that the most 

authentic Maria was the one that would emerge as a hologram between those two mirrors 

when they were held in such a way that I could look through both of them at once.  And it 

was important to me that my readers would be able to undertake that same process too.  

That way if they, or I, did not feel that a particular fictional narrative about Maria was 

plausible, her whole story did not fall down like a pack of cards.  It would always be possible 

to pop that fictional bubble and retreat back to the edges of the known to try again.  And I 

would always have the option of simply giving up imagining Maria in that particular context 

and find a way around (rather than across) the void of unknown that was blocking my path. 

Here is a diagram showing the way my text evolved to incorporate all three genres of 

narrative within it.  The purple outer circle represents my autobiographical meta-narrative.  

The blue shape within it represents the biographical narrative of Maria’s life, and the red 

circles represent the fictionalised scenes from her life written in the genre of historical 

fiction.  The boundaries between the biographical and fictional narratives are always distinct, 
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yet both of those narratives form part of the meta-narrative.  Once again, the black squares 

represent the ‘archival icebergs’ in the text which have shaped the biographical narrative.  

The biographical narrative flows around the boundaries of each fictional narrative, because 

those narratives have emerged in symbiosis, with the shape of each of those narratives 

affecting the other.  The shape of the all-encompassing autobiographical narrative is also 

shaped by the non-fictional and fictionalised narratives that are growing within it. 

 

 

Figure 4: Inter-relationship between autobiographical meta-narrative, historical fiction and 

biographical narratives and archival documents in my text. 

 

The symbiotic relationship between the biographical and fictional narratives is best 

illustrated through an example.  I will attempt to do so by explaining the process I went 

through to find a plausible explanation for the ‘gross, violent, and desperate assault’ Maria 

committed in Sydney when she was thirty-nine years of age. 
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Figure 5: Record of Maria’s assault, Sydney Gazette, 22 July 1826, page 3. 

When I found this newspaper report describing that assault early in my research, I 

could not even begin to comprehend what Maria’s motivations might have been.  At that 

stage it would have been pointless to use fiction as a tool for exploring the possibilities 

because I had not yet been through the process of interpretation necessary to understand 

Maria’s circumstances in that time and place.  In other words, I had not yet narrowed the 

spectrum of possibilities by mapping the boundaries between the known and the unknown. 

Once I had done that interpretive work (through the construction of a biographical 

narrative up to that point in Maria’s life), and began exploring Maria’s possible motivations 

through fictional narrative, an interesting thing began to happen.  The imagining undertaken 

through my first draft of fictional narrative opened up a new theory about Maria’s 

relationship with her victim, which led me to follow a new research angle, which led to me 

finding new archival evidence supporting that theory.  This in turn led to a sharpening of the 

biographical narrative, which led to a narrowing of possibilities to explore through the next 

draft of the fictional narrative.  This cycle then repeated itself again by opening up another 

research angle that I had not previously considered which also turned out to be productive.  I 

have decided not to give details about the specifics of those research revelations as I do not 

wish to lessen the impact of this fulcrum point in Maria’s story.  However, this example still 
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serves as an illustration of how the acts of interpretation and imagination, as performed 

through biographical and fictional narrative, fed off each other in a symbiotic way to deepen 

my understanding of Maria’s story.  Here is a diagram graphically representing that process. 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Illustration of one way in which writing fiction reshaped the biographical and 
autobiographical narratives 

 

This diagram illustrates that the development of the autobiographical meta-narrative 

was also being shaped by the interplay between the biographical and fictional narratives.  

Consistently with my hypothesis, my text did evolve through a three-way symbiotic 

interaction between the three genres of narrative — autobiography, biography and historical 

fiction.  I have already explained the symbiotic relationship between my biographical and 

autobiographic narratives, and between my biographical and historical fiction narratives.  Let 

me now close the triangle and explain the symbiotic relationship between my 
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autobiographical and fictional narratives.  How did they each feed the evolution of the 

other? 

In my ‘blindman’ example above, describing the process I went through while writing 

my historical fictional narratives, I explained that I began by keeping the fingers of one hand 

trailing along the boundary of the known while I felt around in the unknown for a possibility 

that felt reasonably solid, and then set off towards it, letting imagination and intuition guide 

me across the void of the unknown.  Yet it was a process of reflection on my own lived 

experience that helped me decide which possibility ‘felt reasonably solid’, and which also 

informed the ‘intuition’ which helped me steer a narrative path across the unknown.  This is 

evident in my text where I am transitioning into my first fictionalised narrative of Maria at 

the time she was orphaned at eight years of age. 

When I close my eyes to imagine eight year old Maria at the time of her 

mother’s death I see the stereotypical waif…I need to find a way in.  I need 

to draw upon my experience of motherhood and eight year old children to 

identify a particular moment when Maria is propelled into action, and to 

probe what her motivations for that action may have been.  I’ll begin by 

imagining that Maria is with her mother in their Chorley Street cellar… 

Maria’s mother is lying, very sick, burning with fever, delirious.  What is her 

mother thinking in her brief moments of clarity?  She is a m-other.  She is 

worried for Maria.  What will happen to Maria if she dies?  She must speak 

to Richard.  She must make him promise to find a way to get Maria into the 

Blue Coat School. 

What is Maria thinking and doing in that room with her sick mother?  Do 

they have a close relationship?  They only have each other now.  I know 

that Maria will go on to name her first-born daughter, Ann, presumably 

after her mother.  It was traditional to do so, but even so, she is unlikely to 

have done that if they’d had a bad relationship.  I’ll presume they have a 
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normal relationship, with its ups and downs, but with plenty of warmth 

and love.  And that means young Maria would be feeling worried and 

helpless and overwhelmed to see her mother so sick.  She wants to help 

her Mama but she doesn’t know how. 

In this way, I use my own experience of motherhood to explore what Maria and her sick 

mother might have been thinking and doing in that cellar until I identify a jumping off point 

for my fictional narrative that feels authentic.  It was not enough to be authentic purely in 

terms of what I knew was going on in Maria’s life at that time, and the broader historical 

context in which she was living, but her fictional story needed to be authentic in a more 

human way too.  Authentic from the perspective of the kinds of things that mothers and 

daughters do, and the kinds of motivations they have for doing those things, and the kinds of 

ways they are feeling as they do them. 

At least at this early point in my text, it is through my autobiographical meta-narrative 

that I do this reflective groundwork that enables my leap into fiction.  In other places the 

process is more sub-conscious and less explicitly spelt out. 

That is an example of how my autobiographical narrative feeds my fictional 

narratives.  Let us consider now how my fictional narratives feed my autobiographical 

narrative.  You will recall that, after their study of family historiographies in Australian 

literature, Barnwell and Cummins (2019) surmised that: 

Imagination, as the primary mode of the fiction writer, becomes acutely 

important in recreating a history that does what the family historiographer 

needs it to do — to give an insight into the feelings, thoughts, and 

motivations of our ancestors. (p. 109 – 110). 

That was true for me too.  Although the overall proportion of fiction to non-fiction in my 

work is relatively small, it felt absolutely essential to my reckoning that I go through that 
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process of imagining myself into Maria’s skin at key points during her life.  That was the only 

means available to me to empathetically explore what it might have felt like to be Maria, and 

what her motivations might have been.  My project was to look under the label of ‘convict’ 

and try to understand Maria as a person.  In my introduction I explain that I was at a point in 

my life when I needed to find a way to crawl out from under the label of ‘mother’ that had 

defined me for years.  I needed to find a way to ‘grow a new skin’, a capacity to see myself in 

more expansive terms.  Bizarrely perhaps, going through the process of unearthing Maria’s 

story felt like a way for me to facilitate my own process of growing a new skin.  In my struggle 

to articulate in my introduction why it was Maria’s story I had chosen to unearth, I explained 

that it was, at least in part: 

because she was a mother that time forgot.  In this humble hiatus when I 

am coming to terms with the fact that I’ll be a mother that time forgets 

too, I feel a connection with all the forgotten mothers that brought me into 

being and a desire to rekindle at least one of their stories. 

In short, developing an empathetic connection with Maria was an essential part of 

my identity reshaping project which, I now know, lay at the very heart of my desire to reckon 

with the past.  The following diagram gives an overview of the way in which the three genres 

of narrative — biography, fiction and autobiography — worked in symbiosis in my process of 

reckoning. 
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Figure 7: Overview of the symbiotic relationship between the three genres of narrative in my text 

 

Once again, my autobiographical meta-narrative is represented by the large purple 

circle that encompasses both of the other types of narratives.  The blue circle represents the 

biographical narrative, and I have simplified the fictional parts of my text into a single red 

circle.  I am suggesting that the biographical narrative is generated primarily through the 

process of interpretation, the historical fiction narratives are generated primarily through the 

process of imagination, and the all-encompassing autobiographical meta-narrative is 

generated primarily through the process of reflection.  Yet all of these processes are inter-

related and no one process can take place properly without interaction with each of the 

others.  This explains both how, and why, the multi-genre structure of my work emerged as a 

necessary by-product of my reckoning process. 
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Bruner counsels that ‘any one story one may tell about anything is better understood 

by considering other ways in which it could be told’.  So let me take his advice now and see if 

I can explain the diagram above in different terms.  Camilla Nelson (2015) explains: ‘History is 

— or, perhaps, ought to be — a struggle with uncertainty’.  This is certainly the case in family 

history projects like mine that attempt to recreate the stories of illiterate women from the 

lowest classes in society who left no record of their thoughts, feelings or motivations behind.  

In my project, interpretation, imagination and reflection were the three analytic processes I 

used to grapple with that uncertainty.  They were the only tools that I had.  All of those tools 

were imperfect, so each time I used one of those tools I had to anchor myself in place with 

the narratives I had constructed using each of the other two tools.  The multi-genre structure 

of my work emerged in this way, because each of the processes of interpretation, 

imagination and reflection is best performed through a different genre of narrative, and I 

needed to find a way do them all together. 

You will recall that the hypotheses that I am exploring through this project were split 

into two parts, with one part exploring the transformative power of family historiography ‘for 

the writer’ and the other part exploring its transformative power ‘for the reader’.  The 

methodology of practice-based research I am currently articulating is particularly well suited 

to exploring the first of those hypotheses, which I expressed in the following terms: 

With respect to its transformative power for the writer, I hypothesize that 

those three genres of narrative have a symbiotic relationship in the 

identity-shaping process of genealogy by allowing the lives of foundational 

ancestors to be mapped (through non-fiction/biography), empathetically 

re-imagined (through fiction), and assimilated into a new sense of our ‘own 

becoming’ and our ‘national becoming’ (through memoir/autobiographical 

meta-narrative). 
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So far in this analysis I have shown how my family historiography was an ‘identity-

shaping’ project for me, and how the three genres of narrative — biography, fiction and 

autobiography/memoir — worked in symbiosis to perform my ‘reckoning’.  The ‘Afterword’ of 

my text reflects in detail on the transformative effect that writing my family historiography 

had for me, as the writer.  It explains how this process allowed me to think about the past, 

and my relationship to it, in new ways.  To use Barnwell and Cummins’ terminology, my 

Afterword explains how that process enabled me to ‘write rich genealogical lines onto the 

map of Australian history and reimagine landscapes I thought I knew well’ (p. 114).  I will not 

repeat myself here on that topic. 

 

Creating space for reckoning by the reader 

I will move on now to consider what insights my practice-based research has for the 

second part of my hypothesis, about the transformative power of family historiography for 

the reader.  You will recall that I expressed that part of my hypothesis in the following terms: 

With respect to its transformative power for the reader, I hypothesize that 

works which explore an early-colonial family history through the co-

presentation of narratives in the genres of biography, historical fiction and 

memoir give agency to the reader to participate in the task of reckoning 

with the past for themselves by foregrounding the uncertainties and 

subjectivities inherent in the writer’s reckoning process.  In so doing, this 

structure gives agency to the reader to evaluate the historical authenticity 

of the writer’s narratives of early colonial history, and to consider other 

possible interpretations — a process which necessarily involves questioning 

their own mythologies about the past at points of intersection and 

inconsistency. 
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Here I am on dangerous ground, because as the writer of my family historiography I 

cannot see my text clearly from the perspective of a reader.  So I am going to begin this part 

of my analysis by using the work of a visual artist as evidence to support my hypothesis 

above.  That is, to illustrate how works which explore an early-colonial family history through 

a multi-genre co-presentation give agency to the reader/viewer to participate in the task of 

reckoning by foregrounding the uncertainties and subjectivities inherent in the reckoning 

process.  I will then move on to explain how I struggled to try to achieve that outcome for the 

reader through the structure of my text, without unduly compromising its readability. 

 

How Goodchild-Cuffley’s Maria Roberts Series creates space for reckoning 

During my process of researching the life of Maria Roberts I stumbled across the work 

of another of Maria’s descendants, Janet Goodchild-Cuffley.  Goodchild-Cuffley has also 

researched Maria’s story and has produced a series of artworks titled the Maria Roberts 

Series which she has published on her website.  When I encountered Goodchild-Cuffley’s 

work I found resonances between her approach and my own.  Even though Goodchild-

Cuffley’s process of reckoning has been performed primarily through the medium of visual 

art rather than writing, it supports my hypothesis that reckoning with a distant ancestral past 

is a process which is best performed through the construction, and layering, of biographical, 

fictional and autobiographical narratives.  It also demonstrates how works which are 

constructed through a co-presentation, or layering, of those different genres of narrative can 

empower viewers/readers to become active participants in the process of reckoning with the 

past. 
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In her Maria Roberts Series of paintings, Goodchild-Cuffley incorporates a 

biographical narrative about Maria Roberts by presenting her paintings alongside the 

following textual narrative about Maria’s life: 

In March 1814, Maria Roberts of Liverpool was convicted and sentenced to 

hang for the crime of stealing a skein of lace and a spool of ribbon. She was 

27 years of age. In May her sentence was commuted to transportation for 

life. She was parted from her husband Robert Roberts and their two 

children, Robert and Ann, and sailed from England on the Northampton to 

the colony of New South Wales on the 1st of January 1815.  

Arriving at Port Jackson in June, Maria was transferred to the Female 

Factory at Parramatta…. 

She goes on for a few more paragraphs to summarise the rest of Maria’s life. 

Goodchild-Cuffley builds on this short biographical narrative through her artworks 

which each incorporate additional biographical details of Maria’s story.  As will be seen 

below, many of these details are highlighted as factual by the brief explanatory text which 

accompanies each painting. 

Goodchild-Cuffley also incorporates imagined narratives about Maria into her 

artwork.  For example, many of the paintings in the series depict what it might have felt like 

to be Maria at different points in her life.  The painting titled Convict Dreams of a Lost Child 

depicts a sleeping middle-aged Maria, with a pained expression, dreaming of one of her lost 

English children.  The text accompanying this painting explains: ‘Her transportation separated 

Maria from her two Liverpool-born children, and as far as is known she was never to see 

them again.’ 
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Through this painting, Goodchild-Cuffley builds on this biographical detail about 

separation to present an imagined narrative about the emotional cost for Maria of that born 

separation.  The visually presented narrative is that Maria mourned the loss of her English 

children so deeply that they continued to haunt her dreams well into middle-age.  

Goodchild-Cuffley’s textual explanation that ‘[a]s far as is known [Maria] was never to see 

[those children] again’ reveals that in this painting Goodchild-Cuffley is imagining beyond the 

limits of what is known.  

 

Figure 8: Convict Dreams of Lost Child by Janet Goodchild-Cuffley from her Maria Roberts Series, 
(Source: http://www.goodchild-cuffley.castlemaine.net/Maria1.html, Accessed 23 June 2017). 

 

http://www.goodchild-cuffley.castlemaine.net/Maria1.html
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Goodchild-Cuffley also incorporates an autobiographical meta-narrative into the 

‘Maria Robert Series’.  At the end of the biographical summary of the life of Maria Roberts 

the reader is informed of Goodchild-Cuffley’s ancestral connection — ‘Janet Goodchild-

Goodchild-Cuffley is the great-great-great granddaughter of Maria Roberts and James Briley, 

descended through their eldest son, Joseph.’  This autobiographical meta-narrative is 

extended through some of the paintings and their explanatory text, which gives insights into 

Goodchild-Cuffley’s experience in reckoning with her ancestral connection to Maria.  

Take, for example, the following painting titled ‘The Knowable Unknown’. 

 

Figure 9: The Knowable Unknown by Janet Goodchild-Cuffley from her Maria Roberts Series 

 (Source: http://www.goodchild-cuffley.castlemaine.net/Maria1.html, Accessed 23 June 2017). 

http://www.goodchild-cuffley.castlemaine.net/Maria1.html
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This painting, and the accompanying commentary, reveals how Goodchild-Cuffley has 

struggled with the uncertainties inherent in the process of trying to unearth Maria’s story.  

The accompanying commentary reads: 

This painting references the postmodern position that we cannot truly 

know the past. Convict records show Maria's height, eye-colour and hair 

colour. But they do not show us her physical features, nor is there any 

record left of her personal feelings or thoughts. Yet something of her blood 

runs through the veins of her descendants. This is intimate, inexpressible 

knowing. 

It strikes me that it is through her explicit layering of biographical, fictional (imagined) 

and autobiographical narratives in her work that Goodchild-Cuffley creates the space for the 

viewer to become an active participant in the process of reckoning with the past. The 

boundaries between those different layers of narrative are rendered explicit by giving the 

viewer the information required to deconstruct each painting into its non-fictional, and 

imagined components, and as well as insights into the artist’s metanarrative – her 

motivations for undertaking the project, her feelings of connection to Maria, and her 21st 

century world view.  In this way the viewer is given agency to consider whether the non-

fictional components of Maria’s story have been accurately represented in the paintings, 

whether the imagined components are plausible, and how Goodchild-Cuffley’s experience 

and perspective has shaped her portrayal of Maria’s story.  It is by empowering the viewer to 

engage in such deconstructing and questioning that the viewer is encouraged to become an 

active participant in the reckoning process.  I do not know whether Goodchild-Cuffley 

consciously set out to empower her viewers to be active participants in this way, or whether 

this effect was simply a by-product of her own process of reckoning. 
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How I strived to give the reader space for reckoning 

I was convinced that the way to leave room for the reader to participate in their own 

process of reckoning was to maintain transparency and separation between the three 

different genres of narrative in my work, so that the reader could see for themselves how the 

reckoning was occurring through the separate, but inter-related, processes of reflection, 

interpretation and imagination.  It was necessary to do this to stay honest with both myself 

and my reader about the uncertainties inherent in the process.  However, I found there was a 

constant tension between transparency and readability, and I experimented with a range of 

different techniques to try to resolve this tension in an acceptable and workable way. 

 

Managing the transitions between biography, fiction and autobiography/memoir 

When I first discovered my need to write in the three different genres to undertake 

my reckoning process I toyed with the idea of simply writing three separate narratives.  First 

the biography, then the historical fiction and then the memoir.  However, as will be apparent 

from the discussion above, I found I could not do this because the biographical, fictional and 

autobiographical narratives all needed to evolve in symbiosis with each other.  Like an 

abseiler descending a rock-face whilst anchored to three different anchor points through 

three different ropes, I needed to find a way of writing that allowed me to keep enough 

tension on all three of those ropes at all times so I did not drift dangerously off course.  I felt I 

had no choice but to create a text that interwove, or at least, interlayered, the three different 

narratives.  Yet this approach created practical challenges. 

The first challenge was that I felt I needed to use different voices for the different 

types of narratives and, at least initially, it felt very unwieldy and clunky transitioning from 

one narrative voice to the other.  For example, I felt that the voice I used for my biographical 
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narrative, when I was considering Maria’s life in its historical context in an objective type of 

way, needed to be a more distant and scholarly voice than the more intimate and informal 

voice which I needed for the autobiographical narrative.  And yet, as I progressed, I found 

that those two narratives became so intricately plaited together that at the level of individual 

sentences it was sometimes impossible to tell whether they formed part of the 

autobiographical narrative or the biographical narrative — at times, they clearly formed part 

of both.  So in the end, rather than having a distinct divide between the distant/scholarly 

voice of biography and the intimate/informal voice of autobiography, like the volume in a 

piece of classical music, I had to find a way of transitioning as gradually and gracefully as 

possible from one voice to the other as the circumstances seemed to demand.  It was 

something that I developed more of a feel for as the text progressed.  Yet once I had 

developed the means to manage more graceful transitions between the three genres I 

resisted the urge to go back and smooth over the clunky transitions at the beginning because 

they seemed necessary.  That process of moving from clunky to smooth was not just part of 

my own process for learning how to manage the transitions, it seemed a necessary way of 

teaching the reader how to manage the transitions as well. 

Let me illustrate this by showing the stark contrast between the way that I manage 

the transitions between the three genres in Part 1 Chapter 1, compared to the way I manage 

the transitions in the opening passages of Part 2.  Chapter 1 starts in quite an objective and 

scholarly ‘biography voice’: 

The story of Maria Roberts is as old and as young as colonial Australia.  She 

was born in the same year that the First Fleet set sail from England to settle 

‘the land beyond the seas’ — in the year 1787. 



103 
 

The transition to the first substantial reintroduction of autobiography (after the Introduction) 

is flagged with the heading ‘Searching for Pemberton Alley’, and describes my experience 

searching for Maria’s roots in Liverpool with my mother.  After making this genre transition I 

recall feeling conflicted about how I should refer to my mother.  She was ‘Mum’ to me, and it 

felt awkward and somehow inauthentic to refer to her in any other terms in my 

autobiographical narrative.  And yet, I felt I needed to ease the transition from the scholarly 

voice of biography to the more informal voice of autobiography by calling her ‘mother’, at 

least initially.  Accordingly, the first lines of this new section of autobiographical narrative 

read: ‘In September 2017 I travelled to Liverpool to dig deeper into Maria’s early life there.  

My mother, my co-conspirator in such diggings, met me there to join in.’  By chapter 3, I’m 

calling her ‘Mum’. 

In Chapter 1, the transition into and out of my first foray into fiction is also managed 

in a very careful, self-conscious and explicit way.  For all the reasons previously mentioned, it 

was important to me to be explicit in the text about the transition points between non-

fiction and fiction.  My primary goal was to unearth the story of the real Maria, as faithfully 

as I could, and that meant keeping separate, in my own mind and in the mind of my reader, 

the parts of her story that were based on archival evidence and the parts that had been 

embroidered through imagination. I felt that the embroidered parts must always be capable 

of being unpicked and reworked, by myself or others, without losing the non-fiction 

foundation on which they grew.  I initiated this first transition through my autobiographical 

meta-narrative to make explicit not just the fact that I was about to move into fiction, but the 

reasons why, and the challenges I faced in doing so: 

All this digging and squinting and speculating brings me to a precipice of 

possibilities about Maria’s circumstances and character at this formative 
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time her life.  I have three options.  I can keep staring off this precipice 

surveying the spectrum of possibilities. I can move along.  Or I can jump off 

into fiction and try rendering her in flesh and blood.  When I close my eyes 

to imagine eight year old Maria at the time of her mother’s death I see the 

stereotypical waif.  The poor little match girl.  But I’ll try setting her in 

motion within her historical context and see if I can end up with a young 

Maria that feels more authentic.  More in keeping with the woman I know 

she will become. 

As outlined earlier, I then went on to explicitly describe, through the autobiographical 

metanarrative, the process I went through in drawing upon my own experience of 

motherhood to find a jumping-off point for my fictionalised piece that felt authentic. 

Now that I have given an overview of the way I managed these genre transitions in Part 1, 

Chapter 1, I will contrast the more fluid way I could manage these transitions by the opening 

of Part 2.  I need to include a lengthy quote from my Part 2 text here to show how, within the 

space of a few paragraphs I could move relatively seamlessly in an out of all three genres of 

narrative. 

If Maria and her fellow convicts had anticipated a prompt disembarkation 

from the Northampton following their arrival in Port Jackson, they must 

have been sorely frustrated.  They waited for three days before officials 

came on board the ship to ‘muster’ them, and then they waited another 

two days to be dispatched to their various destinations in the Colony.2 

To my modern Australian sensibilities, the word ‘muster’ evokes images of 

men on horseback rounding up cattle in the dusty outback.  Evidently, 

before we mustered cattle, we mustered convicts.  The muster that took 

place on board the Northampton in Port Jackson on 21 June 1815 was the 

first of many musters for Maria in the Colony of New South Wales.  I 

 
2 Joseph Arnold — Journals, 1810-1815, State Library of New South Wales, entries dated June 

21 and 23 June. 
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suppose I should be grateful. Were it not for those musters I would know 

much less about Maria’s movements in the Colony, for the tools of those 

musters were not stockwhips, but paper and quill.  It was at this first 

muster that the convict indent extracted earlier was created. 

I imagine a jacketed official sitting at a desk on board the Northampton, 

shewing a fly away from the wet ink on his ledger.  Another official barks 

orders at a group of bedraggled convicts to form an orderly line in front of 

the desk.  Maria takes her place in line amongst her messmates from 

Lancaster, with the two Janes in front of her and Ann Downs just behind.  

She and the Janes have resolved to give their calling as servants in the hope 

of being assigned quickly into domestic service.  Maria shuts her eyes 

against the glare of the sun and makes a silent prayer that the three of 

them will be assigned out together.  If only Ann would give her calling as a 

servant too.  Robert is whining again.  Maria glances back to see him 

struggling to pull free from Rachel’s grip, no doubt trying to get back to his 

game on the ladder.  “In line!” barks the overseer with a glare at Robert, 

and the boy shrinks back against Rachel’s legs, eyes wide above his 

streaming nostrils. 

By the time of their arrival in Port Jackson, it had been over a year since 

Maria and the two Janes were sentenced to death together in the dock at 

Lancaster Castle.  They had been through so much together in that time — 

the nervous wait for the hangman’s noose, news that their sentences had 

been commuted to transportation, the overland trip from Lancaster to 

London in a police wagon, the horrors of Newgate prison, and then the 

long trip across the globe below the decks of the Northhampton.  It was in 

Port Jackson that they finally parted ways. 

In this extract I flit between biography (in the first paragraph), autobiographical meta-

narrative (in the second paragraph), historical fiction (in the third paragraph), and then back 

to biography again in the forth paragraph. By this point in my text these genre transitions 
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were happening almost subconsciously, so I need to think carefully about them now to 

unpick the mechanics. 

I suspect that my capacity to manage these more nimble transitions, without 

compromising transparency, was only possible because of the groundwork I had done earlier 

in the text.  By groundwork I am referring to the strong contract of transparency I had 

already established with the reader, the reader’s familiarity with the way I was intertwining 

different genres of narrative to tell Maria’s story, and the reader’s familiarity with subtle 

transitional cues for the leaps into and out of fiction. 

For example, the transition between biography and autobiographical meta-narrative 

in the extract above did not need to involve the shifting between formal and informal tone 

that I struggled with in Chapter 1, because by Part 2 I had established a relationship with my 

reader.  I worked hard at the beginning of the text to demonstrate that the 

biographical/historical assertions I was making about Maria in the non-fiction narratives 

were based on a depth of archival and historical research.  One of the techniques I used to 

communicate to the reader the seriousness with which I approached the archival/historical 

research aspect of my project (in addition to all the footnotes and the incorporation of 

archival materials) was to use a relatively formal scholarly sort of voice.  However, by the 

time I got to Part 2 I felt the reader understood the approach I was taking and there was no 

need to be burdened with the scholarly voice anymore.  Adopting a more informal 

conversational voice made it much easier to transition back and forth between biographical 

assertions/interpretations and my personal reflections on them. 

Similarly, I felt comfortable making the nimble transitions in and out of fiction in the 

excerpt above because I was confident that my reader would be able to recognize when I was 

going into fiction and when I was not, and I felt that the reader understood the transparency 
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contract by then.  They understood that I would never pretend that something I had 

imagined was non-fiction.  In the excerpt above I cued my transition into fiction by beginning 

with ‘I imagine…’ and by immediately changing to present tense.  The transition back into 

non-fiction is cued by my change back into past tense, by zooming back out to big-picture 

subject matter, and by adopting more of a ‘telling rather than showing’ writing style. 

 

Different ways of marking the boundaries between the known and the imagined 

As my text progressed, and I crossed over from the story of Maria Roberts to the 

story of James Brierley, I began experimenting with new ways of delineating the edges 

between the known and the imagined.  James Brierley is another convict ancestor of mine.  

He became Maria’s partner in the Colony of New South Wales and I am descended from one 

of their children.  It was my original intention to incorporate his story into my family 

historiography, however at a late stage I had to cut his story out due to space and thematic 

considerations.  At my supervisor’s suggestion, I have included his story as an Appendix to 

this thesis because my most innovative experimentation with different methodologies to 

mark the boundaries between fact and fiction are found within that text.  I will briefly refer 

to that experimentation here because it highlights some other ways that the tension 

between transparency and readability can be managed within a work of family 

historiography, so that the reader is given the agency to reckon with the past for themselves. 

I was unable to experiment with the boundaries between fact and fiction in the same 

way within the confines of Maria’s story because the experimental techniques I used in 

James’s story relied upon the availability of a wealth of archival material about the offence 

for which James was transported, which simply was not available for Maria. 
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There was a depth of archival material about James’s offence because he was 

transported for his involvement in the Luddite uprising in northern England in 1811 – 12, and 

that uprising had been the subject of intense public interest at the time.  The archival 

evidence about the events which unfolded on the night of James Brierley’s alleged offence 

was so rich, with so many eye-witness accounts of those events, that the edges between the 

known and unknown became crumbly.  The eye-witness accounts conflicted with each other 

on key details.  In shaping the edges of the void into which I bubbled my fictional recreation 

of the night of James’s offence, I needed to make choices about which eye-witness accounts I 

would believe and which I would discount.  This task was so complex that I could not possibly 

render that decision-making process explicit through my autobiographical meta-narrative 

without making it unreadable.  Instead, I experimented with ways of marking those 

boundaries between fact and fiction within the fictional story itself. 

 

Using footnotes in a fictionalised narrative 

First I tried inserting footnotes into my fictional story so I could make clear to the 

reader which eye-witness accounts were being used as a basis for each aspect of the story.  

However, while I was footnoting I was wishing there was a better way.  I had to keep thinking 

about the aesthetics of my footnotes in a way that did not trouble me when I was writing 

non-fiction.  I struggled to get the balance right between the amount of detail to include in 

the footnotes to remain transparent, without swamping the story with them.  The result was 

unwieldy and unsatisfying, with all the disadvantages that Gerard Genette (1987, p. 328) 

attributes to this form of para-text — the footnotes were ‘impairments’ to the ‘aesthetic of 

discourse’, a profusion of ‘lumpish or confusion-generating hernias’ which prevented the 

fiction from bubbling into the void of possibilities in the ephemeral way that it should. 
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Co-presenting a fictionalised narrative alongside eye-witness reports 

Dissatisfied with the footnotes, I struggled to find a way of co-presenting the 

conflicting eye-witness accounts alongside my fictionalised story so the reader could deduce 

for themselves the choices I had made in constructing the story.  First, I tried embedding 

quotations from the various eye-witness accounts in text boxes in the margins of my story, 

but the quotations felt too clinical and disembodied when presented in that way and the 

aesthetics were still wrong — they were still lumpish hernias. 

I struggled to achieve an effect that was closer to my vision of an electronic text 

where images of the original eye-witness records popped up in the margins as the story was 

read. I settled on a structure where the text of my fictional story flowed like a river between 

images of relevant parts of the eye-witness records, which were positioned in the margins at 

points of intersection between their words, and mine.  Sometimes my story echoed the form 

or substance of the eyewitness accounts in the margins, at other times it did not. The images 

from the records are hand-written and I chose not to transcribe them for the reader, wanting 

the reader to squint into them to make out the words, as I had done, and wonder about who 

had written those words, and about the reliability of the testimony that was being 

transcribed. 

I constructed the story so that the reliability of the testimony discovered in the 

eyewitness testimony in the margins was critical in the broader context of the story of James 

Brierley.  He was alleged to have been a member of a Luddite ‘mob’ who forced a suspected 

spy to swear an illegal oath of allegiance to the Luddite cause.  In my fictionalised story, the 

Luddite mob was marching across the northern English moors towards a cotton mill with the 

intention of burning it down.  I tell the story from the perspective of one of my ancestor’s co-
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accused, John Heys, on the basis of a written statement he made a few months after he was 

acquitted.  The archival materials do not contain any statement by my ancestor, James 

Brierley, and I make no reference to him in my fictionalised story.  However, the testimony on 

which he was convicted appears in the margins of the story.  I leave it to the reader to 

discover that testimony in the margins for themselves, and to question, as I have done, 

whether that testimony was reliable. 

After this fictional story finishes, the biographical narrative of James Brierley 

continues to unfold.  The reader is given additional information with which to judge the 

reliability of the evidence on which James Brierley and some of his co-accused were 

convicted, and with which to question who the real villains were. 

I understand that my examiners will be unable to read the entire story of James 

Brierley at in the Appendix, however they may wish to consider reading the fictionalised 

story referred to above at pp. 312 – 314.  That story provides an example of a different way 

in which a space for reckoning can be created for the reader in situations where there is a 

rich array of archival material available about a significant event. 

 

The price of blending fact and fiction when reconstructing the past 

When reconstructing an uncertain past it is tempting to abandon transparency and 

blend the known and the imagined into a single narrative (as Grenville and Haley have done), 

because this is a means of building a satisfyingly detailed view of the past and an illusion of 

understanding.  Blending fact and fiction glosses over the uncomfortable and tedious 

struggle with uncertainty that is inherent in the reckoning process.  Yet the price of a blended 

narrative which loses the distinction between the known and the imagined, is that the 

narrative becomes a static story of the past — it no longer froths and bubbles with other 
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potential interpretations and imagined possibilities.  In short, the price of blending is to 

create a new mythology about the past. 

In my text I explore whether there is a way to reckon with the past without creating a 

new mythology.  I explore whether narrative can be used as a tool for delineating the 

crumbly boundaries of the known past, and exploring possibilities in the voids of the 

unknown (through fiction), but all within a single work that maintains cognizance of the 

limitations of interpretation and imagination and remains alive to other potential 

interpretations and imagined possibilities. 

 

How my autobiographical meta-narrative gives the reader space for reckoning 

By wrapping the biographical and imagined narratives of my ancestral past in an 

autobiographical metanarrative about my research journey, I improve the transparency of 

the text for the reader in two important ways.  I show how those narratives were shaped by 

me, and I show how I was shaped by those narratives. 

In doing that first thing — showing how those narratives were shaped by me — I 

reveal my presence in those ancestral narratives by revealing my motivations, my prejudices, 

my research methodology, my interpretations of that research, and my emotional and 

intellectual response to the ancestral stories as they unfurled.  By revealing these things, the 

reader is given the agency to evaluate the validity of my methodology and interpretations 

and the authenticity of my emotional responses and reflections.  In this way the reader is 

given the agency to evaluate the overall validity and authenticity of my reconstruction of the 

past. 

In doing that second thing —by showing how the process of reconstructing Maria’s 

story has changed me— I reveal how our mythologies of the past shape the way we think 



112 
 

about ourselves in the present.  In this way, the autobiographical metanarrative invites the 

reader to question their own mythologies about the past and to consider how those 

mythologies may be colouring their view of the present.  By their very nature, many of my 

mythologies will be shared by others from my nation or sub-culture.  They are the stuff from 

which national identity it made.  So in challenging my mythologies of the past, my work is 

likely to also be challenging some mythologies that are shared by my readers and prompting 

them to question those mythologies too. 
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CONCLUSION 

Through my two-step methodology of exploring my hypotheses through textual 

analysis and practice-based research, I have come up with a number of conclusions about 

the unique, essential and symbiotic roles played by each of the three genres of narrative 

(biography, historical fiction and memoir) in the process of reckoning with a long forgotten 

early colonial past.  I am cautious about over-generalizing these conclusions so I will frame 

them as explanations of my own process of reckoning, through the creation of my family 

historiography.  However, my textual analysis gives me confidence that at least some of these 

conclusions may be applicable more generally to the process of reckoning undertaken by 

others. 

My first conclusion is that my process of reckoning involved three essential tasks:  

(i) interpreting archival and historical sources to map out what could be known 

about the life of my convict ancestors, 

(ii) imagining beyond the boundaries of the known to explore what it might have 

felt like to live those lives and the extent to which their lives were shaped by 

free will as opposed to luck and historical forces; and  

(iii) reflecting on the legacy of those ancestral lives, and the historical forces that 

shaped them, within the broader story of my own becoming. 

My second conclusion is that each of those tasks of (i) interpretation, (ii) imagination, 

and (iii) reflection were so complex that they need to be performed through narrative, and 

that no one single genre of narrative could perform them all.  Biography emerged as the 

genre best suited to performing the task of interpretation; historical fiction emerged as the 

genre best suited to performing the task of imagination; and memoir (in the form of an auto-

biographical meta-narrative of my research journey) emerged as the genre best suited to 
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performing the task of reflection.  In my experience, narratives in each of those three genres 

developed in symbiosis with each other through the process of reckoning, with each of those 

narratives providing necessary context for the development of each of the others.  In this 

way, a multi-layered narrative structure incorporating memoir, and biographical (non-fiction) 

and fictionalised narratives emerged as a necessary by-product of my process of reckoning. 

My third conclusion is that the effect of the multi-layered narrative structure of my 

work (incorporating archival documents, biography, historical fiction and memoir, but always 

maintaining clear boundaries between the known and unknown) keeps transparent for the 

reader the layers of research, interpretation, imagination and reflection through which my 

reckoning has occurred.  This gives the reader the agency to deconstruct the text, critique 

the historical authenticity of my narratives of my ancestral past, and actively engage in the 

essential components of reckoning (interpretation, imagination and reflection) for 

themselves. 

My fourth conclusion is that the task of reckoning with the long forgotten early 

colonial past, and with the uncertainties inherent in it, was often tedious and difficult and 

that it was challenging to construct a text in traditional codex format that gave the reader 

agency to participate in that process without compromising the readability of the text.  The 

tension between transparency and readability was difficult to resolve, and I believe that type 

of tension could best be resolved by making the leap into electronic literature. 

 

Future directions 

My original intention was to construct my text on an electronic platform, however, as 

I have explained, that goal was not able to be realised within the scope of this masters 

project due to my inability to identify an appropriate electronic platform within the 
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timeframe available.  However, I believe that electronic platforms have the potential to 

resolve the tension between transparency and readability by allowing different readers to 

experience the work, and engage with it, in a variety of different ways depending on their 

interest and motivations.  The different layers of narrative could potentially be switched on, 

or switched off, depending on the type of audience or the preference of the reader. 

For example, the fictionalised narrative about the night of James Brierley’s alleged 

offence (in Appendix pp. 312 – 314) could be read with, or without, the extracts from eye-

witness source documents popping up in the margins. The extracts from the eye-witness 

source documents could be linked to full versions of those source documents so that the 

reader is easily able to dig deeper into the sources should they wish to do so. 

There would also be scope for the work to be constructed so that the different layers 

of narrative are interwoven through optional hyperlinks so the reader has the choice of 

reading only a single layer of narrative (ie. the biography, or the historical fiction or the 

memoir), or skipping between the different layers of narrative that make up the whole. 

Constructing family historiographies on an electronic platform also paves the way for 

such works not just to give agency to readers to participate in the process of reckoning with 

the past, but to actually participate in that process.  Electronic works could be published in 

ways that enable them to collaboratively evolve through the active participation of an ever 

evolving community of readers in the processes of interpretation, imagination and reflection.  

This could be managed in more or less controlled ways. 

For example, I could publish my work as an electronic wiki, but maintain ultimate 

control over the changes that are made, so that other participants can propose changes but I 

am the gatekeeper who decides whether those changes are incorporated.  One 

reader/participant might suggest incorporating into the text a new archival document that 
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has come to light and make proposed amendments to the narratives to take account of the 

new insights that the document brings.  As the gatekeeper I could decide whether or not to 

accept those changes. 

Another participant might point out that I have incorrectly interpreted an archival 

document, for instance, by misreading one of the critical words, and make suggestions for 

changes the text to reflect this new interpretation.  Another participant might decide a 

particular fictionalised narrative of mine is inauthentic and have a go at reimagining Maria’s 

motivations and feelings in a different way by creating their own version of that fictional 

story.  As the gatekeeper, I could then decide whether to exchange their fictionalisation for 

mine, or whether to redraft my own fictionalisation to take into account the suggestions and 

insights made by the other person.  Another participant might want to add a hyperlink from 

my autobiographical reflections on Maria’s story, to a personal reflection of their own.  There 

could also be a mechanism for acknowledging the co-contributors/co-authors of the evolving 

text. 

By using an electronic platform in this way, a family historiography such as my own 

could become both an evolving site of collective reckoning into a shared past, and an 

evolving site for mirroring what the insights from individual reckonings have been.  It is in 

that way that I believe the emerging new genre of family historiography could fully realise its 

transformative potential. 
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Our sense of self is constructed from both personal history and the social cultural history in 

which our personal history is embedded…Family stories…and stories of previous 

generations…create meaning beyond the individual, to include a sense of self through 

historical time. 

Fivush, Bohanek & Duke, 2008 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The act of writing a family history can be a process of self-discovery, but the outward 

ripples of this reckoning…is equally powerful as a postcolonial process…for 

creating…‘a new sense of national becoming’… 

Barnwell & Cummins, 2019, quoting Graeme Davison, 2000. 
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Introduction 

Mother. M–other. As I struggle to explain my desire to unearth Maria’s story, that word gets 

stuck in my throat. It strikes me that most of the word ‘mother’ is ‘other’ and how entirely 

appropriate that is. The transition into motherhood involves incubating an other inside of 

yourself until it bursts out from under your skin. The cord is cut and the new being takes its 

first breath, miraculously becoming whole and complete. And yet the being from which it 

bursts is irreparably changed by the process, no longer a self-contained ‘me’ but tethered, 

forever, a ‘m–other’. 

Upon waking to my first morning of motherhood and looking over to the tiny pink being in the 

hospital cot beside me, I felt an emotion I had never anticipated. Fear. The euphoric joy and 

love of the night before had been all-consuming, and, frankly, expected. But by that next 

morning the euphoria had ebbed away. The mother-love and joy were still there but it was not 

light and carefree, like the loves and joys I had carried before. It was so heavy I could barely 

breathe. As my baby startled herself awake and unfurled her tiny fingers I realised her fate was 

inextricably linked to mine. Like voodoo magic, I would share her joys and her sufferings, 

perhaps even experience them two-fold. If anything terrible should ever happen to her the 

double-burden of grief and guilt would consume me. I felt so vulnerable. As if, in birthing her, 

I had lost my own skin. 

Writing this, I was reminded of a poem I had written years before when the taste of motherhood 

was still fresh on my tongue, or rather, its sleeplessness was still apparent in the droop of my 

eyelids. After much riffling through my drawer of old writing notebooks, I found it. A dog-

eared hand-written draft. In amongst the crossed out words and notes in the margin it read: 

 

You bubbled from me 

With downy fontenelle 

Bobbed free on the breeze 

And tethered me 
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The sound of your mewing 

Tugs milk from my breast 

I dare not sleep —  

Who’ll check the rise of your chest? 

 

Warm fisted and velvet tongued 

You suck me into your three-hourly orbit 

Tugging me loose from the sun and the moon 

Into our own galaxy 

Our own Milky Way. 

 

Re-reading that poem now I am struck by the intimacy and tenderness with which I described 

my tethering. That fear, which I recall so clearly, is a mere brush stroke — ‘I dare not sleep — 

who’ll check the rise of your chest?’ The poem suggests that it was with a joyful, heady 

resignation that I was sucked into that Milky Way. I was sucked in so completely that I find it 

difficult, even now my youngest is ten, to remember the ‘me’ I was before. I’m still trying to 

grow a new skin. Trying to find a way to co-exist within my tight mother orbit of mundane but 

important things — of making school lunches and driving kids to violin lessons and helping 

with homework — whilst also redefining my public orbit. I sift through those shards of career 

ambition with which I was going to contribute to the world at large, and wonder if that public 

orbit is lost to me now, whether my momentum has slowed so much I’ll never be able to jump 

back on. 
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When I left that public orbit I was flying so fast. I was a thirty-something law graduate with 

ten years work experience in the public sector and referees willing to sing my praises. New 

possibilities, new opportunities, were always dancing in my peripheral vision. But now I’m a 

m–other. A 40-something part-timer. My referees can’t remember the ‘me’ I used to be. And 

job opportunities I used to take for granted…well, now I wouldn’t even get an interview. 

Returning from maternity leave as a part-timer, I began rotating around my Department ‘at 

level’. When I got bored, I moved sideways. A couple of times I increased my work days from 

three to four days a week so I could take on a management position. But I found myself trapped 

in a guilt sandwich. Not enough time for the job — for my ‘team’ — and not enough time for 

my family — for my kids. So I’d ask to have my old role back at three days a week and keep 

moving sideways. 

It came as a surprise to me that the worst bosses for mothers working part-time were other 

women. Women that had made different life choices. Some were older women who had chosen 

a career over a family and never had any children. One of them told me I couldn’t expect to 

have it all. Others were women of my own age, with kids the same age or younger than mine, 

who had chosen to work full-time. During a performance review I asked one such manager 

whether she disliked part-timers. Put on the spot, she protested her innocence, but called me 

into her office the following day to admit that every time I clocked off on my short days to pick 

up my kids from school I made her feel like a bad mother. She was in a guilt sandwich too. 

I watched the young graduates I had supervised and mentored in past years climb up through 

the management ranks and I reminded myself that I had made a choice to be there for my kids. 

My professional life stagnated. The economy was in decline and my department was offering 

its second round of voluntary redundancies. After much agonising, I threw away my old career 

with its good pay and entitlements. It was time to stop trying to fit into my old skin and give 

myself room to grow a new one. 

Bizarrely perhaps, I decided the first step on that journey was to research and write the story 

of a convict mother I had found buried deep within my bloodlines. Why? In part, it was because 

she was a mother that time forgot. In this humble hiatus when I am coming to terms with the 

fact that I’ll be a mother that time forgets too, I feel a connection with all the forgotten mothers 

that brought me into being and a desire to rekindle at least one of their stories. 



132 
 

But my fascination with Maria runs deeper than that. Her story strikes at the heart of the 

tethering and vulnerability of motherhood. Her story personifies my worst fears of motherhood 

and, like picking a scab, I just can’t let it go. When I first discovered my ancestral connection 

to Maria, my children were the same age that Maria’s had been at the time of her transportation. 

Her youngest daughter, Ann, was the same age as my thumb-sucking boy who would pad down 

the corridor in the wee hours of every morning, worm his way into my bed and twirl his fingers 

through my hair. Seeing Maria through my own lens of ‘m–other’ I was haunted by the 

knowledge that Maria had not taken her children with her when she was transported from 

England to the Colony of New South Wales. Some other female convicts transported on the 

Northampton had taken children with them. Why had Maria not taken hers? 

With the help of digital research tools, many Australians are discovering they have a convict 

woman in their bloodlines. Convict women were the (white) breeding stock in the early days 

of the colony before free settlers began to flow in. About 25,000 of them were transported to 

our shores. Yet most of their stories were repressed or forgotten. Their stories are as significant 

to colonial Australian history as the (predominantly male) narratives that have been so 

important in shaping our national identity to date — stories of outback explorers, gold diggers, 

bushrangers, pioneering farming dynasties, and Australian soldiers at war. How much do we 

know about their mothers, and grandmothers and great-grandmothers? 

It is only relatively recently that the stories of female convicts have begun to find their way 

into Australian literature. Babette Smith led the charge with A Cargo of Women in 1988, and 

since then momentum has been building, particularly regarding the stories of the convict 

women who were transported to Van Diemen’s Land. The fact that the most significant female 

convict site in New South Wales — the Parramatta Female Factory — has only recently been 

given National Heritage protection1 suggests that there is still work to be done in raising 

awareness about the varied lives and contributions of the thousands of convict women, like 

Maria Roberts, who passed through its walls. 

I now know that Maria belonged to the subclass of convicts who had the poorest prospects in 

the colony. Two-thirds of convict women were unmarried when they arrived on our shores, 

and their prospects for building a new life in the colony were relatively good. Female partners 

 
1 The Parramatta Female Factory was added the National Heritage List in November 2017: Australian Heritage 
Database, https://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/ahdb/search.pl?mode=place_detail;place_id=106234, 
Accessed 23 May 2020. 

https://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/ahdb/search.pl?mode=place_detail;place_id=106234
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were in high demand, marriage was encouraged and it was a quick gateway to escaping 

government servitude. Yet convicts like Maria who were already married had to wait seven 

years before they were allowed to remarry. And unlike male convicts, there was no option for 

them to apply for their husbands and children to be given free passage to come out and join 

them. The combined emotional and practical consequences of these policies meant that 

convicts like Maria, who were already married and known to be married, had a very different 

early colonial experience to most other convict women. How did they survive, and what did it 

cost them to survive? How did the trauma of separation from their first husbands and children 

affect their capacity to mother a new generation of colonial born children? Did that trauma 

echo down the generations? 

As I began digging deeper into Maria’s story I imagined her as a helpless victim of colonialism. 

She would only have stolen the ribbon and lace to put food into the mouths of her starving 

children. She was a selfless mother in desperate circumstances, willing to risk everything to 

help them survive. Her incarceration as a prisoner at Lancaster Castle, on the convict ship, and 

at the Parramatta Female Factory must have been a horrific ordeal for her. She must have been 

shocked and sickened to discover that female convicts were viewed in the colony as ‘god 

forsaken whores’, who were free game for any sex-starved male that could get his hands on 

one. I saw her as a helpless victim of the greed of the ruling classes and their perpetual quest 

for power. 

Imagine my shock then, on uncovering the following newspaper article about Maria’s conduct 

in the Colony of New South Wales, eleven years after her arrival: 

 

Figure 1 Newspaper article describing Maria’s assault.2  

 
2 ‘The Police’, Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, 22 July 1826, p. 3, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article2186223. 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2186223
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2186223
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My idea of Maria as the helpless victim was shattered. The truth of her character, and her 

circumstances, were, of course, infinitely more complex. I realised that if I wanted any chance 

of unearthing the real Maria Roberts, I would need to put my sentimental preconceptions to 

one side. I would need to critically evaluate the evidence and be prepared to contemplate 

unpalatable possibilities. But as unpalatable as they may be, I was determined to continue to 

approach Maria from a position of empathy — from the ‘inside out’. I wanted to try to imagine 

myself into Maria’s skin so that I could try to tell her story from her perspective. I wanted to 

try to understand how she had become the violent rock-wielding assaultress portrayed in this 

article. 

But is this an impossible task? Like many other female convicts, Maria was illiterate. She left 

no letters or journals as a legacy of her experiences, thoughts, motivations and desires. She was 

one of the many early colonial women who had neither the education, nor the social agency, to 

record their stories for themselves. Not only was Maria’s story unrecorded, but after her death, 

her story would have been actively covered up by subsequent generations to escape the stigma 

of a convict heritage. Her story would have been a source of shame to her children and 

grandchildren and great-grandchildren. 

So as impossible as it may seem to unearth Maria’s story, I think it is worth a try. I am 

encouraged by a book I am reading which is dedicated to ‘the lives that remain unwritten, were 

deemed not important enough to write in the first place or lost before they could be written, as 

well as those who are attempting to stem this tide.’3 I am also curious to discover how the 

process of unearthing Maria’s story, and reckoning with this blind spot in my family’s past, 

might change the way I think about who I am and where I come from. 

  

 
3 Brien, D. L. and Eades, Q. (Eds), Offshoot: Contemporary Life Writing Methodologies and Practice. Crawley: 
UWA Publishing, 2018. 
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PART 1 
UNEARTHING ENGLISH ROOTS: The English part of Maria’s story 

 

 

 

 

 

History is — or, perhaps, ought to be — a struggle with uncertainty. 

Camilla Nelson, 2015 
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Chapter 1 
Surviving the slums of Liverpool (1787 – 1807) 

The story of Maria Roberts is as old and as young as colonial Australia. She was born in the 

same year that the First Fleet set sail from England to settle ‘the land beyond the seas’ — in 

the year 1787. But she was born in the slums of Liverpool, in the north of England, where news 

of the sailing of the First Fleet from Portsmouth would have been less than a whisper on the 

breeze. Or rather, less than the slur of a drunken profanity shouted from one side of the River 

Mersey to the other into a roaring headwind. London, and the affairs of State, were a world 

away from the day to day concerns of the Liverpool working class, who lived (and often died) 

servicing the needs of the ‘fierce privateersmen, inhuman slavers, reckless merchantmen, and 

violent men-of-war’s men’ who flooded in and out of Liverpool’s docks.4 

In Maria’s early years, Liverpool’s docks were an epicentre of international commercial trade. 

Liverpool’s prominence as an international port stemmed from its construction of the first 

commercial enclosed ‘wet dock’ in 1716. This revolutionary facility had a river gate which 

kept the water level in the dock at a constant level, allowing ships to unload and reload whatever 

the state of the tide. This meant that the task of unloading and reloading a ship, which had 

previously taken a couple of weeks, could be accomplished in a couple of days. By Maria’s 

time Liverpool had capitalised on that technological breakthrough to become one of the busiest 

ports in the world. The revolutionary dock had, by then, become known as the ‘Old Dock’. 

Situated in the heart of Liverpool, it was a foul-smelling and cholera ridden repository for the 

contents of chamber pots tipped in by residents and sailors alike under cover of darkness. The 

Old Dock was being supplanted by a series of bigger and newer docks along Liverpool’s 

waterfront on the River Mersey. In 1780 an American visitor wrote that Liverpool’s docks were 

‘stupendously grand…and filled with vessels, exhibiting a forest of masts’.5 

The Liverpool docks of Maria’s childhood were not for the faint-hearted. Privateering and slave 

trading was the backbone of the economy. Liverpool’s privateers were pirates who were 

officially authorised by the English government to attack the vessels of foreign countries with 

whom England was at war and steal the booty. Yet the handsome profits from privateering 

were overshadowed by the vast profits made from slave trading. Between 1787 and 1807 (when 

 
4 Michael Macilwee, The Liverpool Underworld: Crime in the City 1750-1900, Liverpool, 2011, p. 1. 
5 Samuel Curwen, American Judge of Admiralty, as quoted in John Hussey, Liverpool: Forgotten Landscapes, 
Forgotten Lives, 2016, p. 15. 
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the slave trade was abolished) about 125 ships departed Liverpool for Africa every year, where 

they exchanged English goods for slaves, transported those slaves to the Americas, re-loaded 

their ships there with produce from the slave plantations (cotton, coffee, sugar etc), and 

imported those goods back through Liverpool at enormous profit. Of the 3 million African 

slaves transported across the Atlantic by British slavers, half were transported by ships from 

Liverpool.6 

The profits from the slave trade funded the design and construction of vast feats of architectural 

splendour which still adorn Liverpool’s streets, such as the Town Hall, with its stone pillars 

and statues and towering dome. 

 

Figure 2 The Liverpool Town Hall as it was in 1802.7 

Of course, the fat from the slave trade was not shared equally amongst Liverpool’s inhabitants. 

Liverpool historian, Michael Macilwee, describes the disparity:8 

A stone’s throw from Liverpool’s magnificent civic architecture and 
bustling promenades lay the filthy cramped courts and grimy cellars, a 
‘nether world’ teeming with desperate individuals fighting for economic 
survival. Social investigator and sanitary reformer Edwin Chadwick was 
appalled at the distribution of wealth in a town that could spend tens of 
thousands of pounds on civic monuments…while the streets were full of 
sewerage, open latrines and overflowing cesspools. Liverpool was the 
capital of squalor. In few places in the country was the population more 

 
6 Liverpool Museum, http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/ism/slavery/europe/liverpool.aspx, Accessed 13 
October 2017. 
7 Liverpool Museum, https://blog.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/2015/08/liverpools-first-town-hall-the-house-of-
the-virgin-mary/, Accessed 13 October 2017. 
8 The Liverpool Underworld, p.1. 

http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/ism/slavery/europe/liverpool.aspx
https://blog.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/2015/08/liverpools-first-town-hall-the-house-of-the-virgin-mary/
https://blog.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/2015/08/liverpools-first-town-hall-the-house-of-the-virgin-mary/
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overcrowded, poverty more pressing, housing more wretched, drunkenness 
so widespread and prostitution so shameless. 

This context is said to have produced a ‘tough, ruthless and bloodthirsty populace…where even 

children were brought up in a culture of grasping violence’.9 Indeed, surviving childhood in 

Maria’s family was like playing Russian Roulette with a pistol loaded with more bullets than 

blanks. Among the five children born to Ann and Richard Dawson, she was one of only two to 

survive beyond the age of four. 

Early childhood (1787–1795) 
Only the barest trace of Maria’s early life is recorded in the archives, for she was born in the 

slums. Other than through criminal notoriety, those of Maria’s kind did not get mentioned in 

the local newspapers. Their illiteracy made newspapers an irrelevance to them, unless they 

could be salvaged for bedding materials and other forms of insulation from cold winters. Nor 

did their kind make it into Gore’s Liverpool Directories, which listed the names and addresses 

of the ‘Merchants, Tradesman and the Principal Inhabitants of the Town of Liverpool’. Were 

it not for the church parish registers of baptisms, marriages, and burials there would be virtually 

no trace left of Maria’s family at all. 

The earliest trace I have found is a record of the marriage of Maria’s parents in 1782. Before I 

share that record, I need to explain that I propose to incorporate into Maria’s story copies of 

the archival sources I have used to piece her story together. Each record provides its own 

window into the past, or, put another way, each record has an aura which is lost in translation. 

Many of the sources are almost illegible, but I include them anyway because there is always 

something that can be gleaned, and because the very act of squinting into them provides a 

metaphor for this business of trying to understand the past. And here I find I must shake off my 

rather distant and scholarly tone, because in explaining my desire to share my archival sources 

with you, the reader, I find that it is because I want to invite you to participate in the messy, 

yet fascinating, business of interpretation. Perhaps you will notice subtleties that I have not, or 

read some words differently, or even interpret their broader significance differently. I invite 

you to get your fingers dirty too. Since the squinting is taxing, and, in many cases I have had 

the benefit of viewing the originals (or at least microfilmed copies of them), I will include my 

transcription below each archival image, and in some cases, a short commentary. If you do not 

 
9 The Liverpool Underworld, p.1. 
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wish to partake in the business of squinting into the archival sources, I hope that something of 

the aura of each document can at least be conveyed through a passing glance. 

The second thing to explain is that I refer to Maria as ‘Maria Roberts’ because this is the name 

by which I first encountered her, and, indeed, the name by which she was known for most of 

her life. However, Roberts was her married name. She began life as a Dawson. 

Let’s take a look now at the earliest archival trace I have found of Maria — a record of her 

parent’s marriage. It is a nice record to begin with as it is quite legible — at least, once you get 

your eye in to reading copper-plate handwriting. Notice that both Maria’s parents left their 

‘mark’ on the marriage register, rather than signing it, suggesting they were both illiterate. 

Richard Dawson, Liverpool Labourer, leaves a much heavier, bolder mark than new wife, Ann. 

Was this indicative of his character, relative to hers, or just that he was the first to mark the 

page after the quill was dipped into the ink well? 

 

Figure 3 Record of the marriage of Maria’s parents10 
recording that ‘Richard Dawson of the Parish of Liverpool, Labourer and Ann Williams of the same Parish Spinster were 
married in this Church by Banns this twenty eight Day of January in the Year One Thousand Seven Hundred and Eighty Two’. 

 
10 Marriage register of Saint Peter’s Parish, Liverpool Record Office, Liverpool Libraries, Liverpool, 
UK. 
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Parish records go on to show that Maria’s parents had five children, who were all christened at 

the church of St Nicholas that overlooked the bustling dockyards of the River Mersey. 

Figure 4 Our Lady and St Nicholas Church, Engraving made in 
1824 by H. Meyer.11 

 

They named their first daughter Maria and their first son 

Richard, and after those children died they used the same 

names again for their second son, born in 1785, and their 

second daughter, my ancestor Maria, born in 1787. The 

register of Maria’s birth, records the family’s ‘place of 

abode’ as ‘Pemberton Alley’.  

 

 

Figure 5 Record of the baptism of Maria, Register of Saint Nicolas Parish, Liverpool12 
The top portion of the page identifies the document as a record of ‘Christenings in the Year 1787’ and shows the titles of each 
of the columns in the table. The entry pertaining to Maria is the third from the bottom, recording that she was born on ‘March 
20’, the names of her parents as ‘Richard & Ann Dawson’, the ‘Occupation or other Distinction of the Father or Mother of the 
Child’ as ‘Labourer’, and the ‘place of parents abode’ as ‘Pemberton alley’. 

 

 
11 The Victorian Web, Internet Archive version of a copy in the University of Toronto Library, 
http://www.victorianweb.org/art/architecture/liverpool/18.html, Accessed 25 October 2017. 
12 Liverpool Record Office, Liverpool Libraries, Liverpool. 

http://www.victorianweb.org/art/architecture/liverpool/18.html
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Searching for Pemberton Alley 
In September 2017 I travelled to Liverpool to dig deeper into Maria’s early life there. My 

mother, my co-conspirator in such diggings, met me there to join in the hunt. We met in 

Liverpool on my birthday, on a grey rainy morning that was too windy to risk opening an 

umbrella. As we tucked into a pub lunch replete with mushy peas, she reflected on the day, 

forty-four years before, that she had given birth to me a short distance inland. I’d been 

conceived in Sydney but born near Manchester because my father had taken up a post-doctoral 

position at a university there. Arriving in time had been a close-run thing. She had flown in on 

the latest possible date that she, as a pregnant mother, was allowed to fly because she’d been 

madly typing up my father’s PhD thesis so he could submit it before their departure. 

As the rain lashed the windows, and we sampled the thick and hearty brews on tap, she 

recounted stories from those days ‘in the North’. Her stories were populated with English 

friends whose lives had become entwined with ours over the intervening years. Friends with 

whom we would be staying as we journeyed outwards from Liverpool, to Lancaster Castle and 

beyond. The purpose of my trip had been to dig from Maria’s time towards mine, but I realised 

I could not travel with my mother through Maria’s places, without also digging that other 

tunnel, from my time towards Maria’s. I hoped my hands might somehow meet in the middle. 

Bizarrely there is so much overlap between our places, in both England and Australia, that it 

would be impossible to dig one tunnel without also digging the other. Even now, I find I cannot 

tell Maria’s story without also telling my own. 

After lunch we made our way to the Liverpool Record Office, located within the grand 

Liverpool Central Library. The building itself is an embodiment of the confluence of time and 

place. From the outside it is a majestic relic from Liverpool’s past, with towering stone 

columns. Yet step inside the chiselled stone doorway, and you are transported into a modern 

light-filled atrium with a soaring spiral staircase twirling up and up and up. The Liverpool 

Record Office is located at the very top. 
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Figure 6 My photographs of the exterior and interior of the Liverpool Public Library, September 2017 

 

The historic maps I had pre-ordered were waiting for us in the ‘Search Room’. They were from 

a series produced in 1803, and they reputedly marked the location of every building on every 

street. We pored over them with a magnifying glass and were disappointed to find they 

contained no trace of Pemberton Alley. Within twenty years of Maria’s birth, the Alley on 

which she lived had ceased to exist. Frustrated at our lack of progress, we decided to take a 

break. 

The weather had cleared, so we strolled into the commercial heart of Liverpool, marvelling at 

the grandeur, scale and diversity of its historic buildings with their dazzling array of porticos, 

turrets, domes, statues and intricate stone carvings. Enticed by an avenue of brightly coloured, 

suspended umbrellas, we were drawn into an exhibition in the historic Blue Coat School. 

 

Figure 7 My photographs of the avenue of umbrellas leading to the Blue Coat School, September 2017 
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Inside the exhibition we chanced upon a framed historic map with the information we were 

after. It was titled Plan of Liverpool by John Eyes, 1765. Here is a large-scale photo of part of 

that map, snapped on my phone. 

 

Figure 8 My photograph of part of the ‘Plan of Liverpool by John Eyes, 1765’. 

 

You can see the famous ‘Old Dock’ in the centre, enclosed by the town, with the newer ‘South 

Dock’ to its right, and a series of other docks to the left, including a large area marked ‘Intended 

Dock’, which had been built by Maria’s time and was called ‘George’s Dock’.  
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Figure 9 My photograph of the part of the ‘Plan of Liverpool by John Eyes, 1765’ showing Maria’s places. 

The image above is a close-up of part of that map showing, in the bottom left hand corner, the 

location of the ‘Chapel of Our Lady and St Nicholas’, where Maria and her siblings were 

baptised. Two blocks inland from that church, ‘Pemberton’s Alley’ can be seen running 

horizontally off Chapel Street. Adjacent to ‘Pemberton’s Alley’ is ‘Clayton’s Alley’ (running 

horizontally off Water Street), where Maria’s family is recorded as living at the time some of 

Maria’s siblings were born. One block further inland from Clayton’s Alley a square building 

is marked (a building partially displayed near the upper right-hand corner of this image). By 

Maria’s time, just over 20 years after this map was produced, the magnificent Town Hall 

occupied that site — the official meeting venue for the Mayor and the other Town Councillors. 

It was the unofficial ‘gentleman’s club for the wealthy merchants and traders of the town’13 

and a venue for official celebrations. 

Spitting distance from opulence 
On 6 April 1789, two years after Maria’s birth, a ball and banquet was held at the Town Hall 

to give thanks for King George III’s recovery from illness. In that pre-electrical age, the event 

created a sensation as the Town Hall was illuminated both inside and out with thousands of oil 

 
13 Hussey, John, Liverpool: Forgotten Landscapes, Forgotten Lives, 2016, Liverpool, Creative Dreams Publishing, 
p. 14. 
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lamps and wax candles of different shapes and colours.14 One of the local newspapers, Gore’s 

General Advertiser, recorded that: ‘Eight hundred well-dressed persons of both sexes, 

commodiously sat down to an elegant supper, all at one time, in one superb room, splendidly 

illuminated with ten thousand lights…’. 

Maria’s family lived almost within spitting distance of this opulence, and yet they lived in 

squalor. James Stonehouse, recalling this part of town at the turn of the 17th and 18th centuries, 

wrote: 15 

The Town-hall stood in Water Street previous to the erection of the present 
edifice.  Behind it were the butchers’ shambles and passages leading 
therefrom. Pemberton’s alley opened upon Tithebarn Street. Clayton’s 
Alley had its entrance from Water street. These alleys consisted of 
wretched houses, of which more than one traveller, recording his 
experience of Liverpool, complains… 

Hussey explains the socio-economic development that gave rise to those slums in the following 

terms:16 

The increasing numbers of ships on the Mersey made the waterfront a hive 
of activity with shipbuilders, rope-walks, chandlers and seamen jostling for 
work…As the city expanded outwards and the population grew 
accordingly, overcrowded houses, slum conditions and rowdy behaviour 
followed and the addition of thousands of seamen roaming around the 
many public houses made the waterfront less than habitable for respectable 
families… 

Maria’s family was obviously not considered ‘respectable’. Respectable families were those 

with the financial means to live on the hill on the outskirts of the town. Ironically, that 

‘respectability’ was largely funded by slave trading. The Liverpool Museum acknowledges:17 

Although Liverpool merchants engaged in many other trades and 
commodities, involvement in the slave trade pervaded the whole port. 
Nearly all the principal merchants and citizens of Liverpool, including 
many of the mayors, were involved. 

 
14 Hussey, Liverpool: Forgotten Landscapes, Forgotten Lives, p. 27. 
15. Stonehouse, James, The Streets of Liverpool, Liverpool, 1869, p. 11. 
16 Hussey, Liverpool: Forgotten Landscapes, Forgotten Lives, p. 13. 
17 Liverpool museum, Liverpool and the Slave Trade — International Slavery, 
http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/ism/slavery/europe/liverpool.aspx, Accessed 20 October 2017. 

http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/ism/slavery/europe/liverpool.aspx
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The lower working-class status of Maria’s family is born out, not only by their address in 

Pemberton Alley, but by records of Maria’s father’s occupation in the church registers. His 

occupation is variously recorded as ‘labourer’, ‘ostler’ and ‘hostler’. 

 

 

Figure 10 Burial record for Maria’s older sister, Register of St Peter’s Parish, Liverpool18  
The title at the top of the page reads: ‘Burials in the Year 1786’ and the entry at the bottom of the page records the burial on 3 
October of ‘Maria dau’r of Richard Dawson Ostler Pemberton Alley’.  She died aged 4, six-months before my Maria was born. 

An ‘ostler’ or ‘hostler’ was a person employed by an Inn to look after the horses of its visitors.19 

It seems reasonable to presume that when new buildings were under construction, and 

labouring jobs were plentiful, Maria’s father worked as a labourer — presumably work that 

paid better than ‘hostling’. When the labouring work dried up he made a crust as a hostler, 

possibly employed by the nearby Talbot Inn.  This was a coaching-house near the top of Water 

Street which had its stables in Fenwick Street, just across the road from the alleys where 

Maria’s family lived.20 Coaches of that time were, of course, horse-powered. One historian has 

 
18 Held at Liverpool Record Office. 
19 Hall Genealogy, Old Occupation Names, http://rmhh.co.uk/occup/n-o.html, Accessed 17 Oct 2017. 
20 Stonehouse, The Streets of Liverpool, p. 11.  

http://rmhh.co.uk/occup/n-o.html
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observed that: ‘in a Liverpool which increasingly employed horses for all manner of transport, 

and most especially the docks, horses must have been as numerous as people.’21 

 

Losing her father 
Although Maria’s street address at the time of her baptism suggests that labourers and hostlers 

made barely enough of a living to support a family, at least it was a living of sorts. The loss of 

it no doubt had dire consequences for the family after Richard Dawson’s death, when Maria 

was just one and half years old. At the time of his death, in October 1788, Maria’s eldest 

surviving sibling, Richard, was three and a half years of age. Her mother, Ann, was five months 

pregnant. 

The burial register for Maria’s father records him as living in the ‘Old Shambles’. ‘Old 

Shambles’ is an evocative name. A little Googling reveals that, by the mid 1700s, a ‘shambles’ 

referred to a place where meat is sold and butchered, and that, by Maria’s time, the term was 

morphing into more generic usage as a scene of blood and gore.22 It would take another century 

for the term to develop its modern, and less gory, meaning as a state of confusion and chaos. I 

have found a reference to ‘the old shambles’ in a book titled Old Liverpool Streets and Corners 

which suggests it was located in, or near, some ‘butcher’s shambles’ which occupied an area 

between the Town Hall and Pemberton’s Alley. 23 It was an age before refrigeration. I can smell 

it. Carcasses and congealed blood and flies. There is no record of Maria’s father’s cause of 

death, but if he died after a protracted illness, then he may have been unable to work for some 

 
21 Hussey, Liverpool: Forgotten Landscapes, Forgotten Lives, p. 22. 
22 Oxford Dictionary, https://blog.oxforddictionaries.com/2016/03/24/shambolic-life-shambles/ , Accessed 13 
November 2017. 
23 There is mention of ‘the old shambles’ in the following extract from Old Liverpool Streets and Corners which 
was published in the Liverpool Mercury in 1892: “In the last quarter of the 18C the area on which the Exchange 
now stands, there was a Town Hall…Behind the Town Hall on part of the area of the Exchange Buildings was a 
small open space with several houses and shops. Some butcher’s shambles of considerable proportions 
extended to it from the west side of High St... A smaller range of shambles communicating with the older ones, 
and extending very near the west side of the Town Hall led by a narrow passage into Water St, the passage 
being separated from the Town Hall by some of the shops before mentioned. From the west end of the old 
shambles there was also a short passage which communicated by an abrupt angle to the right, through 
Pemberton’s Alley into Chapel St, and to the left through Clayton’s Alley into Water St.” : Liverpool’s streets 
and corners: Extracts of interest from Old Liverpool Streets and Corners, Liverpool Mercury, 1892, 
http://www.old-merseytimes.co.uk/lplstreetsandcorners.html, Accessed 18 October 2017. 

https://blog.oxforddictionaries.com/2016/03/24/shambolic-life-shambles/
http://www.old-merseytimes.co.uk/lplstreetsandcorners.html
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time before his death. The loss of his income may have necessitated the family’s move from 

Pemberton Alley to the ‘Old Shambles’. 

 

Figure 11 Burial record for Maria’s father, Register of St Peter’s Parish, Liverpool24 
The title at the top of the page reads: ‘Burials in the Year 1788’ and the first entry records the burial on 3 October of ‘Richard 
Dawson Groom Old Shambles’. 

When Maria’s younger brother, Thomas, was baptised in March 1789, Maria’s mother is 

recorded simply as a ‘widow’, suggesting that she did not have an occupation at that time. So 

how did she support herself and her children following the death of her husband? I have 

searched the parish records for Liverpool but can find no record of her remarrying. 

In his historical text, The Liverpool Underworld, Michael Macilwee paints a bleak picture of 

the difficulties confronting women trying to find work in Liverpool at that time, and of the 

circumstances of their children:25 

In Liverpool the absence of factories and mills meant that there was a 
dearth of employment opportunities for women and children. Yet 
youngsters of poverty-stricken households still had to contribute toward the 
family income. A street-based black economy developed in which children 
were given a variety of tasks, including scavenging, peddling wares, 
domestic chores and child-minding. Children would collect rags, pick 
bones or even rob drunks who had fallen unconscious in the street. Some 
would polish shoes or hold horses’ reins while others would sing in the 
beershops or turn cartwheels for loose change from passers-by. Girls would 
help their mothers at the market…Ragged and barefooted urchins would 
also beg for food on the cobbled streets. 

After the death of her husband, Maria’s mother may have been lucky enough to receive some 

‘poor relief’. Under the Poor Laws of the time, the Parish had responsibility for providing aid 

to the poor, generally in the form of money, food and clothing. This was funded through 

donations made by the wealthier members of the Parish. The statistics suggest that Maria’s 

 
24 Liverpool Record Office, Liverpool Libraries, Liverpool. 
25 Macilwee, The Liverpool Underworld, p. 229. 
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mother was more likely to have received that relief in her home as an ‘out pensioner’ rather 

than in the workhouse, because the workhouse was only able to accommodate a fraction of the 

population requiring relief.26 Indeed a report to Parliament on the Liverpool workhouse 

reported that ‘in 1804, there were 800 inmates…The doorkeepers were paupers, who frequently 

took bribes for admission, and the house was altogether in the most disorderly state.’27 The 

admission records for the Liverpool workhouse for this period no longer exist, so it is 

impossible to know whether or not Maria and her remaining family members were ever 

admitted there. 

At the time that Maria’s younger brother, Thomas, was born Maria’s mother is recorded as 

living in North Street, which was approximately 15 blocks further inland from Pemberton 

Alley. It appears to have been located close to a couple of tanyards, which no doubt made it a 

particularly undesirable part of town to live in due to the noxious smells and fumes they 

produced. Notably, the street on which one of the tanyards was located was named ‘Cheapside 

Street’. Perhaps the heavily pregnant Ann Dawson and her two young children moved to North 

Street to co-habit with extended family in the aftermath of her husband’s death. Or perhaps 

there was no extended family who could take them in and they moved to North Street simply 

because the rent was cheaper. 

 
26 Frederick Morton Eden, The State of the Poor: Or, An History of the Labouring Classes in England, from the 
Conquest to the Present Period, London, 2011. 
27 1832 Report on Liverpool Workhouse by Assistant Commissioner Gilbert Henderson, as part of a Royal 
Commission into the operation of the poor relief system, quoted by Peter Higginbotham, The Workhouse, 
Liverpool Lancashire, up to 1834, http://www.workhouses.org.uk/Liverpool/, Accessed 24 October 2017. 

http://www.workhouses.org.uk/Liverpool/
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Figure 12 Baptism record of Maria’s younger brother, Edward, Register of St Nicolas’s Parish, Liverpool28 
The title reads ‘Christenings in the Year 1789’ and the entry near the bottom of this extract numbered 238 reads ‘February 24 
Edward Thomas, Son of Richard Dawson, Labourer, deceased, & of Ann Dawson, his Widow, North Street’. The fact that Ann 
Dawson is recorded merely as a ‘widow’ suggests she did not have an occupation at that time (perhaps unsurprisingly, having 
just given birth). 

The cheapest rents in Liverpool at the time were in the cellars of houses. The inhabited cellars 

of Liverpool were notorious for being ‘dismal abodes, badly lighted and worse ventilated’. In 

1845, the following evidence about the state of cellars in Liverpool was given to an enquiry 

into the State of Large Towns and Populous Districts:29 

The melancholy facts elicited by previous inquiries clearly show that 
Liverpool contains a multitude of inhabited cellars, close and damp, with 
no drain or any convenience, and these pest-houses are constantly filled 
with fever. Some time ago I visited a poor woman in distress, the wife of a 
labouring man: she had been confined only a few days, and herself and 
infant were lying on straw in a vault, through the outer cellar, with a clay 
floor impervious to water. There was no light or ventilation in it, and the air 
was dreadful. I had to walk on bricks across the floor to reach her bedside, 
as the floor itself was flooded with stagnant water. This is by no means an 
extraordinary case, for I have witnessed scenes equally wretched; and it is 
only necessary to go into Crosby-street, Freemason’s-row, and many cross 
streets, out of Vauxhall-road, to find hordes of poor creatures living in 
cellars which are almost as bad and offensive as charnel-houses. 

 
28 Liverpool Record Office, Liverpool Libraries, Liverpool. 
29 Commissioners for enquiring into the Great Britain Commission on the State of Large Towns and Populous 
Districts, Cellars in Liverpool, Second Report, Vol 1, London: William Clowes and Sons, 1845, p. 382. 
https://books.google.com.au/books?id=HFQ5AQAAMAAJ&pg=PA383&dq#v, Accessed 30 October 2017. 

https://books.google.com.au/books?id=HFQ5AQAAMAAJ&pg=PA383&dq#v
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Losing her brother, Thomas 
A ‘charnel-house’ was a building or vault in which corpses or bones were piled.30 A fitting 

comparison because the next archival trace of Maria’s family is the burial record for Thomas, 

who died in September 1790 when he was 18 months old. Maria was three and a half years old 

then. Old enough to have held Thomas and helped in small ways to care for him. He was 

probably the first loved-one she could remember losing. I wonder if she always carried a 

memory of him because she would later name one of her own sons Thomas. 

 

Figure 13 Burial record for Maria’s younger brother, Thomas, Register of St Peter’s Parish, Liverpool31 
From a page titled ‘Burials in the Year 1790’. The second entry from the top reads: ‘September 13 Edward Thomas son of 
Richard Dawson Hostler dec.d Pembertons Alley’. 

 

Losing her brother, Richard 
During my sleuthing expedition in Liverpool, after wandering so fortuitously down the avenue 

of umbrellas into the old Blue Coat School, I learned that it had operated as a charity school 

for poor children during Maria’s time. So I hurried back up the hill to the Liverpool Record 

Office and was excited to find that they held the Admissions and Discharge Register for the 

school. As I scanned the pages for Maria’s name I found myself holding my breath. I 

desperately wanted to find a hopeful ending to Maria’s childhood. Reflecting back now, I must 

have known that her name would not be in the school register, because I knew that in her later 

life she always left her ‘mark’ on official documents rather than signing her name. Had Maria 

been educated at the Blue Coat School she would have been literate. Was I trying to re-write 

Maria’s story by finding her name in that Register? I didn’t find it, but I did find her older 

brother’s name. 

The Register revealed that Richard Dawson was admitted to the school in 1793 and remained 

there for six years. According to the Gore’s Liverpool Directory the school had around 280 

students at that time (around 230 boys and 50 girls) who were either orphans, fatherless or with 

parents ‘in indigent circumstances’. They were provided with accommodation, food, clothing 

 
30 Oxford Dictionary Online, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/charnel_house, Accessed 30 October 
2017. 
31 Liverpool Record Office, Liverpool Libraries, Liverpool. 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/charnel_house
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and, perhaps most importantly for their future prospects, with an education. Children were 

admitted at eight years of age and apprenticed out at fourteen. ‘The boys are taught Reading, 

Writing and Arithmetic; also Navigation when intended for Sea.  The girls Reading, Sewing, 

Spinning and Knitting. The Children are employed one Half of the Day at their books; the 

Other Half at Work — the Boys at Pin-making, the Girls at the Work of the House.’32 

 

 

Figure 14 Blue Coat School admission and discharge records for Maria’s brother Richard.33 
The table in this register runs across a double page, and so the bottom image is the second page continuation of the image 
above. The entry for Richard Dawson is third from the top and records as follows (with column titles included as they are hard 
to read in these photographs): ‘Names of Children: Richard Dawson; Birth or Baptism: bo. 29 Sept, ba. 9 Oct. 1785; When 
admitted: Sept. 30th 1793; Parents Names: Richard Dawson; Occupations: Labourer; Residence: Clayton Alley; Time of 
Discharge: Sept. 3 1799; To whom disposed of & how : Jerem.h Lawson; Master or Mistress Residence & Trade : Jnd.re? 
Patten maker.’ The birth date and baptism date matches the dates recorded on Maria’s brother’s baptism record, where his 
parents are listed as ‘Richard & Ann Dawson, Labourer, Clayton Alley’. Indeed, it may be that the details ‘Richard Dawson, 
Labourer, Clayton Alley’ were copied from that record, which may have been supplied by the church. Perhaps the whereabouts 
of Richard’s mother, Ann Dawson, was not known at that time. Perhaps Richard was found living on the streets. 

 

The Register shows that, in 1799, when Maria’s brother was fourteen years of age, he was 

apprenticed to a ‘patten maker’ by the name of Jeremiah Lawson. Pattens were ‘raised wooden 

clog-like overshoes designed to lift and protect the wearer’s shoes from muddy streets’.34 

Gore’s Liverpool Directory for the year 1803 includes an entry for ‘Jeremiah Lawson, Patten 

and Shoe Warehouse, 12 Castle Street’. Richard’s apprenticeship as patten maker strikes me 

as an apt metaphor for his escape from the filth and grinding poverty of Liverpool’s slums — 

 
32 Gore’s Liverpool Directory 1796-1803, Liverpool Record Office, Liverpool Libraries, Liverpool, p. 201. 
33 Blue Coat School Admission and Discharge Register 1791-1801, Liverpool Record Office, Liverpool Libraries, 
Liverpool. 
34 Durham Records Online, A Patten Maker is not a Pattern Maker, 
https://durhamrecordsonline.com/library/a-patten-maker-is-not-the-same-as-a-pattern-maker/, Accessed 24 
October 2017. 

https://durhamrecordsonline.com/library/a-patten-maker-is-not-the-same-as-a-pattern-maker/
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he was literate and on his way to becoming a tradesman. But what about Maria? Why was she 

not admitted to the school? 

The fact that there were over four times as many boys admitted to the school as girls suggests 

that either the admissions policy of the school preferenced boys over girls, or that girls were 

less likely to be put forward for admission. Perhaps because the girls were needed to help with 

the housework or to look after younger children or to help earn money on the streets. Of course, 

being 18 months Richard’s junior, Maria would not have been eligible for admission until she 

reached 8 years of age, in 1795. And that is the year, it appears, that Maria was orphaned. 

Losing her mother 

 

Figure 15 Burial record for Maria’s mother, Register of St Peter’s Parish, Liverpool35 
From a page titled ‘Burials in the Year 1795’. The top entry reads: ‘July 9 Ann Dawson Widow Chorley Street’. 

  

I cannot be sure that this death record relates to Maria’s mother, but there is a good chance 

since there must have been a limited number of widows named Ann Dawson in the Parish of 

St Peter’s at that time. She is recorded as living on Chorley Street, an address which initially 

seemed discordant with her likely circumstances. Gore’s Liverpool Directory shows that in 

1790 the residents of Chorley Street included an auctioneer, a brewer, a joiner, two shoemakers, 

two shopkeepers, three tailors, a tinplate worker, an upholsterer, two victuallers and a mariner. 

It had more of a flavour of the upper working class or middle class than the places Maria’s 

family had previously occupied. However, a little more digging revealed that Chorley Street 

also had an underbelly. In 1790, 29 of its residents were recorded as living in cellars.36 It is 

entirely conceivable that Maria and her mother were living in one of these Chorley Street 

 
35 Liverpool Record Office, Liverpool Libraries, Liverpool. 
36 Gore’s Liverpool Directory, 1790, Liverpool Record Office, Liverpool Libraries, Liverpool, reproduces a 
population survey “Taken by M Simmons, from October 13th, 1789, to January 13th, 1790”, in which the 29 
cellar residents of Chorley Street are recorded. 
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cellars at the time of Ann’s death. Perhaps Maria’s mother had been working as a servant for a 

wealthier occupant of the house above. 

Ann Dawson’s cause of death is not recorded. If she died after an illness, then Maria may have 

been responsible for caring for her up until the time of her death. Afterwards Maria probably 

found herself alone in the world. Her brother, Richard, had been at the Blue Coat School for 

two years by the time of his mother’s death, and every other member of her immediate family, 

both parents and her three other siblings, had died. 

All this digging and squinting and speculating brings me to a precipice of possibilities about 

Maria’s circumstances and character at this formative time her life.  I have three options.  I can 

keep staring off this precipice surveying the spectrum of possibilities. I can move along.  Or I 

can jump off into fiction and try rendering her in flesh and blood.  When I close my eyes to 

imagine eight year old Maria at the time of her mother’s death I see the stereotypical waif.  The 

poor little match girl.  But I’ll try setting her in motion within her historical context and see if 

I can end up with a young Maria that feels more authentic.  More in keeping with the woman I 

know she will become. 

But first I need to find a way in.  I need to draw upon my experience of motherhood and eight 

year old children to identify a particular moment when Maria is propelled into action, and to 

probe what her motivations for that action may have been.  I’ll begin by imagining that Maria 

is with her mother in their Chorley Street cellar.  It is a cellar like the one described in the eye-

witness extract above, with pools of smelly water on the clay floor and bricks as make-shift 

stepping stones to get from the door to the straw pallet bed where Maria’s mother is lying, very 

sick, burning with fever, delirious.  What is her mother thinking in her brief moments of clarity?  

She is a m–other.  She is worried for Maria.  What will happen to Maria if she dies?  She must 

speak to Richard.  She must make him promise to find a way to get Maria into the Blue Coat 

School. 

What is Maria thinking and doing in that room with her sick mother?  Do they have a close 

relationship?  They only have each other now.  I know that Maria will go on to name her first-

born daughter, Ann, presumably after her mother.  It was traditional to do so, but even so, she 

is unlikely to have done that if they’d had a bad relationship.  I’ll presume they have a normal 

relationship, with its ups and downs, but with plenty of warmth and love.  And that means 
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young Maria would be feeling worried and helpless and overwhelmed to see her mother so 

sick. 

She wants to help her Maam but she doesn’t know how.  Her Maam needs the doctor but they 

don’t have the money to call one.  When Thomas was running a fever her Maam cooled his 

body with a damp cloth.  She picks up the candlestick beside her and makes her way across the 

bricks to find Thomas’s swaddling cloth in the box in the corner.  She’s pleased she managed 

to pocket the candle at the markets earlier that day.  Finding the cloth she crouches down and 

dips a corner of it in one of the muddy puddles on the floor.  Settling the candlestick back in 

position on the wooden crate beside the bed, she climbs up onto the bed beside her Maam and 

starts gently running the cloth up and down the inside of her Maam’s arm.  She sings too, that 

song that her Maam used to sing to Thomas when he was sick.  ‘Rock a bye ba-by, on the tree 

top.’  Her Maam turns her head towards Maria and croaks something, but Maria doesn’t 

understand what she said. ‘Water?  You want water?’.  Her Maam croaks again, and this time 

she catches the word ‘Richard’. 

I’ve found my way in. 

 

Imagining eight year old Maria on the cusp of losing her mother 
 

Maria’s feet were so numb on the cobblestones that when she accidentally stepped in horse 

dung, it felt good.  It was fresh enough that there was still some warmth in it.  In the lamplight 

Maria could just make out the place up ahead where the shop-fronts finished.  From there, she’d 

have to make her way across a stretch of open road before she got to the back gate of the Blue 

Coat School. 

Maria sheltered in the lee of the last shop doorway to catch her breath.  It felt good to get the 

wind out of her ears.  She wiped the back of her hand under her nose and then put her hands 

under her armpits to warm them up.  She bounced from foot to foot.  She should hurry.  She’d 

go on the count of three.  One….two—  She froze mid-count because she thought she smelled 

something on the wind.  Was it thunder? She tilted her head and sniffed.  Yes, thunder was 

coming.  She hated thunder.  She had to get to Richard quick. 
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By the time she got to end of the road the rain was lashing at her legs and stinging her face.  

She reached the wooden gate in the hedge and stood in front of it for a moment, fumbling with 

the latch with one hand while she shielded her face from the rain with the other.  Locked. 

It didn’t matter.  She’d go through the secret tunnel.  She and Maggie had hollowed out a space 

in the hedge so they could spy on their brothers and the other kids at the school.  It was just a 

little way along the hedge, behind the big tree.  It was so dark that she had to run her fingers 

along the hedge to know where she was.  She’d never been here after dark before.  It was more 

scary in the dark.  And thunder was coming.  She wished Maggie was with her.  She always 

felt brave with Maggie. 

When she reached the tree she bent down and felt along the hedge for the dead branch they’d 

used to hide the entrance.  She found it, pulled it to the side, and crawled in.  It was good to be 

in there, out of the rain and the wind. She liked the smell of the dirt and leaves.  It was a good 

smell.  Not like the smell in their cellar. 

She hadn’t liked being stuck in there with her Maam.  She hadn’t known what to do.  She’d 

sung all the songs she could remember, and then sung them through another time.  Then she’d 

stopped singing and her Maam was looking at her, but it was like she didn’t know who she 

was.  Then her Maam had said Richard’s name.  Her voice was so croaky it was hard for Maria 

to work out what she was saying.  But then she said it again, and she knew. 

Maria hadn’t wanted to leave her Maam alone.  But she sort of did want to leave too.  She’d 

reached out and touched one of her Maam’s hands and said, ‘Don’t worry Maam.  I’ll get 

Richard.’  She knew she could do it.  Even in the dark, she knew she could. 

She crawled to the end of the tunnel and pushed aside the dead leaves that covered their peeping 

hole.  Then she started wriggling through the hole.  She’d done this once before when one of 

the girls had left a ribbon on the grass and Maggie had dared her to go out and get it.  She was 

only half way out when she heard the rumble of thunder, and then she was on her feet and 

running.  There was a flash of lighting that lit up the back wall of the school and she saw the 

door to the kitchens.  She’d knocked there before and the Cook had been friendly.  Thunder 

boomed again, even louder than before, and she was pounding at the door.  Yelling for someone 

to let her in.  She heard footsteps and then the door opened and she was through it and inside 

before she’d even seen who it was. 
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Thanks be! It was the same Cook who’d opened it last time.  Maria could tell she was a cook 

by the cap she wore, and the food stains on her apron, and her smell of meat and onions.  When 

Maria came in, the Cook had given a grunt of surprise which nearly put her candle out. She 

peered closely at Maria now, and asked who she was and what on earth she wanted.  In a rush 

of words that gradually slowed to a trickle, Maria explained that she’d come for her brother 

cause their Maam was terrible sick, and her Maam was calling out for Richard, and he must 

come quick or else, or else, it might be, too late.  And all that time she knew she was making a 

dirty puddle on the nice clean floor. 

Another lady in a cap and apron came running along the corridor, calling out to the Cook to 

see if anything was wrong.  The Cook told that lady to look after Maria while she went to find 

the Matron and find out what was to be done.  The lady said lots of things about the state Maria 

was in, and what she was doing out alone at this time of night, and in such a storm.  And then 

she shook her head and told Maria not to move a muscle until she came back with a bucket of 

water and a wash cloth to clean her up.  It was dark when the lady left with her candle and 

Maria heard another bang of thunder outside.  She said a ‘Hail Mary’ then, like her Maam had 

told her to do, but her teeth were chattering so much that she didn’t think the Virgin Mary 

would be able to understand a word she said.  And then the lady came back and said, ‘You’ll 

catch your death!’  She’d given Maria a cloth and told her to clean her feet and her hands and 

her knees.  And now Maria was sitting in front of the kitchen fire eating a bowl of stew, with 

the lady telling her to slow down lest she choke.  She was already having seconds. 

She put the empty bowl on the table beside her and straightened out her legs so that her feet 

were closer to the fire.  She loved fires.  She hadn’t had one for a long time.   

She was feeling sleepy.  She dug her fingernails into her palms to keep herself awake.  She 

mustn’t fall sleep because Richard would come soon and she had to make him come back to 

see Maam.  At the thought of her Mamma her eyes filled with tears. 

There was a loud whisper in her ear that made her jump, 

“What are you doing here?” 

Richard was glaring down at her. 
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She looked around and saw that the two of them were alone in the kitchen.  She could hear 

voices in the corridor.  She slid to her feet, but Richard stepped away from her, his eyes 

narrowing.   

“You shouldn’t have come.  I don’t care about her.  I hate her.” 

“But Richard.”   

She was struggling to see him through her tears, so she sniffed and wiped her eyes with the 

back of her hand.   

“Maam’s terrible sick.  I think she’s dyin’.  She keeps callin’ out your name.” 

Richard clenched his jaw and looked away.  Maria took a small step towards him. 

“She’s sorry for slappin yer.  She was sorry about it after — when the drink left her.  It 

was just…”  Maria’s voice tailed off.  “It was just that you hurt her feelin’s.  The way 

you ignored us in the street.  Like….”   

She kicked her foot a couple of times against the leg of the chair.   

“Like you’re ashamed of us.” 

Richard was looking at the floor now.  There was a silence. 

“Please Richard.  If you come to see her I swear I’ll……I’ll never wave at you again.  

I can look after meself.  I don’t need no school.  Jimmy Talbot says I can join their 

gang.” 

That got his attention.  Richard looked up at her then, and she grinned at him.   

“He’s gonna teach me how to fight.” 
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Surviving as an orphan (1795–1808) 
The archival traces about Maria’s early life in Liverpool leave gaping holes that can only be 

filled through historically-informed guess work or imagination. After the burial record of her 

mother, in 1795, and the Blue Coat School discharge record of her brother, in 1799, I can find 

no further records of the family until 1808, when the parish register of St Peter’s Church, 

Liverpool, records Maria’s marriage. 

The then 21 year old Maria married a bricklayer. So it seems that whatever became of Maria 

after she was orphaned did not so tarnish her reputation as to prevent her from finding a 

husband, and a husband with a trade. I think it unlikely, therefore, that Maria fell into 

prostitution — an occupation that was rife on the streets surrounding the Liverpool docks. 

It is possible that Maria was taken in by extended family, if she had any living close-by with 

the means to take in an extra child. However, if such a safety net existed I query whether 

Maria’s brother Richard would have been accepted into the Blue Coat School, which prioritised 

needy children ‘in indigent circumstances’. 

Which brings us back to question why Maria was never admitted to the Blue Coat School. As 

an eight year old orphan, she should have been an ideal candidate. Perhaps an attempt was 

made to have her admitted but there were no places available for girls. Or perhaps she was 

considered unsuitable for admission — already irreparably tarnished — one of the 

‘undeserving poor’. Foul mouthed and street wise and known to police? Perhaps known to be 

a member of an unruly gang of street-children who stole whatever they could lay their hands 

on and on-sold the stolen goods to one of the many pawn shops who operated in the poorer 

parts of town, or to one of the many adult ‘receivers’ or ‘fences’ who used child thieves to 

supply their black-market industry in laundering stolen goods.  

Macilwee reports that: ‘Juvenile delinquency was a major social problem in nineteenth-century 

Liverpool. The 1839 Constabulary Report spoke of an army of young thieves, 1,200 strong, 

taught and manipulated by 2,000 adults.’ Although Maria’s childhood in Liverpool was 

unfolding 40–50 years prior to this report, it is likely that child thieves were also operating on 



161 
 

the streets during her time. Orphans and runaways. Macilwee goes on to describe their 

circumstances in the following terms:37 

Waterloo Road, near to the docks, was a favourite haunt for Liverpool’s 
juvenile thieves. Those unlucky enough not to find refuge for the night 
would sleep on the warm flagstones outside the bakery on the corner of 
Canning Place. When it rained they sought the dryness of a yard near the 
Sailors’ Home. They also slept in stables, in empty barrels and under 
handcarts. Some huddled in shop doorways, alleyways, on basement 
steps… 

Considering for a moment the possibility that Maria lived by her wits on the streets, besides 

the obvious hardship, there may also have been opportunities for friendship and fun. There 

would have been no shortage of other children on the streets for Maria to befriend and play 

with since poor children generally did not go school (apart from the lucky few admitted to the 

charity Blue Coat School). There were no orphanages, and jobs for children were hard to come 

by. The Liverpool Mercury published letters from readers complaining about the public 

nuisance caused by mobs of children playing unsupervised in Liverpool’s public places. They 

complained about large groups of children in the streets (ranging from 30 children to hundreds), 

including in and around the Exchange buildings near Pemberton and Clayton Alleys. They 

were reported to have played ‘whip and top’, marbles and hide-and-seek behind the pillars of 

the public buildings. One reader even complained that the children would swear at people who 

interrupted their games.38 It is possible that living by her wits on the streets of Liverpool would 

have been more colourful, stimulating and fun than being locked up in the over-crowded rooms 

of the workhouse picking cotton or sprigging muslin. 

Perhaps Maria fell into a life of crime, beginning as a child street-thief and progressing up the 

criminal hierarchy to the position of a ‘receiver’ or ‘fence’ who coordinated a criminal business 

of laundering stolen goods. One Liverpool historian has described this underworld profession 

in the following terms:39 

Goods that were stolen needed to be transformed into ready cash. The role 
of the professional receiver, or ‘fence’ was to get the items back on the 
market as quickly as possible….There were numerous places that would 
help turn stolen goods into money. Public houses were used to shift 

 
37 Macilwee, The Liverpool Underworld, p. 230. 
38 Macilwee, The Liverpool Underworld, p. 246. 
39 Macilwee, The Liverpool Underworld, pp. 175-7. 
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contraband. Many street-corner premises had double entrances leading into 
different streets, ideal for slipping in and out unnoticed…Other markets for 
ill-gotten gains were the second-hand clothing stalls at St Martin’s 
Market… 

Prison reports from the 1840s (albeit 40 years after Maria was orphaned) revealed that fences 

were often women who sourced their stolen goods from child thieves. For example, one nine 

year old thief who was interviewed in prison reported that a female receiver, who lived in a 

cellar in North Street, had paid him and other members of his gang for their stolen goods, given 

them whisky and ale to drink, and allowed them to sleep at her place for the night. 

However, there are two factors that weigh against Maria having climbed up the ranks of 

Liverpool’s criminal hierarchy. The first is that there is no mention of Maria in the crime 

columns of Liverpool’s newspapers until she was convicted of the offence for which she was 

transported. If she was deeply entrenched in the Liverpool crime scene she was very good at 

not getting caught.40 The second mitigating factor is that if Maria had risen up the ranks to 

become a criminal ring-leader it is unlikely that she would later have been caught at the coal-

face of the crime-chain stealing ribbon and lace from a shop. 

When Maria was transported to the Colony of New South Wales at the age of twenty-seven she 

gave her occupation as ‘servant’.41 Perhaps this sheds some light on her fate after being 

orphaned. I have already speculated about the possibility that Maria’s mother may have been 

working as a servant on Chorley Street at the time of her death. If so, perhaps they took Maria 

on as a servant afterwards. Whilst she was only eight years old, childhood in those days was 

considered to finish at nine, and child labour was common (indeed, often favoured since 

children were paid only a fraction of the adult wage). On the other hand, any jobs as servants 

would have been highly sought-after, as they generally included food and board, and 

employment for women and children in Liverpool was hard to come by due to the lack of 

factories. It seems unlikely that a servant position would have been given to Maria over one of 

the educated girls from the Blue Coat School who were apprenticed out at the age of fourteen 

and had been specifically trained in ‘the work of the house’. Also, to obtain and retain a job as 

 
40 Unfortunately, the records of the lower courts that heard petty crimes in Liverpool during that period do not 
survive, so we will never know for certain whether or not Maria already had a criminal record prior to her 
transportation. 
41 Ancestry®, Convict indent for Maria Roberts, New South Wales, Australia, Convict Indents, 1788-1842; Bound 
Indentures 1814-1818, State Archives NSW, Kingswood, NSW, Accessed 31 October 2017. 
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a domestic servant in the household of a family wealthy enough to employ one (that is, a 

‘respectable’ family), Maria would have been required to behave and speak in a manner that 

was not considered offensive to middle-class manners and decorum. 

Maria’s capacity to survive her childhood was probably due to a strong constitution, a capacity 

to adapt to changing circumstances and keep herself out of trouble, and to build relationships 

with others and leverage off them. By the time Maria reached adulthood she is likely to have 

been street-smart, a good judge of character, and used to living in conditions that we would 

judge unfit for human habitation. Her character had probably developed some very rough 

edges. Every day on the streets she is likely to have witnessed, or even participated in, drunken, 

depraved and lewd behaviour and acts of violence. She is likely to have developed a taste for 

alcohol, and be used to laughing at crass jokes, if not making them. She probably learned how 

to hold her own in a physical fight. And she probably had a good understanding of the workings 

of the criminal underworld, if not first-hand experience of it. It is hard to think of anything that 

could have offended her sensibilities. Years later, the Colony of New South Wales may well 

have felt tame by comparison. 

Confronting the grit of her childhood, and what it must have cost her to survive it, is dissolving 

any romantic notions about what Maria might have been. By the time she reached adulthood, 

theft and alcohol may well have become her reflex reactions for surviving tough times. Yet, 

although I recoil from Maria’s smell and lewd jokes, I can see a glint of steel within her that 

excites me. She was no delicate wallflower. She had so little to lose that she could afford to 

take exhilarating risks to improve her situation. She probably lived on a knife edge, by her 

street-smarts, unconstrained by social niceties. And she probably lived in the moment, 

squeezing every possible drop of humour and enjoyment from her circumstances and her 

interactions with the people around her, as she would never have expected to have much of a 

future. 
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Chapter 2 
Building a family (1808–1812) 

Maria’s best chance of a half-decent future was probably to marry a good man with some 

earning capacity. The church record of Maria’s marriage to Robert Roberts on 7 March 1808 

shows that he was a local bricklayer from the same parish as Maria. A bricklayer was probably 

considered a step up the working class hierarchy from an unskilled ‘labourer’, as Maria’s father 

had been. Maria’s fortunes in marriage may well have been aided by good looks. Convict 

records later reveal that she had ‘blue eyes’, ‘flaxen hair’ and a ‘fair pale complexion’, and 

there is no record of her face being disfigured by pock marks or scars, as were often recorded 

as marring the faces other convicts.42 

Since Robert and Maria were both from the same parish they may have met at church, or even 

as children on the streets playing ‘whip and top’. However, it is probably more likely that they 

met at one of the many public houses that were frequented by the lower classes. Historian, 

Michael Macilwee, claims that the ‘casual workers’ of Liverpool’s lower classes ‘staggered 

between poverty and drunken oblivion’, that ‘working class recreation centred on drinking 

establishments’ and that ‘[i]n an age when beer was safer to drink than water, the public house 

was the vibrant hub and cultural centre of the community’.43 

Economic depression 
Unfortunately, Maria and Robert married at the beginning of an economic depression in 

Liverpool which would have led to a sharp downturn in construction industry and made it 

difficult for bricklayers to find regular work. It is clear from their marriage record that both 

Maria and Robert were illiterate (they both signed with an ‘X’), which would have limited their 

work options and kept them firmly rooted in the working class. 

 
42 Ticket of Leave issued in 1824 for Maria Roberts, Tickets of Leave 1824-1827, Volume 4/4060, State Records 
Authority of New South Wales, Kingswood, Sydney. 
43 Macilwee, The Liverpool Underworld, p. 103-6. 
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Figure 16 Marriage record for Maria and Robert, marriage register of Saint Peter’s Parish, Liverpool.44 
It reads: ‘Robert Roberts of the Parish of Liverpool, Bricklayer and Maria Dawson of the same Parish, Spinster were married in 
this Church by Banns this seventh Day of March in the Year One Thousand eight Hundred and eight’. 

The main reason for the economic depression in Liverpool is that, in 1807, the year before their 

marriage, slave-trading was outlawed by the British Parliament. The industry had vehemently 

opposed abolition during a long and bitter campaign, which led to some tension and violence 

on the streets of Liverpool, both before and after the abolition. Maria and Robert were probably 

too far removed from the slave trading industry to have been personally involved in the 

violence, but they may have witnessed some of it on the streets and it would have been a topic 

of conversation in the public houses they frequented. 

Let me provide a couple of examples of that political tension and violence to provide some 

colour to the Liverpool of that time. Thomas Clarkson was a founding member of the Society 

for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade, and he spent time in the ports of Liverpool 

collecting evidence from eyewitnesses who had worked on slave trading ships.45 During a visit 

to Liverpool he reported receiving ‘anonymous letters entreating me to leave it or I should 

otherwise never leave it alive’, and gave the following account of his narrow escape from an 

attempt to kill him:46 

I was one day on the pier head with many others looking at some little 
boats below at the time of a heavy gale. I had seen all I wanted to see and 
was departing when I noticed eight or nine persons making towards me. I 
was then only about eight or nine yards from the precipice of the pier, but 
going from it. I expected that they would have divided to let me through 
them; instead of which they closed upon me that they had a design to throw 
me over the pier head. Vigorous on account of the danger, I darted forward. 
One of them against whom pushed myself, fell down. Their ranks were 

 
44 Liverpool Record Office, Liverpool Libraries, Liverpool. 
45 British Broadcasting Commission, http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_figures/clarkson_thomas.html, 
Accessed 13 Nov 2017. 
46Liverpool Museums, Thomas Clarkson on Abolition — International Slavery, 
http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/ism/slavery/europe/thomas_clarkson.aspx, Accessed 13 Nov 2017. 

http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/ism/slavery/europe/thomas_clarkson.aspx
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broken and I escaped not without blows amidst their imprecations and 
abuse. 

A brave minority of Liverpudlians supported the abolitionist movement. The day after the 

abolition of the slave trade became law, on 2 May 1807, they took to the streets to welcome 

home a Liverpool MP, by the name of William Roscoe, who had voted in favour of abolition. 

This was too much for the outlawed slave traders to bear and the situation became explosive. 

Perhaps Maria and Robert were amongst the crowd of onlookers as ‘parties of seamen, chiefly 

consisting of the crews of vessels lately engaged in the African trade, armed with bludgeons 

and other weapons, were disposed along the streets to obstruct the passage of the procession; 

and when it reached Castle Street, the principal street of the town, a scene of the greatest tumult 

and riot prevailed.’47 

On top of the loss of slave trading as a major revenue stream, the Napoleonic Wars between 

Britain and France were at their height and were having a catastrophic effect on the remnants 

Liverpool’s maritime shipping industry. Just as British privateers were attacking and robbing 

French ships, French privateers were targeting British merchant ships. Crossing the Atlantic 

with valuable cargo had become a dangerous and highly risky venture, and less profitable, as 

Liverpool merchants needed to invest in security measures so their ships might have a chance 

of fighting their way across. The downturn in merchant shipping naturally had flow-on effects 

for the entire Liverpool community. 

Becoming a mother 
Despite the tough economic times, Maria and Robert wasted no time in starting a family. 

Within ten months of their marriage they had a son, and in accordance with the tradition of the 

times, they named him after his father (meaning there were two Robert Roberts in the family). 

He was baptised over two years later, on the same day that his younger sister, Ann, was 

baptised. On the day of the double-baptism, in April 1811, the family is recorded as living in 

‘Hodson Street’. 

 
47 Henry Roscoe, The Life of William Roscoe, Volume 1, Boston, 1833. P. 392. 
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Figure 17 Baptism records for Maria’s English children, register of Saint Peter’s Parish, Liverpool.48 
The title ‘Christenings for the Year 1811’ appeared on a preceding page. The entry for Robert Roberts is the third from the 
bottom of the top image, recording ‘born…1809 January 30 [Chris.d] April 14 [son] of Robert Roberts, Bricklayer, Hodson St 
[and] Maria [formerly] Dawson, his Wife’. The entry for Ann Roberts is the bottom entry on the bottom image, recording 
‘born…1811 February 5 [Chris.d] [April] 14 Ann [Dau.r] of Robert Roberts, Bricklayer Hodson St, [and] Maria [formerly] Dawson, 
his Wife’. The words in square brackets are those of the corresponding column titles or words substituted for corresponding 
ditto marks. 

A newspaper article published in 1849 (albeit 38 years after Maria’s family were recorded 

living there) describes Hodson Street as ‘a small street that has the unenviable distinction of 

having suffered more from cholera than any other in the town’ and goes on to describe it as a 

poor part of town occupied by ‘bricklayers labourers’ who needed to pawn their belongings to 

survive when they could not find work.49 

I had to fall back on historical research and old newspaper clippings in my attempt to 

reconstruct the rough and tumble of Maria’s life as a young wife and mother in working class 

Liverpool in the years leading up to her arrest and transportation. Those years must have been 

shaped by cycles of boom and bust as bricklaying work for Robert ebbed and flowed, probably 

more ebbing than flowing given the economically depressed times. I imagine them spending 

his pay cheques in rowdy Public Houses and ‘gin palaces’, and then pawning their valuables 

when times were lean, with a toddler at Maria’s skirts and a babe in her arms and the stench of 

the communal privies filling their lungs every time they opened their front door. 

I try not to romanticize what daily life must have been like for them. I see Robert with a spade 

over his shoulder, reluctantly heading off to take his turn cleaning out the communal cess pit 

 
48 Liverpool Record Office, Liverpool Libraries, Liverpool. 
49 The Liverpool Journal, November 24, 1849. 
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when the stench of it cannot be born any longer. I see Maria hurrying down the street to join 

the crowd watching and jeering at the scrap that is underway between two inebriated female 

neighbours in various states of undress. The following account of one such scrap may help to 

set the scene. It was recounted in the Liverpool Review in 1899, but given the ‘tough, ruthless 

and bloodthirsty populace’50 that were said to inhabit Liverpool during Maria’s time, and the 

widespread public drunkenness, scraps akin to the one described below were probably common 

place even then:51 

‘You fat ------ if you don’t give her a --------- good hiding I’ll give you one! 
You ------!’ Urged on by such stirring motivational speeches from her 
husband, a large drunken woman tore into her ‘scraggy opponent’ during a 
Saturday night catfight in a south-end court. Hours earlier the women had 
been happily drinking together but on the way home from the pub an 
argument turned violent: ‘Her ragged bodice was torn from her back, and 
the thin blood streaks showed the marks of her enemy’s fingers on her 
naked chest. The further the combatants approached to nudity the greater 
was the delight of the bystanders’. 

Of course, the upper class newspapers must have delighted in portraying the working classes 

in this debauched and dehumanising way. Yet I include this account here because the conduct 

it describes has disturbing resonances with the assault allegedly committed by Maria in Sydney 

many years later. You’ll recall that newspaper clipping I included earlier alleging that Maria 

seized another woman ‘by the throat, knocked her down, bit her finger, and attempted to take 

a gold ring from it; that she tore all her clothes from her back, and struck her on the head with 

a stone, which occasioned a great effusion of blood’. 

Amidst the violence, debauchery, alcohol and squalor there must also have been moments of 

love, self-sacrifice and tenderness for Maria and her young family. The need for love and 

intimacy is part of the human condition. I see Maria’s family of four snuggled in bed together 

in the early hours of a Sunday morning. Little Ann is nestled in the crook of Maria’s arm, with 

one thumb in her mouth, and the forefinger of her other hand twirling a lock of her mother’s 

flaxen hair. Robert senior is lying on his back snoring into Maria’s ear. She nudges him with 

her elbow and he rolls onto his side, throwing an arm over her. Robert junior mutters something 

unintelligible in his sleep and remoulds himself around the warmth of his father’s back. 

 
50 Macilwee, The Liverpool Underworld, p. 1. 
51 Quoted in Macilwee, The Liverpool Underworld, at p. 103, from the Liverpool Review, 9 September 1891. 
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Chapter 3 
Stealing ribbon and lace (1813) 

In 1813, when Maria was twenty-six years old, she was arrested for stealing fifty yards of lace 

and two hundred yards of ribbon from the ‘dwelling house’ of Elizabeth Stephenson. A thirty-

one year old woman called Rose Martin was jointly accused of the theft. Stealing lace and 

ribbon sounds so whimsical, perhaps even trivial at first glance, and my first thought was that 

Maria might have needed to make a special dress for someone. But she stole far more lace and 

ribbon than she would have needed to make a dress — over 45 metres of lace and 180 metres 

of ribbon in the metric scale. The most likely explanation is that she stole it for the money she 

could make by on-selling it. I have scoured the UK archives for a transcript of her trial to try 

to find out what she said in her own defence, but it seems the transcript no longer exists. 

Whatever Maria’s motivations were, they must have been sufficiently strong to warrant her 

risking her life. The goods she stole were said to be valued at over five shillings, which was 

sufficiently high for the offence to carry the death penalty. 

Did Maria have a history of stealing? I can find no record of any prior criminal convictions in 

either the court records nor the local newspapers. This suggests that, at the very least, Maria 

had never before been convicted of a serious crime. The records of the lower courts that heard 

petty crimes in Liverpool during that period do not survive. 

Since their alleged offence carried the death penalty, Maria and Rose could not be tried at the 

local Court of Quarter Sessions. Trials for all serious offences took place at the ‘Lancaster 

Assizes’, which were held four times a year at Lancaster Castle, about 100 kilometres north of 

Liverpool. Maria and Rose would have spent several months in the cells at the Liverpool 

Borough Gaol while they awaited their committal hearing, and then their transportation to 

Lancaster Castle. They were committed by a Liverpool Magistrate on 25 October 1813, but the 

fact that they did not stand trial at Lancaster until the March 1814 Assizes suggests they did 

not make it to Lancaster in time for the December 1813 Assizes.  

I pieced together this part of Maria’s story from Lancaster’s Calendar of Crown Prisoners. 

Mum and I drove a hire car to the Lancashire Archives in Preston to see this book. The helpful 

staff retrieved it for us from their vaults and allowed me to photograph the relevant pages. 
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Figure 18 My photographs of the Lancaster Calendar of Crown Prisoners recording Maria’s date of 
committal and charge. 
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Returning to the Liverpool Record Office at the top of that soaring staircase in the Liverpool 

Central Library, I looked up the lady from whom Maria had stolen the ribbon and lace. The 

1811 edition of Gore’s Liverpool Directory lists Elizabeth Stephenson as a milliner, which 

explains why she had so much ribbon and lace. 

 

 

Figure 19 Extracts from Gore’s Liverpool Directory recording the profession and address of the woman 
from whom Maria stole the ribbon and lace. 

Maria’s original charge of theft from a ‘dwelling house’ was later changed to ‘larceny in a 

shop’.52 Perhaps Elizabeth Stephenson lived, worked and sold her hats from the same address, 

17 Christian Street, with private rooms out the back and the shop fronting on to the street. Large 

skeins of lace and ribbon were unlikely to be on display in the hat shop. Did Maria wait until 

 
52 Lancaster Assizes Annual Return of Prisoners, March Assizes 1814, PL 28/5, National Archives, Kew, UK. 
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her friend, Rose Martin, had distracted the sales attendant before ducking into the storage room 

and tucking the skeins under her skirt? I wonder what gave her away. Did they fall out from 

under her skirt as she was making her back on to the street? On second-thoughts, all that ribbon 

and lace is unlikely to have fitted under her skirt.  Perhaps Maria had loaded up a bag with 

skeins of ribbon and lace and was caught trying to lower it out the store-room window into the 

alleyway outside. 

Liverpool Borough Gaol 
I was relieved to discover that Maria spent several months in prison in Liverpool before being 

sent to Lancaster Castle, as this would have given her the opportunity to say goodbye to Robert 

and her children. The possibility — perhaps probability — that she would be found guilty and 

either hanged or transported, must have been constantly on her mind during her time at the 

Liverpool Borough Gaol. 

 

Figure 20 A painting of the Liverpool Borough Gaol, in Great Howard Street, by WG Herdman, 1856.  
Maria Roberts would have spent several months in this goal in the autumn and winter of 1813–14 before being transported to 
Lancaster Castle. It was built in the 1790s and was based on the Newgate prison in London. Source: 
https://www.liverpoolpicturebook.com/2013/01/LiverpoolsPrisons.html, Accessed 2 November 2018. 
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When Robert went to visit Maria in gaol he may have brought her extra food to help her survive 

her time there. As autumn turned to winter the cells must have become bitterly cold. Perhaps 

he also brought her extra blankets and clothing. Did Robert promise to make the two-hundred-

kilometre round trip to Lancaster Castle to visit Maria, or was that journey too expensive and 

difficult for him to even consider? How did Maria say goodbye to four-year-old Robert and 

two year old Ann?  

 

Saying goodbye 
Maria sat on her bed under the feeble light from the high window-grate waiting for her children 

to arrive. Would Robbie and Ann recoil when they saw her? Her shoulders shook with shame. 

Not shame for stealing to feed her children, but shame for making her husband, Robert, promise 

to bring the children with him on his final visit. They should not have to step into this place. 

This was not the way they should remember her. 

She pulled her shawl more tightly around her shoulders and began to pace the three steps from 

the back wall of her cell to the iron bars on the cell door, and back again, over and over, 

straining for the jangle of keys, or the sound of Robbie’s voice or running feet. She knew it 

was Saturday — visiting day. She had scratched a notch into her wooden bedframe with her 

fingernail each night since Robert’s last visit and there were now seven notches there. She sat 

on the bed and reached her hand under the mattress to count them again. Then she lay on her 

side, so she could still reach the notches with the forefinger of her right hand, and said The 

Lord’s Prayer seven times, once for each of the notches. This had become a nightly ritual for 

her. She found some comfort in the movement of her lips and the sound of her voice. As she 

said this prayer the image of her favourite painting from St Peter’s always came back to her. A 

painting of Lady Magdalene, kneeling before Jesus, with his hand on her head, absolving her 

of all sin. 

When she finished this first part of her ritual she began recounting each phrase from the prayer 

in a seven part echo, as her finger kept moving over the notches: 

Our Father which art in heaven, Our Father which art in heaven….. 

… 
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Forgive us our trespasses; forgive us our trespasses …. 

…. 

Deliver us from evil, deliver us from evil…. 

Her voice cracked on her sixth Amen. It cracked with the sudden knowledge that her children 

would not come. Robert knew he must not bring them here. His promise had been hollow, a 

false comfort to lessen her distress until his final visit. 

An inexplicable rage flared white hot within her. She threw herself at the bars of her cell, 

kicking them and beating them with her fists.  She was not conscious of her own screaming 

until the women in the surrounding cells began howling their protest and the warden barked 

that he’d put her in a straight jacket if she didn’t shut up. 

She slumped to the floor and began banging her head against the bars of her cell, angling her 

blows so that, with each impact, the edges of the bars bit into her scalp. At another command 

from the warden, she hugged her head into her knees and sobbed herself to exhaustion. When 

she became conscious of the aching cold in her feet and buttocks from their contact with the 

stone floor, she crawled back to her bed and curled into a ball under the thin grey blanket. 

Maria longed to feel Ann’s fingers in her hair once more. She reached for the matted clump 

over her left breast. Hair that used to twirl like silk around Ann’s forefinger in the early hours 

of the morning. She used both hands to separate a small section of hair from the rest. She pulled 

it taut and used her teeth to saw through it. It tasted of the dank air of the prison, and of sweat, 

and urine, and fear. She sat up and wrapped the severed lock in her handkerchief. She would 

ask Robert to wash it well, divide it in two, and give a lock to Ann and Robbie to remember 

her by. She had nothing else to give. 

Then Maria knelt beside her bed. She thanked the Lord for sparing her children the memory of 

their mother in this place. And she prayed that Robert, when he came, would bring her a 

keepsake from each of them. Perhaps one of the pebbles Robbie carried in his pocket, and a 

freshly worn bonnet of Ann’s that still smelt of her. 

 



177 
 

Chapter 4 
Standing trial at Lancaster Castle (1814) 

The fact that Maria was tried at the March 1814 Assizes rather than the December 1813 Assizes 

suggests that her journey to Lancaster took place during the three month period in between. 

Maria and Rose would have been transported to Lancaster Castle in the back of a horse-drawn 

wagon or ‘coach’, under police guard, together with other Liverpool prisoners charged with 

serious offences. It would have been a long and uncomfortable journey, and was likely much, 

much further from home than Maria had ever been before. 

 

Figure 21 A painting titled ‘Arrival of Prisoners at Lancaster Castle’ by an unknown artist in 1827.  
The painting depicts a crowd gathered in front of the castle gateway to watch the arrival of six male prisoners.53 

 

Lancaster Castle looks like something out of a Grimm’s fairy-tale. It is a collection of buildings 

within a walled complex perched on a hill above the town of Lancaster. Parts of it are thought 

to date back to the eleventh century. The Assize Court within its walls is reputed to have 

 
53 Source: Lancaster City Museums, http://collections.lancsmuseums.gov.uk/narratives/object.php?irn=214, 
Accessed 2 November 2018. 

http://collections.lancsmuseums.gov.uk/narratives/object.php?irn=214
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sentenced more people to death than any other court in England.54 About 265 men and women 

were hanged at Lancaster between 1782 and 1865. Long before Maria’s time it was infamous 

as the site of the trials and executions of the ten ‘Pendle Witches’ in 1612, and of many religious 

martyrs, predominantly Catholics and Quakers.55 I wonder what Maria was thinking as she 

passed through those imposing entrance gates to the prison cells within, knowing she would 

stand trial there for an offence carrying the death penalty. Was she terrified or numb or defiant? 

Townspeople may well have flooded out onto the streets to shout and jeer at Maria and her 

fellow prisoners as their coach made its way up through the streets of the town towards the 

castle. In an age before movies and television, the quarterly Assizes were eagerly anticipated 

by the town’s inhabitants as a major form of entertainment. They would crowd into the public 

gallery at the back of the courtroom to watch the trials, and they often turned out in their 

thousands to watch the so-called ‘hanging matches’ when the condemned prisoners were 

executed at ‘Hanging Corner’.56 The master of the local Grammar School would even give his 

students time off school so they could attend the hangings. As portrayed in the painting above, 

the arrival of each new group of prisoners for the upcoming Assizes would have been greeted 

with mounting excitement. 

My visit to Lancaster Castle 
The day that Mum and I visited Lancaster Castle, in September 2017, we found the entrance to 

the castle awash with crowds and excitement of a very different kind. A marathon was being 

held that day, with the starting and finishing line just inside the castle gates. The courtyard 

inside held a bright red ice-cream truck, a fleet of porta-loos, marquis selling merchandise, 

orange witches hats and temporary fencing, officials in neon vests, plastic chairs and tables, 

and lycra-clad bodies stretching. It was not quite the portal through time that I had been 

expecting. 

 
54 John Champness, Lancaster Castle: A Brief History, Lancashire Books Ltd, 2014, p. 34. 
55 Champness, Lancaster Castle, pp. 35 and 15-17. 
56 Champness, Lancaster Castle, pp. 34-35. 
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Figure 22 My photographs of Lancaster Castle in September 2017. 
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Figure 23 Internal courtyard of Lancaster 
Castle during my September 2017 visit. 

 

 

I spent the day trying to blot the marathon from my experience of the place and minimise its 

impact in my photos, but now I find myself seeking out those photos which include it. They 

speak just as eloquently of the confluence of time and place as that light-filled atrium with its 

spiral staircase inside the historic Liverpool Central Library, and the avenue of brightly 

coloured umbrellas leading to the Blue Coat School. There I was retracing my convict 

ancestor’s journey to Lancaster Castle — trying to re-imagine the horror of that place for her 

— whilst the bizarre first-world fetishes of my own time danced a pantomime around me. I 

may have had more luck distancing myself from the pantomime had I not ticked a marathon 

off my own bucket-list the year before. I am just as much a woman of my time and class as 

Maria was of hers. 

Luckily, tours of the castle were still being run that day, and all trace of the marathon was 

quickly lost once I stepped within the thick stone walls of the castle’s buildings. I learned that 

Maria and Rose and their fellow female prisoners would have been kept separately from the 
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male prisoners in a four-storey prison tower with Gothic windows.57 That tower no longer 

exists. Like the male prisoners at the castle at that time, they probably spent their days in 

communal cells or ‘taking air’ in a flagged courtyard. Their nights were probably spent in 

individual cells without windows, like the ones pictured below.58  

 

Figure 24 Prison cells at Lancaster Castle thought to date from the 18th century.59 
 

I stood inside one of those cells with a few other members of my tour group while the tour 

guide closed the cell door on us, cutting us off from the light and sound of the outside world. I 

reached out for the wall to orientate myself in the darkness. The stone was cold against my 

fingers and bare forearms. A nervous giggle from the young woman beside me ricocheted off 

 
57 Champness, Lancaster Castle, p. 27. 
58 Champness, Lancaster Castle, p. 27. 
59 Champness, Lancaster Castle, p. 25. 
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the walls. Before our eyes had even had a chance to adjust to the gloom, the door creaked open 

again, and we were shepherded out. It was a fleeting and sanitised experience far removed from 

the stench of the toilet bucket, the biting of the body lice, the bone-numbing cold, and the gut-

wrenching miasma of loneliness, boredom, fear and despair that must have been experienced 

by the prisoners kept in there during Maria’s time. 

From the cells, we were taken upstairs to the courtroom where Maria and Rose were tried. It 

still functions as a courtroom today and I was not permitted to take any photographs of it. I 

managed to obtain this black and white photograph from the castle library. The archivist 

explained that the courtroom would have looked almost identical when Maria was tried there 

in 1814. The portrait of King George III has hung over the bench since 1800. It is more striking 

in colour, with the mounted King resplendent in his red coat. 

 

 

 

 

UP TO HERE 

[TALK ABOUT MY VISIT TO LANCASTER CASTLE – TALK ABOUT WHAT A 

MASSIVE PUBLIC SPECTACLE THE ASSIZES WERE FOR LANCASTER, AND HOW 

 PACKED THE COURT-ROOM WOULD HAVE BEEN AND THE LARGE CROWDS  

 

During my visit I was allowed to stand in the dock where Maria and Rose stood during their 

trial on Tuesday 8 March 1814.  The dock is to the left of the ornate judges bench. It is enclosed 

at the back and sides with high wooden panels. Being jointly accused of the theft, Maria and 

Rose would have been tried together. They would have stood facing the twelve male jurors in 

the jury box on the opposite side of the bench. 

[Grab your reader’s attention with a 

great quote from the document or 

use this space to emphasize a key 

point. To place this text box 

anywhere on the page, just drag it.] 

Figure 25 Photograph of the courtroom in Lancaster Castle where Maria was tried and sentenced. 
Photograph taken by an unknown artist around 1920. Source: Lancaster Castle library. 
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It is hard to imagine the scene looking at a photograph of an empty courtroom. Let’s consider 

who would have filled the court room on that day. 

 

Figure 26 The Trial of the Thirty Eight, 27 August 1812, sketch of the trial in Lancaster Castle.60 

This sketch of a trial which took place in that courtroom during the Winter Assizes of 1812 

shows how packed the Lancaster courtroom could be. Members of the public are sardined into 

the public gallery at the back of the court and up the stairways to the small seated galleries 

overlooking the court. Some onlookers may have been family members and friends of the 

accused or the victims of the alleged crime. Most would have been local townspeople looking 

for entertainment. Men at arms form a ring around the onlookers, their pikes held aloft, no 

doubt charged with forcibly removing anyone who became too unruly. 

 
60 Unknown artist, Source: pamphlet titled A Correct Report of the Proceedings on the Trial of Thirty Eight Men, 
printed by M. Wardle of Market Street, Manchester, 1812, copy in Manchester Central Library, UK. 
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The judge sits at the bench in his enormous wig, presiding over the proceedings under the 

portrait, and authority, of the King. The co-accused stand in the dock to the left of the bench, 

with the jury in the box to the right. The prosecutor and other lawyers sit in their wigs at the 

table in front of the bench. At the rear of that table, there is a witness in the witness box and a 

seated area which may have held newspaper reporters, witnesses waiting to give evidence and 

distinguished onlookers. 

 

The trial 
Maria and Rose’s trial would have begun with the clerk of the court reading the charges against 

them: 

“Maria Roberts and Rose Martin, accused of stealing in a shop to the value of five 

shillings and upwards.” 

Then the judge would have asked Maria and Rose to state their plea. Since the offence was 

punishable by death, Maria and Rose would have pleaded ‘not guilty’. The Prosecutor would 

have got to his feet and presented the case against Maria and Rose. He may have called 

witnesses, such as Elizabeth Stephenson, the Liverpool milliner from whom the lace and ribbon 

had been stolen. 

Then the judge would have given Maria and Rose the opportunity to speak in their own defence. 

Maria would have been too poor to pay for legal representation,61 and would not have had the 

means to bring any witnesses who were willing to testify in her favour one hundred kilometres 

from Liverpool. She may well have had nothing but her own words to convince the upper-class 

members of the jury of her innocence, or to attest to her good character. Her own words, spoken 

in the lower-class dialect, spoken in the filthy prison clothes she had lived in for months, and 

in a court-room that was designed to be intimidating. Maria’s trial may even have pre-dated 

the presumption of innocence, which was only just beginning to come to prominence in UK 

 
61 Less than a third of people tried for property crimes at The Old Bailey in London had defence counsel in 1800 
and there was no form of legal aid for the poor: Clive Emsley, Tim Hitchcock and Robert Shoemaker, ‘Crime 
and Justice - Trial Procedures’, Old Bailey Proceedings Online, https://www.oldbaileyonline.org/static/Trial-
procedures.jsp, Accessed 16 November 2018. 

https://www.oldbaileyonline.org/static/Trial-procedures.jsp
https://www.oldbaileyonline.org/static/Trial-procedures.jsp


185 
 

courts in the early nineteenth century. Before that time, ‘defendants were expected to disprove 

the evidence presented against them and establish their innocence.’62 

I am not meaning to suggest that Maria was innocent — the prosecution must have presented 

sufficient evidence to convince the jury that she was guilty. I am merely suggesting that if there 

were any flaws in the evidence produced by the Prosecutor that day — resplendent in his wig 

and gown and speaking so eloquently in the language of the upper classes — Maria would have 

had to rely upon her own wits to bring those flaws to the attention of the judge or jury. 

The trial must have been over in a flash. The Lancaster Gazette reported that thirteen other 

people were also tried that day.63 If we presume an eight hour court sitting day, with an hour 

lunch break, the average trial length must have been less than half an hour per person including 

any jury deliberation time. 

I wonder whether Robert Roberts managed to make the long journey from Liverpool to attend 

Maria’s trial. Or did he have to buy a copy of the Lancaster Gazette, and find someone to 

read it for him, to learn of the jury’s verdict? The newspaper report extracted here shows that 

Rose Martin was acquitted at the trial. Rose’s story from the dock must have convinced the 

jury of her innocence. Maria was not so lucky. She was found guilty but ‘recommended to 

mercy’. Maria was not sentenced that day, so in that context ‘recommended to mercy’ must 

have meant that the jury recommended to the judge that, when the time came for sentencing, 

he use his discretion not to impose the death penalty upon her. The report of the Assizes in 

the Lancaster Gazette (partially extracted above) suggests that, out of the 21 people convicted 

over five days of trials, Maria was the only one to be ‘recommended for mercy’ prior to 

sentencing. This must have been relatively unusual (as distinct from petitioning the King for 

mercy after a death sentence was imposed, which was common place). Why did the jury take 

pity on Maria? Were they convinced she was a woman of good character who had stolen the 

ribbon and lace out of a desperate need to feed her two young children? 

Rose Martin would have walked free through the wooden gate at the rear of the dock — the 

same one I used to access the dock during my visit. I was shown the trapdoor in the floor of 

the dock through which Maria would have descended to the cells after being found guilty. I 

 
62 Emsley, Hitchcock and Shoemaker, ‘Crime and Justice - Trial Procedures’. 
63 ‘Lancaster Assizes’, Lancaster Gazette, 12 March 1814, p. 301. 
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wonder whether any words or gestures passed between Maria and Rose before they were 

separated. Did they clasp hands, or lock gazes, or was Maria furious with Rose for saying 

something in her own defence that had painted Maria in a more culpable light? After Maria 

had recovered from the initial shock of her verdict, when she was back in her cell awaiting her 

sentence, did she have the grace to feel happy for Rose? Was she comforted by the fact that 

she had been recommended to mercy? Did she believe that recommendation would prevent the 

judge sentencing her to death? 

 

Sentenced to death 
Maria had a long time for these questions to run through her head. She waited for eight days 

for her sentence to be imposed. Two other women from Liverpool awaited sentencing with her 

— twenty-four year old Jane Hoste and seventeen year old Jane Humphries. On the morning 

of Wednesday 16 March 1814, Maria and the two Janes and nine male prisoners were brought 

back to the dock to hear the sixty-six year old judge, Sir Simon Le Blanc, pass sentence upon 

them. 

 

Figure 27 Portrait of the judge who 
sentenced Maria to death, Sir Simon Le 
Blanc (1748–1816) by John Opie.64 

This portrait portrays him as an austere, 

humourless man but perhaps that was 

merely the mask of his office. What 

humanity lay underneath? He does not 

appear to have taken any heed of the 

jury’s recommendation that he exercise 

mercy when sentencing Maria. He 

sentenced all twelve of the prisoners in the dock that morning to death. I have found no record 

of the words he used when pronouncing that sentence upon them, but I imagine him speaking 

 
64 Trinity Hall, University of Cambridge Collection, https://www.artuk.org/discover/artworks/sir-simon-le-blanc-, Accessed 18 
November 2018. 



187 
 

in a nasal voice, summarising the ‘heinous nature’ of their crimes with his proper accent and 

perfect enunciation, a little spittle taking flight as he reached his crescendo: 

It now only remains for me to pronounce that sentence which the law has 
adjudged. Hear that sentence. This Court does adjudge, that you, the twelve 
prisoners at the bar, be hung by the necks till you are dead; and may the 
Lord have mercy upon your souls! 

Perhaps he considered mercy outside his job description — a matter best left to God, and the 

King. 

 

 

Figure 28 Record of Maria’s death sentence, Lancaster Gazetter, Saturday 19 March 1814, p. 3.65 

 

 
65 British Library Newspapers, © British Library Board. 
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After hearing her sentence Maria and the other prisoners would have been taken down through 

the trapdoor in the floor of the dock to the cells reserved for condemned prisoners — 

Lancaster’s equivalent of ‘death row’. 

 

Petitioning Mad King George for mercy 
Maria’s pardon was issued on 10 May 1814 by the Home Secretary, Lord Sidmouth, in the 

name of Prince Regent William, who was acting as proxy for ‘Mad King George’. News of the 

pardon, which was jointly extended to Maria and five of the other prisoners condemned at the 

same sentencing hearing (including the two Janes), was conveyed by letter to the Palatine of 

Lancaster. After listing the names of those to whom a pardon was to be granted, the letter 

stated: 

We in consideration of some favourable Circumstances humbly represented 
unto us in their behalf are graciously pleased to extend Our Grace & Mercy 
unto them & to Grant them Our Pardon for their said Crimes on condition 
of their being Transported to the County of New South Wales or some one 
or other of the Islands Adjacent for and during the Term of their respective 
Natural Lives. 
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Figure 29: My photographs of records of the mitigation of Maria's sentence from death to 
transportation.66 

I wonder who sent the petition for a pardon on Maria’s behalf and what were the ‘favourable 

circumstances’ it presented about her? Perhaps the handwritten petition endures within the 

Home Office records at the National Archives. I have looked and not found it, but the records 

are vast. One day it may be found by another of Maria’s descendants. For the time being I have 

only my imagination to fill that gap in Maria’s story. 

 

Imagining the making of the petition for mercy 
Robert Roberts taps the brass knocker on the Vicarage door three times. As he waits for the 

door to open he takes the cap from his head and bangs it against his leg a couple of times to 

shake the mortar dust from it. He’s on his way home from work and hasn’t yet had time to 

wash. The housekeeper opens the door. 

 
66 Crown Office Order Book for the Palatine of Lancaster, PL 28/5, National Archives, Kew, UK. 
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“Ah, Mr. Roberts, the Reverend’s been expecting you. I’ll let him know you are here.” 

She ushers Robert into the parlour to wait. Dressed as he is, he dare not sit on any of the plush 

chairs. He places his cap on a table, and runs his hands through his hair, trying to smooth it into 

some semblance of respectability. The Reverend’s been expecting him. Does that mean he has 

news of Maria? He swallows and wipes his palms on his breeches, then bows his head in a 

silent prayer. 

Robert hears the tapping of the Reverend’s walking cane as he makes his way down the 

corridor. When he enters the room, he has a newspaper tucked under one arm. 

“Good evening Robert.” 

“Evening Reverend.” 

“I’m glad you’ve come. I have news.” 

He gestures towards a chair. 

“You’d best sit down.” 

Robert’s throat is dry. He swallows again. 

“I take it then the news is not good.” 

The Reverend meets his gaze and regards him for a moment before sighing and shaking his 

head. 

“Sit down Robert.” 

Robert does as he’s been told. 

The Reverend places the newspaper on the table next to Robert’s cap and lowers himself into 

a chair, letting his cane clatter to the floor. He takes a pair of spectacles from his waistcoat 

pocket, positions them across the bridge of his nose and unfolds the newspaper. 

“There’s an article in today’s paper about the Assizes.” 
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He points to the article in question and hands it to Robert. 

“What does it say?” 

“It says Maria was sentenced on Wednesday.” 

Once again the Reverend meets Robert’s gaze. 

“She’s been sentenced to death.” 

Robert makes a choked sort of sound and it is some time before he is able to speak. 

“But…she was recommended to mercy.” 

“That is now a matter for the Prince Regent to decide. I have taken the liberty of drafting 

a petition to him.” 

The Reverend reaches across to a nearby sideboard, takes an envelope from under a paper 

weight and hands it to Robert. 

“I have personally attested to Maria’s good character. I’ll make sure it’s on tomorrow’s 

postal coach to London.” 

As Robert takes the envelope he notices his hand is trembling. He puts it on the table in front 

of him with the newspaper, bows his head and runs his fingers through his thick sandy hair. 

“It’s all my fault, Reverend. It’s me who’s to blame.” 

“Why do you say that Robert?” 

“The night before she stole the lace we had a fight. I told her I’d accepted a job at the 

Old Dock repairin a breach in the wall. She flew into a rage sayin I mustna take that 

job, that the old dock was full of filth and didn’t I know that all who worked on it got 

sick and died.” 

Robert got to his feet and began to pace the room. 
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“I got angry and yelled back at her. I said I wasna goin to sit by and watch my own 

children starve. That didn’t she know if I refused that job they might not give me 

another. That there were plenty of other men who’d do it in my stead.” 

Robert sat down again and looked into the Reverend’s eyes,  

“I told her that unless she could find a better way of feedin our children, I’d be takin 

that job and there’d be no choice about it.” 

The Reverend nodded his understanding. 

“I see. You think she stole the lace so that you wouldn’t need to take the job on the Old 

Dock?” 

 

 

Maria spent four weeks on death row awaiting her execution. Did she know that a petition for 

mercy had been sent to the Prince Regent on her behalf? Did she have any contact or 

correspondence with Robert during that time? Perhaps the Reverend who had married Robert 

and Maria and baptised their children helped Robert to write Maria a letter of comfort. Perhaps 

Maria found a literate prisoner at Lancaster Castle to read it to her and write a response. 

When Maria was informed that her death sentence had been commuted to transportation for 

the term of her natural life, was she relieved to escape the noose or did transportation seem a 

fate worse than death? Did she try to make arrangements for her children, Ann and Robert, to 

be transported with her? Did she and Robert exchange letters of farewell? Did he promise to 

come out to the colony and find her after the children were old enough to fend for themselves? 
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Chapter 5 
Awaiting transportation in Newgate prison (1814) 

Long journey to Newgate 
The ship on which Maria was transported departed from the south coast of England in January 

1815. I have no record of her experiences during the seven month period between the 

commutation of her sentence and her departure from England, but according to the tour guide 

at Lancaster Castle, it was standard practice to send the female prisoners to Newgate prison in 

London to await their transportation. It is about 450 kilometres from Lancaster Castle to 

London — a distance which seemed long enough by car and by train. 

A crossing of paths and an intertwining of stories 
Mum and I re-traced Maria’s journey south, in a roundabout sort of way. During our visit to 

Lancaster we’d been staying with dear old family friends who I had known, quite literally, from 

the day of my birth. Marion had occupied the bed next to Mum’s in the maternity hospital with 

a baby son who had been born on the same day as me. Over the next five years, our families 

spent so much time together that he and I, and his older brother and then my younger brother, 

almost had a shared early childhood. We were regularly squashed into the back of the car 

together on weekend adventures, we regularly shared the bathtub and listened to the same 

bedtime stories. His Dad, John, laughingly reminded me that I used to love his ‘chip butties’ 

(two pieces of buttered bread with hot chips in the middle), and that I’d been a regular recipient 

of his goodnight beard tickle. When Mum and I arrived on their doorstep we were given the 

warmest reception imaginable. Their kids were all grown up by then, of course, and had 

families of their own. Everyone who lived within a two-hour drive came along to a huge family 

dinner held in our honour. Much time was spent laughing over times past, and, of course, 

ribbing each other over the cricket. 

After we farewelled them and headed south we took the inland route through Bolton, the place 

where another convict ancestor of ours had hailed from. An ancestor called James Brierley 

whose life in the Colony of New South Wales would become intricately entwined with Maria’s. 

Coincidentally, the hospital where I was born was a mere three miles from the place where 

James had been baptised. So as we travelled through ‘James territory’ scouring the local 

archives for records about him, we couldn’t help but continually cross over our own tracks 

from the 1970s. I’d not have recognised them without mum being there to point them out. And 

so our journey south was spent swirling through a kind of narrative soup with our own stories 
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of being in that place interspersed with the stories we were unearthing about Maria and James’ 

lives two-hundred years before. I found I was hungry for stories from both eras, and I feel a 

compulsion to recount them in a way that allows them to continue to swirl together. 

An odd impulse, perhaps. It doesn’t seem to be enough for me to simply tell Maria’s story. I 

need to tell a bigger story about the transition of people through place and time. The transition 

of my people through place and time. And the intriguing thing about the stories that my mum 

tells about our experiences in northern England in the 1970s is that they juxtapose the people 

we became with the people that we might have been, had Maria and James not been transported. 

And so, I’ll recount here a few of the stories that mum recounted to me as we were travelling 

south from Lancaster. 

When mum was giving birth to me in the hospital on the outskirts of Manchester she had no 

idea she had any ancestral connection to the place. She and Dad were in their early twenties 

and fresh off the plane from Sydney on their first overseas adventure. They’d spent their first 

days in England at Oxford, visiting mum’s sister who was studying mathematics on a 

Commonwealth scholarship. Whereas Oxford had seemed breath-takingly quaint, refined and 

worldly, they found that Northern England (or at least the area around Manchester) was 

anything but. It had an industrial character, the buildings were stained black, and the housing 

in some areas was little more than slums. Mum thought the ladies looked old fashioned in their 

overcoats and hats. They typically had a winter coat and a summer coat, and never seemed to 

leave the house without one or the other. None of the men ever wore shorts, not even in mid-

summer, and they definitely didn’t wear thongs. My parents, and the steady stream of 

Australian friends and relatives that came to visit them, must have seemed very out of place. 

Mum recalled a visit from my aunt, uncle and baby cousin who stayed with us for months while 

they kitted out an orange campervan for their adventure through Europe. During their stay, my 

uncle (who always wore shorts) positioned our garbage bin directly underneath our first-floor 

living-room window and would call ‘bombs away!’ as he dropped the rubbish out. I wonder 

what the neighbours thought of us. Mum said they spent a lot of time ‘lookin after their froont’ 

— that being the front of their house where it abutted the street. They regularly swept their 

front steps and made sure the lace curtains in their front rooms were hanging straight. 

Although the English northerners seemed very ‘proper’, my parents came to appreciate their 

dry, self-deprecating sense of humour. When Dad arrived at Salford University to take up his 
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post-doc position, one of his new colleagues pointed out the window at a tire floating in the 

Irwell river and said, dead pan, 

“See that tyre up there? By the time it floats down here it’ll have completely dissolved.” 

My parents began to make friends. A young lady mum had met at church a few times was asked 

to be my godmother. Mum still remembers the daffodils Janet brought over to brighten our 

house when I came home from the hospital. Later, when I was growing up in Australia, half a 

world away, Janet never let our connection grow cold. She sent me a birthday card every year, 

and a present on significant birthdays. When I came of an age to travel the world, I would visit 

Janet and her husband, John, whenever I passed through England. And when I spent 18 months 

living in the south of England, with my husband and two young children, Janet and John 

became surrogate parents and grandparents to us.  

It was Janet who first held me in her arms when I received news of my brother’s death. The 

news had come by telephone while I standing at the high chair, spooning breakfast into the 

mouth of my son. I was in an English village on the outskirts of London, where we had been 

living for just four months. My husband was away on a work trip to Kenya. In need of a 

shoulder to cry on, I called Janet and she came. 

Janet’s characteristics of loyalty and steadfastness are also evident in other northerners my 

parents befriended during the 1970s — old family friendships that endure to this day. It seems 

that these characteristics may also have been evident in James and Maria’s time. Historian, 

Frank Darvall, in a chapter on the precursors to Luddism in the north of England, writes:67 ‘Life 

in the north was hard, both because the land was barren and because the weather was damp and 

cold. A peculiar, sturdy, persistent character was developed by the hardy northern people…’ 

Maria’s journey south 
As we travelled south by train to London, I watched the grey sky and green fields flash past 

the train window and tried to imagine undertaking that journey as Maria would have done — 

in the back of a horse drawn prison coach, in unwashed prison clothes with greasy skin and 

hair and a gnawing hunger, packed shoulder to shoulder with other prisoners and their body 

lice. The journey would have taken several days. Each passing gust of fresh air through the 

 
67 F.O.Darvall, Popular Disturbances and Public Order in Regency England, London, 1934, at p. 49. 
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high window grates must have renewed the reek of sweat and fear and urine. I don’t suppose 

the driver stopped the coach just because one of the prisoners needed to pee. Or vomit — the 

chances were at least one of them would have been travel sick. It would have been a bumpy 

journey along a dirt road and, if the coach was covered, they may not have been able to see out. 

Each big bump in the road must have jolted the iron fetters painfully against their ankle bones. 

They were likely chained together on this journey to prevent escape, with the chains running 

through iron fetters on their ankles. The prison reformer, Elizabeth Fry, once gave an account 

of convict women being transported to a convict ship in this way:68 

Thirteen women, she noted, were chained together, in such a way that when 
one moved all had to move; an awkward gesture by one gave instant pain to 
the others. She pleaded with the captain to have the irons removed; it was 
done. But one young woman’s fetters were so small that the iron had 
become embedded in the flesh of her ankles, and she screamed with pain as 
the blacksmith knocked them off. 

It stands to reason that the coach trip to London would have been delayed until Lancaster Castle 

had a full coach-load of female prisoners awaiting transportation. As shown below, the indent 

for Maria’s convict ship reveals that she sailed to the colony with the two Janes (who were 

sentenced to death and reprieved at the same time as Maria) and with four other female 

prisoners who were convicted at Lancaster in the months that followed — Ann Downs, Ann 

Paul, Alice Buckley and Rachael Sladen. Were it not for the friendship that would develop 

between Maria and Ann Downs, I may never have been born. 

Like Maria, the two Janes and the two Ann’s came from Liverpool, so it is possible that some 

of them knew each other before arriving at Lancaster Castle. In any event, by the time they 

boarded the ship they would have had ample opportunity to become well acquainted. I think it 

likely that these seven women travelled from Lancaster Castle to Newgate prison together, and 

endured the horrors of Newgate together. They probably needed to stick together at Newgate 

for their own protection. 

 

 
68 Dennis Bardens, Elizabeth Fry: Britain’s Second Lady on the Five-Pound Note, London, 2004, p. 52. 
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Conditions at Newgate 
Whereas the prison at Lancaster Castle was a relatively humane prison for the time,69 Newgate 

Prison was infamous for its horrific conditions. Prison reformer, Elizabeth Fry, first visited 

Newgate in 1813, the year before Maria’s arrival there. She described the conditions of the 

female prisoners as ‘deplorable’.70 Her brother-in-law and fellow philanthropist, Thomas 

Buxton, later published the following account of her 1813 visit which provides insight into the 

conditions that Maria and her companions would have experienced there:71 

She found the female side [of Newgate] in a situation which no language 
can describe. Nearly three hundred women, sent there for every gradation 
of crime, some untried, and some under sentence of death, were crowded 
together in the two wards and two cells…Here they…kept their multitudes 
of children, and they had no other place for cooking, washing, eating, and 
sleeping. 

They slept on the floor, at times one hundred and twenty in one ward, 
without so much as a mat for bedding; and many of them were very nearly 
naked. She saw them openly drinking spirits, and her ears were offended by 
the more terrible imprecations. Every thing was filthy to excess, and the 
smell was quite disgusting….In short, in giving me this account, she 
repeatedly said “All I tell thee is a faint picture of the reality; the filth, the 
closeness of the rooms, the ferocious manners and expressions of the 
women towards each other, and the abandoned wickedness, which every 
thing bespoke, are quite indescribable.” One act, the account of which I 
received from another quarter, marks the degree of wretchedness to which 
they were reduced at that time. Two women were seen in the act of 
stripping a dead child, for the purpose of clothing a living one… 

Elizabeth Fry’s diary entries for her 1813 Newgate visit, later summarised and published by 

her daughter, give additional detail on those conditions:72 

The larger portion of the quadrangle was then used as a state-prison. The 
partition wall was not of sufficient height to prevent the state-prisoners 
overlooking the narrow yard, and the windows of the two wards and two 
cells, of which the women’s division consisted. These four rooms 
comprised about one hundred and ninety superficial yards, into which, at 
the time of these visits, nearly three hundred women with their numerous 
children were crowded…with no other superintendence than that given by a 

 
69 Champness, Lancaster Castle, p. 25. 
70 E. Gurney Fry, A memoir of Elizabeth Fry, London, 1868, p. 53. 
71 T. Fowell Buxton, An inquiry, whether crime and misery are produced or prevented, by our present system of 
prison discipline, 2nd edn, London, 1818, pp. 117-119. 
72 Fry, A memoir of Elizabeth Fry, pp. 54-55. 
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man and his son, who had charge of them by night and by day. Destitute of 
sufficient clothing, for which there was no provision; in rags and dirt, 
without bedding, they slept on the floor… 

She also explained how the women purchased alcohol in gaol: 73 

With the proceeds of their clamorous begging, when any stranger appeared 
amongst them, the prisoners purchased liquors from a regular tap in the 
prison. Spirits were openly drunk, and the ear was assailed by the most 
terrible language…[S]uch was the lawlessness prevailing, that Mr. 
Newman, the Governor, entered this portion of it with reluctance. Fearful 
that their watches should be snatched from their sides, he advised the ladies 
[Mrs Fry and an accompanying friend]…to leave them in his house. Into 
this scene Mrs. Fry entered…The sorrowful and neglected condition of 
these depraved women and their miserable children, dwelling in such a 
vortex of corruption, deeply sank into her heart… 

A friend of Elizabeth Fry, after visiting Newgate in around 1816, gave the following account 

of what it was like to be locked in with the female prisoners for the first time:74 

The railing was crowded with half naked women, struggling together for 
the front situations with the most boisterous violence, and begging with the 
utmost vociferation. She felt as if she was going into a den of wild beasts, 
and she well recollects quite shuddering when the door closed upon her, 
and she was locked in, with such a herd of novel and desperate 
companions. 

 
73 Fry, A memoir of Elizabeth Fry, p 57. 
74 Buxton, An inquiry, whether crime and misery are produced or prevented, by our present system of prison 
discipline, p. 122. 
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Figure 30: Historical artworks depicting Elizabeth Fry and a companion visiting female prisoners at 
Newgate prison.75 

 

My visit to Newgate 
One of the few parts of Newgate prison that remains to be seen today is a prison cell. In order 

to see it you have to pre-book with a tour guide. You meet him in a stylish London pub, listen 

to his dark tales of Newgate over coffee and croissants and then descend the stairs into the 

cellar. 

 

 

 
75 Artwork on the left: Mrs Fry visiting Newgate Prison, 1893 by Henrietta, Private Collection, The Bridgeman 
Collection, https://www.bridgemaneducation.com/en/asset/2906511/, Accessed 15 August 2020.  Artwork on 
the right: Elizabeth Fry and Hannah Buxton visiting Newgate, 1813, Engraving, Illustration for the ‘Historical 
Scrap Book’ (Cassel, c 1880), Private Collection, © Look and Learn, Bridgeman Images, 
https://www.bridgemaneducation.com/en/asset/671128/, Accessed 15 August 2020. 

https://www.bridgemaneducation.com/en/asset/2906511/
https://www.bridgemaneducation.com/en/asset/671128/


200 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 31 My photos of a Newgate prison 
cell in the cellar of a London pub.  
The iron shelving and metal gate post-date the 
prison, but there are still iron rings on the walls where 
prisoners were once chained up. 
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Maria’s experience at Newgate 
Elizabeth Fry and her upper class associates clearly found the conditions at Newgate horrifying, 

but when imagining Maria’s reaction upon arriving there I remind myself that she had grown 

up in the rough slums of Liverpool. By the time she arrived at Newgate prison she had already 

spent many months in gaol in Liverpool and Lancaster. She must have found the conditions at 

Newgate unpleasant, but I think it unlikely that she found them confronting. As a slum survivor 

with few sensibilities left to offend, and who could no doubt hold her own in a fight, she may 

still have had the pluck and energy to be assessing Newgate for the opportunities it presented. 

Opportunities like the availability of alcohol. In her circumstances, how could she not crave 

the oblivion that alcohol could provide? She was street smart and relatively young, with flaxen 

hair and blue eyes. If anyone could use their wits at Newgate to get spirits, through ‘clamorous 

begging’ or otherwise, then I’m willing to bet that Maria could have done so too. Perhaps she 

teamed up with some of her companions from Lancaster in this pursuit, and they shared the 

fruits of their labours between them — singing through a shared repertoire of Liverpool 

drinking songs before descending into a brief but welcome insensibility. That is the best case 

scenario I can imagine for Maria at Newgate. 

Of course, the reality may have been much worse. Perhaps Maria and her Lancaster 

companions were kept in chains for the duration of their stay at Newgate, so they were unable 

to exploit such opportunities, or even defend their few belongings from being forcibly taken 

by other prisoners. Perhaps they were so weak with hunger and cold and the weight and pain 

of their shackles that they could do little more than huddle together on the floor to conserve 

energy and body heat. It would have been nearing winter and getting colder by the day. Perhaps 

Maria was relieved, then, that her children we not with her — that they had been spared the 

suffering of that place and she had been spared the worry of trying to look after them. Two of 

the Lancaster women had babies with them. Alice Buckley’s daughter, Alice, was about eleven 

months old and Rachael Sladen’s son, Robert, was about eighteen months.76 Alice and Rachel 

must have given birth to these children either shortly before they were arrested or shortly 

afterwards. As a young mother herself, I like to think that Maria helped to comfort those babies 

and keep them warm and fed. I like to think that she busied herself trying to look out for her 

 
76 The names, ages and mothers of the convict children transported on the Northampton were recorded in 
official reports of the voyage: Reports provided by Joseph Arnold to Governor Macquarie, dated 18 June 1815 
are recorded in Letter from Samuel Marsden to the Colonial Secretary, dated 23 June 1815: Ancestry®, Colonial 
Secretary’s Papers, 1788-1856, State Records Authority of New South Wales, Kingswood. 
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companions; that she was loyal and feisty and a good person to have on your side. I don’t think 

she would have balked at undressing a dead child to clothe a living one. 

I shudder to think of the Lancaster women and their children sleeping on that prison floor. 

There are reports of Newgate being ‘so dirty and squalid that the floors crunched as you walked 

due to all of the lice and bedbugs’.77 Although unknown to medical science at that time, it was 

the biting body lice which were responsible for frequent outbreaks of ‘gaol fever’ — typhus —

amongst the Newgate prisoners. It was a disease which was said to have claimed even more 

Newgate lives than the gallows. 

London’s gallows were located just outside the walls of Newgate. I wonder if Maria heard the 

bellman’s macabre chanting in the prison tunnels the night before an execution. The story goes 

that, at midnight, a ‘bellman’ would walk along the prison tunnels ringing his handbell and 

chanting:78 

All you that in the condemned hold do lie,  

Prepare you, for tomorrow you shall die… 

when St. Sepulchre’s bell tomorrow tolls,  

The Lord above have mercy on your souls. 

 

A final indignity on home soil 
During the days or weeks the Lancaster women spent at Newgate they would have met other 

female prisoners from other parts of England who were also awaiting transportation. They 

probably heard stories about the ordeal that awaited them on their journey from Newgate 

through the streets of London to the docks at Deptford. At that time female transportees were 

taken to the docks in open carts with their few possessions, chained together and dressed in 

their prison rags. Crowds of Londoners would jeer at them as they passed and children would 

pelt them with rotten vegetables and filth.79 

 
77 Historic UK, Newgate Prison Wall, https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryMagazine/DestinationsUK/Newgate-
Prison-Wall/, Accessed 23 November 2018. 
78 Historic UK, Newgate Prison Wall. 
79 Dennis Bardens, Elizabeth Fry: Britain’s Second Lady on the Five-Pound Note, London, 2004, p. 50. 

https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryMagazine/DestinationsUK/Newgate-Prison-Wall/
https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryMagazine/DestinationsUK/Newgate-Prison-Wall/
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A few years later, Elizabeth Fry successfully campaigned for the female transportees to be 

taken from Newgate to the dock in covered carriages,80 but in 1814 this reform had not yet 

taken place. Perhaps it was fear and anger about that final anticipated indignity in their home 

country that caused female transportees to riot on their last night at Newgate. Buxton claimed 

that, prior to the range of prison reforms championed by Elizabeth Fry:81 

It was a practice of immemorial usage, for convicts, on the night preceding 
their departure for Botany Bay, to pull down and to break, every thing 
breakable within their part of the prison; and to go off shouting, with the 
most hardened effrontery. When the period approached for a late clearance, 
every one connected with the prison dreaded this night of disturbance and 
devastation. 

Did Maria and her companions participate in such a riot and then go off the following morning 

in open carts ‘shouting with the most hardened affrontery’? Perhaps they did. Perhaps that 

frenzied collective protest insulated them somewhat from their shameful ordeal. 

  

 
80 Bardens, Elizabeth Fry, p. 50. 
81 Fowell, An inquiry, whether crime and misery are produced or prevented, by our present system of prison 
discipline, p. 136. 
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Chapter 6 
Sailing on the Northampton (1814–5) 

When Maria boarded the Northampton at Deptford in November 1814, she had already been 

away from her home city of Liverpool for almost year. Perhaps it had been that long since she’d 

seen the face of a loved one. I wonder whether, amongst her grief for lost loves and fear for the 

future, Maria might have also felt a faint flicker of excitement when she first sighted the 

majestic triple-decker sailing ship that would convey her across the seas to the far side of the 

globe. Was it possible to grow up beside the bustling docks of Liverpool without dreaming of 

one day having a sea-borne adventure of your own? Boarding a ship as a prisoner in chains 

may well have been the stuff of nightmares rather than daydreams, but Maria was heading off 

on a sea-voyage none-the-less. And surely conditions on board the Northampton couldn’t be 

as bad as they were at Newgate. 

Such perspectives are all very well over a hot cup of tea, but Maria did not have one. I have to 

remind myself of the wretched state she must have been in, physically and emotionally, after 

having been incarcerated for over a year. Her last steps on English soil were probably focussed 

on more immediate bodily concerns. On the pain of the iron fetters cutting into her ankles with 

each step. On the need to keep in sync with the steps of the other convicts chained to her so she 

did not cause them all to stumble and fall. On the chill wind that was cutting through her ragged 

clothing. On her desperate need for food. For most of her waking hours her consciousness 

would be narrowed, by necessity, to how she might survive the next minute, or hour, or day, 

with her broader emotional landscape relegated to her subconscious, leaking out at odd 

moments, but mainly lying dormant until the twilight just before sleep where it could run free. 

The Northampton 
When the convict women first boarded the Northampton and were herded into their quarters 

below decks, the timber walls and floor and ceiling may well have given off a faint aroma of 

nutmeg, cinnamon, cloves and tea. For the past thirteen years the Northampton had been used 

almost exclusively as a merchant ship for the East India Company, transporting exotic goods 

to England from Indian ports such as Bombay, Bengal and Madras.82 This voyage would be 

 
82 British Library, Explore Archives and Manuscripts, Northampton (2), Ship, Unspecified 
http://searcharchives.bl.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/dlDisplay.do?docId=IAMS045-
001115473&fn=permalink&vid=IAMS_VU2, Accessed 17 December 2018. 

http://searcharchives.bl.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/dlDisplay.do?docId=IAMS045-001115473&fn=permalink&vid=IAMS_VU2
http://searcharchives.bl.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/dlDisplay.do?docId=IAMS045-001115473&fn=permalink&vid=IAMS_VU2


206 
 

the first and last time it would carry a cargo of convicts. Perhaps the ship was not well suited 

to this function. 

The Northampton was relatively unusual for a convict ship in that she had three decks (levels) 

rather than two. There do not appear to be any surviving images of the ship. It probably looked 

similar to the three-decker merchant ship, and part-time convict ship, Neptune, pictured below 

(although the Northampton was considerably smaller at a tonnage of 548 compared to the 

Neptune’s 809). 

 

Figure 32 Drawing of the three-decker merchant ship and penal transportation vessel Neptune, Artist 
Unknown.83 

 

 
83 Source: Wikipedia Commons; https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Convict_ship_Neptune00.jpg, Accessed 7 December 
2018. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Convict_ship_Neptune00.jpg
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The raised quarterdeck at the rear of the ship, with its rows of windows, would have 

accommodated the officers of the ship. The rest of the crew were generally accommodated in 

separate sleeping quarters at the front of the ship. The temporary human cargo of 110 female 

convicts and 21 of their children84 would have been accommodated in the window-less cargo 

hold, which would have needed some modifications to adapt it for this purpose.  

For the ship owners, transporting convicts was business. To maximise their profits they would 

have made the minimum changes necessary to satisfy the rules of the British Transport Board, 

which were quite rudimentary at that time.85 They must, at the very least, have built partitions 

to segregate the convicts from the provisions, and to section off an area for use as a prison 

hospital. In the convict prison, two tiers of wooden shelves would have been fitted to each side 

of the hull, with each shelf designed to accommodate between four and six convicts. This space 

must have been tightly confined as the height between the decks (levels) was around 5 feet 6 

inches,86 which would have been just high enough for a female convict of average height to 

stand up in the prison without stooping. The available head room above each sleeping shelf 

must have been under two and a half feet — not even room enough to comfortably sit up. I feel 

claustrophobic at the prospect of being confined in such an enclosed space with so many other 

bodies. 

The prison would have been accessed from the upper deck of the ship through hatch doors and 

ladders. The ladders were pulled up onto the upper deck each night and during other periods of 

confinement. To allow some air and light into the prison, metal grates were fitted to the hatch 

doors. These grates would be battened over during wild weather to prevent sea water flooding 

in, although the seal would have been far from water-tight. The leading text on convict ships 

claims that in heavy seas ‘it was not uncommon for the prisoners to find themselves washed 

from their bunks by a swirling mass of water…’87 It also claims that water generally seeped 

into the prison quarters even in calm seas:88 

 
84 Letter from Joseph Arnold to Governor Macquarie enclosing official reports of Northampton’s voyage, dated 
18 June 1815 : Ancestry®, Colonial Secretary’s Papers, 1788-1856, State Records Authority of New South 
Wales, Kingswood. 
85 Charles Bateson, The Convict Ships 1787-1868, 1959. 
86 British Library, Northampton (2), Ship. 
87 Bateson, The Convict Ships 1787-1868, p. 60. 
88 Bateson, The Convict Ships 1787-1868, p 60. 
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Many of the transports were wet ships, and in these the prison was always 
damp and dank. The water seeped through the ship’s seams, and the 
convicts’ bunks and bedding could not be kept dry. 

I don’t know whether the Northampton was a ‘wet ship’. If she was, and the prison bedding 

was damp, the winter nights must have been bitterly cold, even with so many bodies packed 

tight. Indeed, a ‘winter crossing’ — departing in English winter and arriving six months later 

in Australian winter — was considered the harshest time of year to make the journey.89 

Whilst the convicts of the Northampton were unlucky to have to endure a winter crossing, the 

timing of their voyage was fortunate in other respects. Three of the convict ships that had made 

the crossing the year before, in 1814 — the General Hewart, the Surry, and the Three Bees — 

had experienced high mortality rates due to the outbreak of preventable diseases such as typhus, 

dysentery and scurvy.90 On the Surry, typhus had claimed the lives of fifty people including 

the Captain of the ship, the first and second mates and the surgeon. Governor Macquarie 

commissioned an inquiry which found that convicts arrived in Sydney ‘wretchedly dirty and 

squalid’; that convicts were sometimes given reduced rations during the voyage so that the 

remainders could be sold for profit on arrival in Sydney; that convict clothing and bedding was 

insufficiently warm for winter crossings; that convicts generally spent too long confined in 

unhygienic conditions below deck; and that ship surgeons were generally ill-equipped to care 

for the health and welfare of convicts on board due to a mixture of inexperience, incompetence, 

lack of power, poor treatment by Captains, and frequent inebriation.91 

The UK Transport Board received a copy of this report shortly before the Northampton’s 

departure and moved quickly to implement one of its key recommendations — .that a 

government-employed medical officer travel on all convict ships with responsibility for 

safeguarding the health and wellbeing of convicts during the crossing.92 The Northampton was 

 
89 William Redfern, Report to Governor Macquarie on convict health on transportation vessels dated 30 
September 1814, in Historical records of Australia, Series I, Governors' despatches to and from England, 
Volume VIII, pp. 274-292, Sydney, Library Committee of the Commonwealth Parliament, 1916. 
http://hdl.handle.net/1959.9/519540 
90 Edward Ford, ‘The Life and Work of William Redfern’, oration delivered by the Dean of the Faculty of 
Medicine, University of Sydney, 1953, http://redfern.s3-website-ap-southeast-
2.amazonaws.com/ford1953.pdf, Accessed 20 September 2018. 
91 William Redfern, Report to Governor Macquarie on convict health on transportation vessels, pp. 274-292. 
92 Bateson, The Convict Ships 1787-1868, 1959, pp. 46-7. 

http://hdl.handle.net/1959.9/519540
http://redfern.s3-website-ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/ford1953.pdf
http://redfern.s3-website-ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/ford1953.pdf
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the first convict ship to carry such an officer, who was given the title of ‘Surgeon 

Superintendent’. 

The Northampton’s Surgeon Superintendent was a medically trained and relatively 

experienced naval surgeon (and a keen naturalist) by the name of Joseph Arnold.93 He was 

thirty-three years old and he kept a journal during the voyage. His journal entries for the second 

half of the voyage have survived and are held by the State Library of New South Wales.94 

 

Figure 33 Portrait of Joseph Arnold, Surgeon Superintendent on the 1815 voyage of the Northampton.95 

 
93 Charles Bateson, Arnold, Joseph (1782-1818), Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/arnold-joseph-1717, Accessed 17 December 2018. 
94 Joseph Arnold — Journals, 1810-1815, State Library of New South Wales, Sydney. 
95 Joseph Arnold, Pen drawing by W. J. W., 1849, Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0), 
https://wellcomecollection.org/works/jqbjpy45, Accessed 17 December 2018. 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/arnold-joseph-1717
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://wellcomecollection.org/works/jqbjpy45
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Joseph Arnold presumably did his best to ensure that the other recommendations of the inquiry 

were upheld during the journey. Those recommendations were (with my annotations in square 

brackets):96 

(1) That more warm clothing be provided for the winter passage. [The 
report also stated that each convict on a winter crossing should be issued 
with two blankets rather than one. It is not clear whether the Transport 
Board had sufficient time to procure these additional supplies in the short 
time before receiving the report and the sailing of the Northampton. In any 
event, the issue of any clean clothing and blankets would have been a huge 
improvement on conditions at Newgate.] 

(2) That more regard be directed towards personal cleanliness by 
facilitating the means of washing and cleaning their persons and dress. 
[Whilst at sea, fresh water was reserved for drinking and all washing had 
to be done in sea water which left clothing stiff and itchy. Soap was issued 
to convicts even though it was considered a luxury item at that time. It is 
possible that Maria and many of her fellow transportees had never washed 
with soap before.] 

(3) That cold affusions be employed as largely as possible. [As far as I can 
gather from the report a ‘cold affusion’ involved emptying a cold bucket of 
sea-water over the head of a convict. Presumably this took place on the 
deck, where, to preserve modesty, at least a modicum of clothing was 
worn.] 

(4) That the masters of transports be prohibited from purchasing or 
exchanging…any part of the rations of the convicts. [Part of the Surgeon-
Superintendent’s role was to ensure the convicts received their full food 
rations. The availability of these daily rations, which included salted meat, 
ship biscuit, dried peas, and occasionally fresh vegetables would have been 
a huge improvement on the availability of food at Newgate.] 

(5) That…an increase of the quantity of the convicts’ wine be provided for. 
[This is a curious rule — perhaps it was thought that wine had medicinal 
qualities, such as preventing scurvy.] 

(6) That no reduction, unless under peculiar circumstances, of the regulated 
allowance of water be suffered. [Water rations were particularly critical to 
convict health when the ship was passing through the tropics.] 

 
96 William Redfern, Report to Governor Macquarie on convict health on transportation vessels, at p 292. 
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(7) That no part of their rations or articles of comfort be surreptitiously or 
fraudulently withheld. 

(8) That in order to prevent the generation of contagion it is absolutely 
necessary that the convicts with their bedding should be admitted every 
day, when the weather will permit, on deck for a certain time; the longer 
the better. [It is unlikely that there was sufficient room for all one hundred 
and ten convicts and their twenty-three children to be parading around the 
deck, with their bedding, at the same time. They were probably divided into 
groups and given deck time in shifts.] 

(9) That the prison hospital be regularly cleaned and fumigated with nitric 
or muriatic acid in a gaseous state; that the fumigation be as perfect and as 
general over the ship as possible; well airing and drying the prison before 
the convicts are sent below. [The medical belief at the time was that disease 
was caused by foul air.] 

 

A drawn out departure 
On 7 November 1815, after supplies and human cargo had been loaded at Deptford,97 the 

Northampton wound its way down the Thames and sailed a short distance along the English 

Channel to Portsmouth — a busy harbour filled with rows of prison hulks packed with male 

prisoners, many also awaiting transportation. Since 1812, it had been British policy to transport 

male and female convicts on separate ships.98 During her allocated deck-time, Maria may have 

seen male convicts being rowed from the hulks at dawn for a day’s hard labour on shore, or 

being rowed back to the hulks at dusk. Perhaps some of the men cat-called to the women on 

the Northampton as they passed. 

 
97 Joseph Arnold, ‘Return of Northampton Transport with Female Convicts and Settlers’ provided to Governor 
Macquarie in correspondence dated 18 June 1815 and recorded in a letter from Samuel Marsden to the 
Colonial Secretary, dated 23 June 1815: Ancestry®, Colonial Secretary’s Papers, 1788-1856, State Records 
Authority of New South Wales, Kingswood. 
98 Bateson, The Convict Ships 1787-1868, p. 170. 
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Figure 34 Prison Hulks in Portsmouth Harbour, oil painting by Louis Garneray around 1810.99 

 

The Northampton remained in Portsmouth for the rest of November and December, presumably 

to load additional provisions, crew, convicts or passengers. Its departure may well have been 

timed to allow Captain Tween to spend Christmas and New Years Eve at home with his family. 

The ship finally departed Portsmouth on 2 January 1815. I don’t suppose that Maria and her 

fellow convicts were allowed on deck to get a last glimpse of their homeland before it 

disappeared from sight, but they must have felt it slipping away as the movement of the ship 

transitioned from the relatively calm waters of the harbour to the swell of the open sea. Was it 

then that Maria lost all hope of ever seeing her husband and children again? Or did she 

doggedly maintain the hope that one day they would come out and find her? Had Robert 

promised her that he would? 

The next part of Maria’s journey, across the seas from England to Australia by boat, is one that 

I have not yet had the commitment to re-trace. I tip my hat to Alex Haley who went to much 

more admirable lengths to imagine what his ancestor had experienced on his journey from 

Africa to America in a slave ship. He retraced that journey in a freighter ship:100 

After each late evening’s dinner, I climbed down successive metal ladders 
into her deep, dark, cold cargo hold. Stripping to my underwear, I lay on 

 
99 Source: © National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London, 
https://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/13403.html, Accessed 5 August 2020. 
100 Alex Haley, Roots: The Saga of an American Family, Garden City, 1976, p. 685. 

https://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/13403.html
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my back on a wide rough bare dunnage plank and forced myself to stay 
there through all ten nights of the crossing, trying to imagine what did he 
see, hear, feel, smell, taste — and above all, in knowing Kunta, what things 
did he think? My crossing of course was ludicriously luxurious by any 
comparison to the ghastly ordeal endured by Kunte Kinte, his companions, 
and those other millions who lay chained and shackled in terror and their 
own filth for an average of eighty to ninety days, at the end of which 
awaited new physical and psychic horrors. But anyway, finally I wrote of 
the ocean crossing — from the perspective of the human cargo. 

I’m afraid I cannot imagine Maria’s journey over the seas in such vivid detail as to imagine 

myself into her skin. I’ll have to settle for telling you what I have learned about her journey, 

and sharing my speculations as to what her experience may have been like. 

 

Maria’s companions on board 
The names of the 110 convict women who were transported from England to Sydney on board 

the Northampton are recorded in the ‘Convict Indent’ for that voyage, which also recorded 

when and where each convict was convicted, the term for which they were being transported, 

their ‘Native Place, ‘Calling’ and ‘Age’. Unfortunately that record is in poor condition and 

difficult to read. Squinting hard at the list of native places, I can glean that the convicts on the 

Northampton came from all over England, with a handful from Ireland and Scotland. 

The vast majority of the women, including Maria, gave their calling as ‘servant’. As noted 

earlier, I am a sceptical that Maria’s rough upbringing in the slums of Liverpool would have 

enabled her to win a job in domestic service. It may be that many of the Northampton convicts 

had never worked as servants but gave this as their calling to improve their chances of being 

quickly assigned into domestic service upon their arrival in Sydney. 

The indent entry for Maria Roberts is adjacent to the entries of the six other women who were 

sentenced at Lancaster Castle and probably travelled south with Maria to Newgate: Jane Hoste, 

Jane Humphreys, Alice Buckley, Ann Downs, Ann Paul and Rachael Sladen. 
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Figure 35: Entry for Maria in the Convict Indent for the Northampton. 
‘Ship Northampton,  Tons; J. A. Tween, Master; Sailed from England, Arrived at Sydney, 19th June 1815’. The entry for Maria 
Roberts is the second from the top. 

This Lancaster group were probably allocated to the same ‘mess’ when they boarded the 

Northampton. To maintain harmony it was standard practice to group convicts from the same 

place and religion together. Ann Downs was the eldest of the Lancaster group — a forty-nine 

year old Liverpool publican. The rest of the Lancaster women were, according to this indent, 

aged between 21 and 41 (although, interestingly, the youngest of the group, Jane Humphreys, 

was recorded as being 16 at the time of her sentencing in Lancaster the year before). Given 

their ages, it likely that most of the Lancaster women were mothers. Indeed, as previously 

noted, Alice Buckley and Rachel Sladen each had a baby with them that had been born around 

the time of their arrest. Like Maria, they may also have had older children that they were 

leaving behind. Even if they had wanted to take their older children with them, it would have 

been incredibly difficult and expensive for convicts from Liverpool to arrange for their children 

to travel hundreds of kilometres to the south coast of England to join them on the convict ship. 

It is likely that many of the convict women transported with Maria on the Northampton were 

grieving the loss of their children. Joseph Arnold’s official reports of the demographics on 

board strongly suggest that leaving children behind was the norm rather than the exception. 
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His records101 reveal that a total of twenty-one convict children were transported on the 

Northampton, and they accompanied just fifteen convict mothers. Seven of those children were 

infants under two years of age who were probably born while their mothers were in custody, 

and may well have had older siblings who were left behind. The thirteen older convict children 

(aged between three and fifteen) accompanied just eight convict mothers — seven percent of 

the Northampton convicts. Yet the fact that most of the convict women on board were aged in 

their twenties and thirties strongly suggests that many of these women would have been 

mothers with dependent children at the time they were arrested.  

Perhaps convict mothers that were grieving the loss of their own children were better disposed 

to tolerate the noise, smells and shenanigans of the twenty-one children that shared the tight 

confines of their prison. No doubt some of them would have pitched in to help care for the 

children and keep them entertained. Without toys to play with they no doubt ran amok on the 

ladders and sleeping platforms of the prison, playing chasings and hide-and-seek. Their 

mothers must have struggled to keep them in check when up on deck — keeping them out of 

the way of the sailors, off the rigging and from falling overboard. Despite the hazards, none of 

the convict children died during the voyage. 

The children of the emigrant passengers did not fare so well. The Northampton carried thirty-

seven emigrant passengers (thirty-four female and three male) and forty-eight of their 

children.102 Most of the emigrant women and children were travelling to the colony to be 

reunited with their ex-convict husbands and fathers. Male ex-convicts, once freed from 

servitude and financially secure in the colony, could apply for their families to be sent out to 

join them. There was no such scheme for re-uniting female ex-convicts with their families. 

Five emigrant children died during the voyage, and four of those children died of ‘marasmus’ 

— under-nourishment. The fact that emigrant children died of under-nourishment during the 

journey but convict children did not, may suggest that the convict rations were better than those 

available to the emigrant passengers.  

 
101 Letter from Joseph Arnold to Governor Macquarie dated 18 June 1815, Colonial Secretary’s Papers, 1788-
1856’. 
102 Letter from Joseph Arnold to Governor Macquarie dated 18 June 1815, Colonial Secretary’s Papers, 1788-
1856’. 
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Conditions on the voyage 
When the convict women stepped onto the convict ship they were transformed from a 

government burden into an investment. They were being transported at government expense to 

address the gender imbalance in the colony, where male convicts outnumbered female convicts 

by a ratio of over five to one.103 They were being transported to provide a supply of domestic 

servants and sexual partners — white breeding stock.104 It was in the interests of the British 

government that the women arrived fit to fulfil these functions. The convict rations mandated 

by government on convict vessels were relatively generous, and would have been infinitely 

better than the meagre rations at Newgate. And for the first time a Surgeon-Superintendent was 

on board a convict vessel to ensure that there was no siphoning of convict rations. 

The daily rations of the convict women included salted meat, ship’s biscuit, flour, dried peas, 

rice, butter, suet, raisins, sugar, oatmeal and tea. From these ingredients the convicts could 

make porridge (‘gruel’) for breakfast, and dishes such as pea soup and plum pudding. They 

even received a little wine several times a week. I suspect that many convicts on the 

Northampton had never eaten so consistently and so well. That is, at least for the first half of 

the journey before a portion of the rations were spoiled through misadventure. About half way 

through the six month journey Joseph Arnold wrote in his journal:  

I fear some unpleasant circumstances during the voyage; some new sails 
were found yesterday rotten for want of care; to day they say there will not 
be bread enough for the convicts during the voyage; the suet is all done. 

Daily life for the convicts on the Northampton would have been more structured than at 

Newgate. Convicts on convict ships were divided into ‘messes’ of approximately six convicts. 

Each mess elected a mess captain, known as a ‘matron’, who was responsible for a range of 

duties including collecting and distributing rations of food. Half a dozen matrons were also 

appointed as ‘Matrons of the Deck’, with responsibility for ensuring the convicts kept the decks 

and prison scrubbed clean and obeyed the orders of Joseph Arnold and Captain Tween. Each 

mess was allocated their own cooking and eating utensils and even a kettle for making tea.  

 
103 Gay Hendrikson, Women Transported – Myth and Reality, in Women Transported: Life in Australia’s Convict 
Female Factories, Gay Hendrikson and Carol Liston (eds.), University of Western Sydney: 2008, p. 8. 
104 Anne Summers, Damned Whores and God’s Police, Ringwood Victoria, 1994, p. 317. 
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How did she pass those 169 days — almost six months — at sea? It is clear from Joseph 

Arnold’s journal that sea sickness was a hallmark of those days when the ship was tossed about 

in heavy swell. 

 

Figure 36 Extract from Joseph Arnold’s journal on board the Northampton.105 
‘Wednesday Mar. 22, The wind became adverse yesterday & there being much swell, the women were very sea sick & the ship 
offensive’. Source: Joseph Arnold — Journals, 1810–1815, State Library of New South Wales. 

In heavy seas, the convicts were battened down inside the prison without any ventilation, and 

without any opportunity to stave off sea-sickness by looking to the horizon and anticipating 

each roll of the ship. Where did they vomit? The prison would have been equipped with 

rudimentary toilets known as ‘easing-chairs’ or commodes,106 but what happened when there 

were more vomiting women than commodes? And what happened if the women were simply 

too weak to get up? And what happened if the commodes overflowed or the contents sloshed 

out in the heavy swell? And where did they put the babies nappies? With waves splashing over 

the deck and sea-water gushing in through the hatches, the floor of the prison must have been 

a swirling mass of fetid fluid. It would have seeped through the gaps in the wooden floor to the 

bilge water below so that the bilge water stank too and no amount of scrubbing later would 

ever rid the prison of the smell. 

Were those days of heavy swell and sea sickness harder to endure than the sweltering days 

crossing the equator when the ship was becalmed in the doldrums? An academic authority on 

convict ships, Charles Bateson, did not think so. 

The stench of the prison, crowded with perspiring humanity, was 
indescribable, and even to prisoners inured to the fetid atmosphere of the 
insanitary gaols and hulks it must have been well nigh unbearable, 
particularly in the tropics. The acrid smell of stale bilge water and of 
mouldy, rotting timber mingled in the still air with the foul odours of 

 
105 Joseph Arnold – Journals, 1810-1815, State Library of New South Wales, Sydney. 
106 Sian Rees, The Floating Brothel, Sydney, 2001, p. 115. 
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closely packed humanity, and the wonder is that so many prisoners 
survived the experience, not that so many died under such appalling 
conditions…In rough weather, when the prisoners had to be kept below 
beneath battened hatches…the thick, rank atmosphere of their quarters bred 
disease of all kinds. The sufferings of the prisoners under these conditions 
defy description, but the worst horrors in the floating hell that was a convict 
ship’s prison occurred when the ship was passing through the tropics…107 

An Irish convict called John Boyle O’Reilly, who was transported to Western Australia in 

1868, later wrote a novel with the following graphic description of such an experience (which 

may well have been inspired by his own). 

When the ship was becalmed in the tropics the suffering of the imprisoned 
wretches in the steaming and crowded hold was piteous to see. They were 
so packed that free movement was impossible. The best thing to do was to 
sit each on his or her berth, and suffer in patience. The air was stifling and 
oppressive. There was no draught through the barred hatches. The deck 
above them was blazing hot. The pitch dropped from the seams, and burned 
their flesh as it fell. There was only one word spoken or thought — one 
yearning idea in every mind — water, cool water to slake the parching 
thirst. Two pints of water a day were served out to each convict — a quart 
of half-putrid and blood-warm liquid. It was a woeful sight to see the 
thirsty souls devour this allowance as soon as their hot hands seized the 
vessel. Day in and day out, the terrible calm held the ship, and the 
consuming heat sapped the lives of the pent-up convicts…108 

 

Dodging pirates and privateers 
Maria’s voyage on the Northampton took place at a dangerous time on the high seas. The 

Napoleonic Wars were in their final months in the lead up to the Battle of Waterloo. Britain 

was also still at war with America — at least for all practical purposes. A peace treaty had just 

been signed, but news of the treaty had not yet reached America and the British and American 

forces there were still engaged in open warfare. There were newspaper reports of British 

merchant ships still being captured by American privateers and taken to French ports. 

The Northampton would have had a series of guns (canons) mounted on her upper deck as a 

protective measure against such threats.109 In 1811, there is a record of the Northampton being 

 
107 Bateson, The Convict Ships 1787-1868, 1959, pp. 60-61. 
108 O’Reilly, John, Moondyne, quoted in Bateson, The Convict Ships 1787-1868, 1959, at p. 61. 
109 Bateson, Charles, The Convict Ships 1787-1868, 1959, pp. 155-6. 
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armed with sixteen 12-pounder guns, although this number may have been reduced to make 

more room for the convict cargo which, ironically, turned out to be its greatest defensive 

feature. The following newspaper report suggests that about six weeks after departing England 

the Northampton was captured by American privateers in the North Atlantic Ocean, but later 

released due to ‘the enemy not liking the cargo’.  

 

Figure 37 Report of the Northampton being captured by pirates, Jackson's Oxford Journal, Saturday 
February 18, 1815, p.4.110 

It is hard not to smile at the image of Captain Tween, at gunpoint, welcoming the invaders to 

examine their hold. Of the hatch being raised and a handful of armed Americans descending 

into the darkness below only to hurriedly retreat again. But surely it wasn’t just the gut-

wrenching stench of over 100 close-packed bodies that compelled the Americans to let their 

prize go. And surely it wasn’t just the reception the convict women gave them — friendly or 

otherwise. The ship itself must have had value, so why not take it? Or, since they were at war 

with the English, why not at least sink it? Was it pity for the poor wretches and their children 

below decks that convinced them to set the ship free? 

I have been unable to find any evidence of the Northampton’s capture to corroborate this 

newspaper report and I now believe that report was in error — that it was a different convict 

ship, the Francis and Eliza, that was captured and later set free. Upon the Northampton’s 

arrival in Port Jackson, the Sydney Gazette reported:111 

We are sorry to learn from Captain Tween the more than probable capture 
of the ship Frances and Eliza, with female convicts from Ireland; whence 
she sailed 6 weeks prior to the Northampton’s leaving England; and while 
the latter was at Rio a communication was received of the capture of a 
vessel by and American privateer, too nearly answering her description. 

 
110 British Library Newspapers, © British Library Board. 
111 ‘Ship News’, The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, 24 June 1815, p. 2, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article629133. 
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Although this report suggests the Northampton was not the ship that was captured, it illustrates 

that the danger of capture was very real and must have kept the Captain and crew on edge, if 

not the convicts. Unfortunately Joseph Arnold’s journal account of the first part of the voyage 

no longer exists, but the surviving portion contains several references to such dangers. On 15 

March, during the stop over in Rio, Arnold wrote ‘[a]n American Privateer of 22 guns is off 

the port so that we are fearful of going out’. Two months later, on 16 May, he wrote:112  

At three a strange sail was seen lying too off the Island; which soon came 
in chase of us, and by dark seemed to have gained upon us considerably, 
when we changed our course & made all sail possible to escape from her. It 
is needless to conjecture what she may be; our fears make her an American, 
but some think her a whaler… 

 

A deadly stop-over in Rio de Janeiro 
The Northampton dropped anchor at Rio de Janeiro on 28 February 1815113 during the hot and 

humid South American summer when day-time maximum temperatures average over thirty 

degrees Celsius and barely drop overnight. The three week stop-over to re-provision the ship 

must have been a difficult time for the convicts, who would have spent most of that time 

sweltering below decks while Captain Tween and Joseph Arnold and the ship’s crew took turns 

refreshing themselves onshore. The health of the convicts clearly deteriorated during this time. 

Two of the four convict fatalities on the voyage occurred during that Rio stop, with another 

convict dying on the afternoon of their departure from Rio, and the fourth convict dying from 

an illness which she contracted shortly after leaving Rio. The deaths of these convicts are 

recorded in Joseph Arnold’s journal almost as an aside, in amongst his descriptions of his 

delightful excursions onshore. 

 
112 Joseph Arnold – Journals, 1810-1815, State Library of New South Wales, Sydney. 
113 ‘Ship News’, The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, 24 June 1815, p. 2, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article629133. 
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Figure 38 Extract from Joseph Arnold’s journal on board the Northampton114 
 ‘Rio de Janeiro: Mar. 8. 1815 

Tuesday Mar. 8th. Went on shore and attended a magnificent mass at the Cathedral at which were present the Regent & the 
princes, with all the grandees of the Kingdom. The music which took up the greatest part of the ceremony was very grand; and 
five or six eunuchs in high tune performed the greatest part of the vocal music. 

Departed this life Eliz. Coward, a convict from the county of Dorchester. This poor wretch was sent on board with an infamous 
character, that she feigned epileptic fits, and fatuity, wh. was certified by four or five surgeons & Jailer’s certificates. Her fatuity 
however appeared to be real, as well as her convulsions. She could not eat the salt provisions, she became dropsical & 
emaciated, and at length died of debility. 

Thursday Mar. 10. Took a pleasant Excursion in the gig with the captain of Catharina on the Bragarza side, where we dined in 
a coffee grove, & enjoyed the beautiful scenery of the place…’ 

 

 

 

 
114 Joseph Arnold – Journals, 1810-1815, State Library of New South Wales, Sydney. 
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Three month crossing from Rio to Sydney 
Maria and her fellow convicts must have been relieved when the Northampton finally lifted 

anchor in Rio de Janeiro on 18 March 1815 and set sail for Sydney. In between bouts of sea 

sickness, the terrors of storms at sea, the rigour of daily chores such as cooking and cleaning, 

the Sunday sermons delivered on deck, and other brief opportunities for fresh air and exercise, 

the convicts of the Northampton would have had little to do to pass the time. Most of their 

minutes and hours on board must have been dull and tedious in the extreme. The Northampton 

sailed a few years before the charitable organisations founded by Elizabeth Fry began providing 

convict women with needles, thread and cloth so they could constructively occupy themselves 

during the journey.115  

The journey also pre-dated reforms which would provide convict women and children with 

educational opportunities on board. Elizabeth Fry would later complain that it was lack of 

anything useful to do which contributed most to the bad behaviour of female convicts, such as 

gambling, bickering and fighting.116 In the absence of money for gambling, it was common for 

convicts to gamble away their food rations. Having grown up rough in the slums of Liverpool 

Maria would have been familiar with crowded living conditions and the need to make her own 

fun. I wonder if Maria added a little colour and thrill to her long hours below decks by gambling 

her rations, or even setting up a communal gambling racket. 

Another way of passing the time would have been watching, or listening to, other convicts 

being punished for bad behaviour. A common form of punishment was to make the offender 

stand erect in a narrow box on the deck. Whilst this punishment was said to have been generally 

‘effective in reducing the worst male culprits to order’ one commentator noted that the women 

being punished in this way generally ‘bawled so loudly, and used their tongues so freely, that 

it was found necessary to place a cistern of water on top of the box [which was]…turned over 

upon those who persisted in using their tongues.’117 It must have been rather entertaining to 

hear one of their comrades let fly with her tongue from inside the box and raise the ire of the 

men in charge. Who knows, perhaps the convict women spent time below decks devising 

insults to unleash on their captors in these scenarios, and drawing straws to see who had had to 

use them. Anything to pass the time. But it would have been a high stakes game. Other 

 
115 Bardens, Elizabeth Fry, 2004. 
116 Bardens, Elizabeth Fry, 2004. 
117 Bateson, The Convict Ships 1787-1868, 1959, pp. 63. 
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punishments for convict women on board convict ships were flogging or caning (probably 

reserved for the worst offences), head shaving (a terrible punishment since feminine locks may 

have been needed to secure a good assignment on arrival in Sydney or a male partner to protect 

them), and imprisonment in the dark and gloomy ‘coal hole’.118 

Of course, another way to pass the time on board the ship, for better or for worse, would have 

been to fraternise with members of the crew. 

A ‘floating brothel’? 
By 1815 it had long been considered an entitlement, a perk of the job, for the officers and crew 

of a female convict ship ‘to select a mate for the voyage’ (as explained in The Times in August 

1789).119 Indeed, the steward who sailed on the 1789 convict ship, the Lady Juliana, later wrote 

in his memoir, ‘When we were fairly out at sea every man on board took a wife from among 

the convicts, they nothing loath’.120 

They nothing loath? Perhaps some convicts willingly partnered up, even fought over good 

mates, for the privileges such an arrangement would provide. Privileges like better 

accommodation (particularly for those women selected by officers) and perhaps clean clothes 

and access to alcohol. But surely at least some of the convicts were more far-sighted. Surely 

convicts who went to the trouble of fabricating their ‘calling’ to increase their chances of a 

good domestic assignment upon arrival in Sydney would not want to run the risk of arriving 

pregnant? The steward on the Lady Juliana admits to his ‘wife’ having borne him a son 

during that exceptionally long early voyage, although he also claims to have been genuinely 

in love with her and to have intended to sail back to Sydney to marry her once her sentence 

was served.121 Perhaps these types of promises were common place and naïve young convicts 

believed them. In any event, given the power imbalance between the crew and the convicts, a 

convict who was selected as a ‘wife’ for the journey probably had little choice but to go along 

with it. Women of their class and circumstances would have had little choice but to accept 

sexual coercion as an inevitable part of life. A journal account of the Superintendent Surgeon 

of the female convict ship, the Morley (3), in 1820, illustrates how crew members would treat 

 
118 Bateson, The Convict Ships 1787-1868, 1959, p. 63. 
119 Rees, The Floating Brothel, 2001, p. 103. 
120 John Nicol, The Life and Adventures of John Nicol, Mariner, London, 1822. 
121 Nicol, The Life and Adventures of John Nicol. 
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a convict woman brave or foolhardy enough to resist or complain about their sexual 

predations:122 

This morning a women…solicited my protection against the insulting abuse 
and infamous threats of two of the sailors, which she declared had been 
quite unprovoked. Having investigated the case, I found her statement 
correct. These fellows, who had attempted to break into the prison on the 
night of the 16th, believing it was this woman who communicated to me the 
facts of that infamous transaction, took this opportunity of venting their low 
malice against her, using the most dreadful oaths and imprecations, that 
they would throw her overboard before the voyage was over; or that they 
would most certainly kill her in the colony; one of them at the same time 
seizing her as if he was about to put the threat into execution. 

Sian Rees’s research into the voyage of the Lady Juliana led her to speculate that the crew 

chose the youngest female convicts as their sexual partners:123  

[During the voyage] Some sailors may have remained faithful to the first 
mates they chose among the women, others not. Probably there was a short 
period of chopping and changing before 30 or so women settled into 
coupledom and the rest remained cloistered in the orlop [prison]…If the 
girls we know about were a typical sample of wifehood before the mast, 
they seem to have been chosen on the basis of youth. Youth meant not only 
prettiness but a lower risk of disease. 

Joseph Arnold’s journal reveals that a similar practice of ‘wife taking’ also took place on the 

Northampton. Three months into the voyage, on 6 April 1815, he wrote:124 

Catherine Inglis, a convict, in a fit of passion this morning took a large 
quantity of Laudanum, but I made her throw it up again by a strong emetic. 
She is a handsome Scotch girl. & has long been a dashing lady of the 
Town, having travelled over the greatest part of England. She reads well & 
write tolerably. The Capt. As soon as he saw her took her into his Cabin & 
cloathed her, very unwisely in a ladylike fashion, & she has had always a 
servant to attend her. Being of a very romantic turn she seems to have taken 
much hold of the affections of Mr. Tween, & there being a slight quarrel 
between them last night, she made use of the expedient of the Laudanum to 
destroy herself, but was discovered soon enough to prevent its deadly 
effects. 

 
122 Thomas Reid, Two Voyages to New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land, 1822, p. 173. 
123 Rees, The Floating Brothel, 2001, pp. 107-8. 
124 Joseph Arnold – Journals, 1810-1815, State Library of New South Wales, Sydney. 
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It seems unlikely that ‘a slight quarrel’ would have driven Catherine Inglis to attempt suicide. 

Was she being subjected to abusive treatment at the hands of Captain Tween? Did she find 

herself pregnant? Catherine was not the only convict to attempt suicide on the journey. A month 

before Catherine’s attempt, twenty-three year old Anne Turner not only attempted it, but 

succeeded. On 16 March 1815 Joseph Arnold wrote: ‘Anne Turner A convict, (as is appears in 

a fit of Jealously) threw herself overboard this afternoon & immediately disappeared.’ A fit of 

jealousy? Could twenty-three year old Ann also have been a ship ‘wife’ to a member of the 

crew who had mistreated her? 

It appears that the Northampton’s surgeon, Mr Weir, also selected a ‘wife’. He chose a teenage 

convict whose convict sister and mother were also on board. Was the teenager ‘nothing loath’ 

about that arrangement? And what about her mother? On Sunday 4 June, a few weeks before 

the Northampton’s arrival at Port Jackson, Joseph Arnold writes:125 

Departed this Life Sarah Shurwell aged about 50…Soon after leaving Rio 
Janeiro she was attacked with a chronic Dysentery wh. resisted all means of 
cure. The women has two fine daughters on board, one of whom is in 
keeping of Mr. Weir surgeon of the ship; her husband & son are also 
transported, all for the same offence. They were farmers residing near 
Reading, and have some relations there in good circumstances. 

The indent shows that Sarah Shurwell’s two daughters were aged seventeen and nineteen. 

There is a good chance that the other ‘fine daughter’ was claimed by another member of the 

crew, but perhaps one of lower rank which meant that relationship was not worthy of mention. 

I wonder whether there was a sufficient quantity of younger, more desirable, convicts on board 

the Northampton to shield Maria and the other Lancaster women from advances by members 

of the crew? The youngest member of their group, Jane Humphries, was in a high-risk category. 

Her age was variously recorded as 16 and 21, but either way she was relatively young. There 

were only a handful of teenage convicts on board. To meet a quota of around thirty ‘wives’ the 

crew, assuming that they selected their mates on the basis of youth, would have needed to select 

convicts up to the age of around twenty-three. But that is assuming, of course, that there was 

no doubling up or free ranging. Sian Rees has speculated that such practices may have been 

 
125 Joseph Arnold – Journals, 1810-1815, State Library of New South Wales, Sydney. 
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frowned upon for increasing the risk of diseases like ‘the pox’ spreading among the convicts 

and crew.126 

The tone of Joseph Arnold’s diary entries recounting such partner-taking on board the 

Northampton is so matter-of-fact it seems he took such arrangements for granted, and never 

saw it as part of his role to prevent the crew taking such liberties with the convict women.  

Five years later a Superintendent Surgeon on the female convict ship, the Morley (3), was 

inspired by Elizabeth Fry’s reforms to try to prevent such liaisons. His journal account of the 

voyage shows how difficult that task was. It was not sufficient to place padlocks on the 

hatchways to the female prison at night, for members of the crew would simply break the locks 

and force their way in. Superintendent Reid eventually decided the only way to safeguard the 

convict women was for him ‘to remain in the prison every night till the termination of the 

voyage, to defend the prisoners from every further violence, even at the peril of my life…armed 

with a brace of pistols to repel intrusion’127. His journal entries regarding his nightly armed 

vigils to protect the convict women from sexual predation by the crew (extracted below)128 

shed light on how powerless the convict women of the Northampton must have been to resist 

such predation in the absence of an armed protector. Further, the letter of gratitude to 

Superintendent Reid for his protection during the voyage from all 121 convict women on board 

the Morley (also extracted below) highlights the unfairness of the prevailing stereotype that 

female convicts arriving in the colony were nothing but ‘god-forsaken whores’.129 

 
126 Rees, The Floating Brothel, 2001, p. 107. 
127 Reid, Two Voyages to New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land, 1822, p. 189-190. 
128 Reid, Two Voyages to New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land, 1822, pp. 191-2; pp. 195-7; pp. 203-205. 
129 Summers, Damned Whores and God’s Police, 1994. 
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11th. [August 1820] - …I took my station below. I remained there with a light during the 

night, but no attempt was made to enter: the fellows, however, amused themselves the 

whole night with making hideous noises through the grating at the fore hatchway, and 

endeavouring to provoke my angry feelings by their rude abuse. It was shocking to decency 

to hear the beastly language, which was much too gross for expression even in writing. It 

was evidence they felt sore with disappointment, which makes me more than ever 

determined to keep watch. Notwithstanding the rancour with which these head-strong men 

persecute the prisoners by alarming their minds as much as they can, the assurance of 

protection they receive from my presence tranquillizes their minds considerably. (p. 191). 

12 [August 1820] - The sailors last night continued the noise with additional circumstances 

of malicious intent, which argue a determination to persevere: - for instance, forcing a cat 

down to the door of the fore hatchway, fastened by a cord, they contrived to torture the 

animal, causing it to make the most piteous cries so as to disturb the women’s rest. Their 

daring disposition went much further; for, by means of a boat-hook staff, they broke down 

two of the bars which inclose the prison at the fore hatchway, making a considerable 

opening, which might be taken advenage of at the moment, perhaps, but that they were 

apprized of my being on the watch below, determined to fire on any one who should have 

the temerity to venture in. 

In this almost defenceless state are the prisoners still obliged to remain, because no other 

means of security can be devised besides what have been employed, and no resource 

appears at hand to oppose to outrage, if the sailors choose to be so criminally adventurous.  

Captain Brown, being much concerned for the existence of abuses which he has not power 

either to restrain or punish, shows every desire to aid my intentions, even proposing to watch 

with me in turn, to share the fatigue, and let me have repose occasionally; but his attention 

to the navigation and management of the ship is so constantly required, that I cannot with 

propriety avail myself of his obliging offer. (p 192) 
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  16th [August 1820] …[T]he sailors…having discontinued their nocturnal annoyance, had led 

me to think my watching in the prison any longer was unnecessary; but accident has put in 

my way a paper which has considerably altered my mind on that point. This paper, which I 

found last night in the prison, appears to have been written to one of the prisoners by a 

sailor concerned in the late attempted breach into the prison: the hand-writing is evidently 

disguised, but the contents betray a determination to break down the bars of the prison as 

soon as they should perceive that I was become weary of watching. “There are plenty of us 

to do it,” says this curious document and its intimations in general are so direct, that I think 

myself imperatively bound to persevere in the arduous duty I have proposed to myself…It 

contains also a threat against myself, which of course I despise; - in this respect, however, 

they appear to have an eye towards my pistols… (pp. 195-6). 

 

20th [August 1820] - The constant system of keeping watch at night in the prison, has 

completely disconcerted the designs of the sailors…[N]o disturbance now takes place during 

the night: yet I have sufficient cause to believe they will renew their attempts on the prison, 

should any opportunity offer… (p. 197) 
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28th [August 1820] …[E]ven convicts are susceptible of gratitude; in this opinion am I further 

confirmed by the feelings of the unfortunate creatures committed to my care, as expressed 

in the following letter addressed to me, and presented by the Reverend Mr Reddall…[The 

female convicts] solicited him to write this letter, expressive of their sense of obligation; they 

afterwards put their names to it, to be delivered to me before any of them left the ship. 

To Thomas Reid, Esq. Surgeon, &c. 

From the female Convicts  

on board the ship Morley. 

 

Honoured Sir 

As the voyage…is now near its close… it would ill accord with the impressions on 

our minds, fixed there by your faithful performance of every good office for the 

promotion of our comfort and our good, did we not assure you of our gratitude, and 

offer you our thanks. 

These latter, it is true, are but of little worth; but they are the offerings of 

sincerity…[for] your truly benevolent and unceasing attention to our various wants 

and best interests during the passage. If, Sir, we consider the numerous cases which 

required your professional skill and attendance among us, we are reminded of your 

promptitude and attention, whether required by day or by night…If we place you 

before us as our protector, your unshaken firmness in the face of danger, …and the 

great deprivations of rest and comfort we are grieved to say you are enduring on 

our account, entitle you to every good feeling, in return, of which our hearts are 

able… 

Receive then, most respected Sir, our united best wishes for your every good, 

temporal and eternal; and permit us to be, with a grateful sense of our obligation, 

Your faithful and dutiful servants. 

(Signed by one hundred and twenty-one.) 

(pp. 203-205) 
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PART 2 
UNEARTHING EARLY COLONIAL ROOTS: The Australian part of 
Maria’s story 

 

 

 

 

 

In order to be ethical, narrative understanding should be aware of its own 
interpretative nature, of being only one version, always contestable, limited, 
incomplete and unfinalizable.  Such self-conscious narrative understanding 
could be characterized as an affirmative form of simultaneously knowing 
and not-knowing.  Instead of pursing absolute knowledge, it is content with 
knowing that interpretations are all that we have. 

Hanna Meretoja, Fiction, History and the Possible, 2016 
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Chapter 7 
Arriving in Sydney (June 1815) 

By the time the Northampton sailed through the heads into Sydney harbour on Sunday 18 June 

1815, Maria and her fellow convicts had been on board for about eight months. You will recall 

that they had first boarded the Northampton in Deptford, London, in early November 1814. 

They must have been desperate to leave their cramped and foul-smelling prison below-decks 

and feel solid ground under their feet once again. And despite their misgivings, they must have 

been curious to see the strange land that was to become their new home. 

I imagine Maria climbing up the ladder from the convict prison and onto the deck, squinting 

and blinking in the light and craning her neck to get her first glimpse of the Sydney shoreline. 

Sydney town must have seemed impossibly tiny, quiet and plain compared to the bustling 

dockyards, crowded alleyways, and grand buildings of Maria’s home city of Liverpool. Yet 

beyond the outskirts of the town, hugging the more distant shorelines and headlands of the 

harbour, and in some directions extending inland as far as her eyes could see, there would have 

been wilderness. Majestic fig trees growing out of sandstone crevices, pink-barked angophoras 

with twirling branches overhanging the water, little coves with yellow sandy beaches, and 

glimpses here and there of birds of all colours, shapes and sizes. An ungainly black and white 

pelican coming in to land on the water beside the ship, skimming its huge webbed feet along 

the surface to slow itself down and snapping its enormous bill. Terns diving from great heights 

deep into the water to fish. A sea eagle soaring overhead. The distant screeching of a flock of 

sulfur-crested cockatoos. A flicker of colour amongst the trees at the waters edge — a crimson 

rosella perhaps, or an azure kingfisher sitting patiently on a branch overhanging the water. 

Surveying the grasslands surrounding Sydney from the deck of the Northampton, Maria may 

have seen her first kangaroo. The sight of it must have caused a commotion of exclamations 

and pointing on deck, with everyone rushing to the nearest vantage point, the children in the 

lead. Who can see a kangaroo for the first time without smiling in wonder? 
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Figure 39 View of the Town and Cove of Sydney, New South Wales, around 1811.130 

It is clear from the reports in the Sydney Gazette that the arrival of a convict ships was big event 

in the colony; eagerly anticipated for the news, supplies and human cargo they would bring. 

The Sydney Gazette reported Captain Tween’s news that a peace treaty had been signed 

between Great Britain and America. It also advertised a wide range of goods and foodstuffs 

which had been imported on the Northampton and were up for sale. The female convicts were 

reported ‘all to be very healthy, and well satisfied at their usage during the passage’. There was 

no mention of the convict, Elizabeth Wright, who was dying of pneumonia and sent to 

hospital,131 nor of the convict, Elizabeth Robinson, who was declared mad and sent to the 

Sydney lunatic asylum.132 What did Elizabeth do to be declared mad, I wonder? Had she spent 

her time in the convict prison rocking and moaning, raving and yelling, and tearing at her hair? 

Had she been mad when she boarded the Northampton, or had there been some catalyst for her 

madness on the journey, like a few days isolation in the ship’s coal hole? Solitary confinement 

 
130 Aquatint print by J. Moffat, State Library of NSW, Sydney, 
http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110036347.  
131 Joseph Arnold – Journals, 1810-1815, State Library of New South Wales, entry dated June 21. 
132 Letter from Reverend Samuel Marsden to the Colonial Secretary, dated 23 June 1815: Ancestry®, Colonial 
Secretary’s Papers, 1788-1856. 

http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110036347
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sent many convict women insane.133 Once admitted to the asylum in Sydney there was no way 

out. There were simply no discharge procedures.134 I wonder if Joseph Arnold knew that when 

he had Elizabeth committed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
133 Summers, Damned Whores and God’s Police, 1994, p. 331. 
134 C. J. Cummins, The Administration of Lunacy and Idiocy in New South Wales, 1788-1855, Department of 
Public Health, Sydney, 1967, p. 10. 

 Figure 40 Newspaper report of the arrival of the Northampton, 
Sydney Gazette, Saturday 24 June 1815, p. 2. 
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If Maria and her fellow convicts had anticipated a prompt disembarkation from the 

Northampton following their arrival in Port Jackson, they must have been sorely frustrated. 

They waited for three days before officials came on board the ship to ‘muster’ them, and then 

they waited another two days to be dispatched to their various destinations in the colony.135 

To my modern Australian sensibilities, the word ‘muster’ evokes images of men on horseback 

rounding up cattle in the dusty outback. Evidently, before we mustered cattle, we mustered 

convicts. The muster that took place on board the Northampton in Port Jackson on 21 June 

1815 was the first of many musters for Maria in the Colony of New South Wales. I suppose I 

should be grateful. Were it not for those musters I would know much less about Maria’s 

movements in the colony, for the tools of these musters were not stockwhips, but paper and 

quill. It was at this first muster that the convict indent extracted earlier was created. 

I imagine a jacketed official sitting at a desk on board the Northampton, shooing a fly away 

from the wet ink on his ledger. Another official barks orders at a group of bedraggled convicts 

to form an orderly line in front of the desk. Maria takes her place in line amongst her messmates 

from Lancaster, with the two Janes in front of her and Ann Downs just behind. She and the 

Janes have resolved to give their calling as servants in the hope of being assigned quickly into 

domestic service. Maria shuts her eyes against the glare of the sun and makes a silent prayer 

that the three of them will be assigned out together. If only Ann would say she’s a servant too. 

Robert is whining again. Maria glances back to see him struggling to pull free from Rachel’s 

 
135 Joseph Arnold – Journals, 1810-1815, State Library of New South Wales, entries dated June 21 and 23 June. 

Figure 41 Report of goods imported on the Northampton, Sydney 
Gazette, Saturday 24 June 1815, p. 2. 
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grip, no doubt trying to get back to his game on the ladder. “In line!” barks the overseer with a 

glare at Robert, and the boy shrinks back against Rachel’s legs, eyes wide above his streaming 

nostrils. 

By the time of their arrival in Port Jackson, it had been over a year since Maria and the two 

Janes were sentenced to death together in the dock at Lancaster Castle. They had been through 

so much together in that time — the nervous wait for the hangman’s noose, news that their 

sentences had been commuted to transportation, the overland trip from Lancaster to London in 

a police wagon, the horrors of Newgate prison, and then the long trip across the globe below 

the decks of the Northhampton. It was in Port Jackson that they finally parted ways. Young 

Jane Humphries was sent to the hospital in Sydney to work as a nurse — presumably the 

authorities were looking for young female convicts to train for this purpose as Jane Humphries 

did not appear to have any nursing experience.136 Jane Hoste was assigned to work for a 

landholder whose name I can’t make out, presumably as a domestic servant.137 Maria was 

among the group of 56 convicts and 18 children from the Northampton who were taken up the 

Parramatta River to the ‘Factory above the Gaol’, the precursor to the Parramatta Female 

Factory. The other four women who’d been sentenced at Lancaster Castle were also amongst 

Maria’s group — Ann Downs, Ann Paul, Alice Buckley with her 19 month old daughter Alice, 

and Rachael Sladen with her two year old son Robert. I know this because the Parramatta 

Magistrate (and Anglican chaplain), Reverend Samuel Marsden, sent the Colonial Secretary a 

‘List of Female Convicts arrived on the Ship Northampton on the 19th June 1815 to be 

employed at the Factory at Parramatta, disembarked on the 23.d June 1815’. 

 
136 Return of the Convicts of the Colony of New South Wales that had arrived by 31 Dec 1816, Home office 
records, Settlers and Convicts, New South Wales (HO 10/4), National Archives, Kew, UK. 
137 Return of the Convicts of the Colony of New South Wales that had arrived by 31 Dec 1816, Home office 
records, U.K. 



238 
 

 



239 
 

 

Figure 42 Record of the female convicts and children sent from the Northampton to the Parramatta Female 
Factory, with Maria Roberts’ name appearing last on the list.138 
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Maria and the other convicts bound for the factory would have been transported from the 

Northampton to Parramatta in small boats, each powered by a team of oarsmen. Nowadays the 

trip from Circular Quay to Parramatta in a high-speed catamaran takes about an hour. In 1815, 

under human power, the trip must have taken a full day, depending on the winds and the tide. 

 

Figure 43 Photograph of the Parramatta Rivercat.139 

 

Dense green vegetation would have flanked the river for most of that journey. It still does. 

Since the river was an important source of food and trade for a number of different Aboriginal 

groups at the time of colonisation, Aborigines were probably seen here and there along the 

banks, fishing with spears or getting about in their bark canoes. What was Maria thinking as 

she travelled up the Parramatta River? 

 

 
138 Letter from Samuel Marsden to the Colonial Secretary, dated 23 June 1815: Ancestry®, Colonial Secretary’s 
Papers, 1788-1856. 
139 Wikipedia Commons, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parramatta_River_ferry_services, Accessed 22 
September 2019. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parramatta_River_ferry_services
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Journeying up the Parramatta River from the convict ship 

The boat lurched and Maria buttressed her palm against the bench seat to steady herself.  The 

oarsmen were grunting with the effort of maintaining their bearing against the headwind that 

had sprung up since rounding the last bend.  A gust lashed spray from their oars across the 

women huddled on the bench in front of Maria’s.  ‘Contrary Mary’ from Aberdeen let loose a 

string of profanity, provoking a jeer of amusement from the tillerman. 

Beside her, Robert was whimpering and trying to claw his way onto his mother’s lap, but 

Rachel groaned and turned her back to him. She’d had her fill of him.  Maria raised her elbow 

and invited him under her shawl. 

 “Come here Robbie. Let’s keep each other warm.” 

The feeling of his little body shivering against hers made her think of her own little Robbie, 

worming his icy feet into the crook behind her knees on a winter’s night. And of her Ann, 

sucking her thumb and twirling her forefinger around a lock of Maria’s hair.  Please God, let 

Robert find a way to feed him. She closed the fingers of her free hand around the small crucifix 

that hung around her neck. The wind whipped her hair across her face and she clamped her 

eyes shut. Robbie’s shivering had all but stopped now. It felt good to hold him. The rhythmic 

grunting of the oarsmen, and the surging of the boat, took her to that place between waking and 

sleep where memories crowded in. 

Her wedding night. The crucifix was nestled in the fine hairs of Robert’s chest. She was running 

her forefinger over it and watching it rise and fall with Robert’s breathing as he told her its 

story. How it had been handed down from father to son for as long as anyone could remember. 

How his father had given it to him as he lay on his death-bed. 

Before she was ready to give up that memory, it was gone. She was in the gaol in Liverpool.  

It was visiting day and Robert was there. She knew he was there but she wasn’t looking at him.  

She was looking down at her hands, which were trembling. Robert put his big warm hands over 

hers and held them tight until they were still. The callouses on his fingers felt rough against her 
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skin. Then he took the crucifix from around his neck and placed it around hers.  And then he 

was saying those words which had been worn smooth as river pebbles on the long nights since. 

“Look at me Maria”. 

His grey-green eyes were looking right into her soul. Holding it tight until it was still. 

“If they transport you, you have to stay strong. You have to survive. Because I swear 

on Almighty God, one day I’ll come out and find you. You have promise to be there 

for me when I do.” 

 

The Factory Above the Gaol 
The painting below gives a good sense for the landscape that Maria and her fellow convicts 

found themselves in when the row boats finally stopped and they stepped for the first time onto 

Australian soil. The painting depicts the town of Parramatta as it was in 1809, just five years 

before Maria’s arrival. Their destination — the ‘Factory above the Gaol’ — was the upper floor 

of the two-storey building on the right-hand side of the river. The town of Parramatta is on the 

opposite side of the river, easily accessible via the nearby bridge. 

 

Figure 44 'A view of part of Parramatta Port Jackson' painted around 1809.140 

 
140 Artist Unknown, Series 01: Australian paintings by J.W. Lewin, G.P. Harris, G.W. Evans and others, 1796-
1809, Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales, 
https://search.sl.nsw.gov.au/permalink/f/1cvjue2/ADLIB110328948, Accessed 15 August 2020. 

https://search.sl.nsw.gov.au/permalink/f/1cvjue2/ADLIB110328948
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The Factory Above the Gaol was Australia’s first Female Factory. It was established in 1802 

to provide shelter, a safe refuge from ‘corrupting influences’, and place of employment for 

female convicts awaiting assignment.141 Unfortunately, by the time of Maria’s arrival in 1815 

the factory was so overcrowded that it was incapable of fulfilling its purpose as a safe shelter 

and refuge. On 15 July 1815, less than a month after Maria arrived there, Reverend Samuel 

Marsden wrote a letter to Governor Macquarie explaining the situation:142 

The number of women employed at the factory under Mr. Oakes the 
superintendent is one hundred and fifty; they have seventy children; there is 
not any room in the factory that can be called a bed-room for these women 
and children. There are only two rooms, and these are both occupied as 
work-shops, over the gaol, and are about eighty feet long and twenty wide. 
In these rooms there are forty-six women daily employed; twenty spinning 
wool upon the common wheel and twenty-six carding. There are also in 
them the warping-machine &c. belonging to the factory. These rooms are 
crowded all the day, and at night such women sleep in them as are confined 
for recent offences, among the wheels, wool, and cards, and a few others 
who have no means whatever of procuring a better abode. The average 
number of women who sleep in the factory is about thirty in the whole; 
many of these women have little and some no bedding; they all sleep on the 
floor; there is not a cradle or bedstead belonging to the factory. I do not 
deem it either safe or prudent that even thirty women should sleep in the 
factory which has been crowded all day with working people, could this be 
avoided, as the air must be bad and contagious.  

Were the magistrate to compel even half the number of women with their 
children to sleep in the factory which belong to it, they could not exist. Not 
less than one hundred and twenty women are at large in the night to sleep 
where they can. Many of them pay four shillings per week for their 
lodgings and fire; they have no means but theft and prostitution to obtain 
this sum, and these vices are become so common and habitual, that the 
women will tell the magistrate that they have no other means to supply their 
necessities… 

 
141 Michaela Ann Cameron, Factory Above the Gaol, Dictionary of Sydney, 
http://dictionaryofsydney.org/entry/factory_above_the_gaol, Accessed 22 September 2019. 
142 Samuel Marsden, Letter to Governor Macquarie dated 15 July 1815. This letter is hard to find. It is not 
contained in the Colonial Secretary’s Papers, 1788-1856 held by the State Archives of New South Wales.  In an 
age before photocopiers, the original letter appears to have been sent to London and given as evidence to a 
UK Parliamentary inquiry into the state of prisons.  Luckily the full text of the letter has been preserved in the 
‘Report from the Select Committee on the State of Gaols &c., 12 July 1819’, which includes the ‘Minutes of 
Evidence’ taken by the Committee with respect to New South Wales (Marden’s letter is at pp. 79-83 of those 
Minutes).  The report is published in Selection of Reports and Papers of the House of Commons, Vol 51: Prisons, 
1836, and available online at https://play.google.com/books/reader?id=ZCRDAAAAcAAJ&hl=en&pg=GBS.RA2-
PA79, Accessed on 15 August 2020. 

http://dictionaryofsydney.org/entry/factory_above_the_gaol
https://play.google.com/books/reader?id=ZCRDAAAAcAAJ&hl=en&pg=GBS.RA2-PA79
https://play.google.com/books/reader?id=ZCRDAAAAcAAJ&hl=en&pg=GBS.RA2-PA79
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Nothing can be more distressing…than to see the vices and miseries of 
these abandoned females.  When I am called upon in the hour of sickness 
and of want to visit them in the general hospital, or in the wretched hovels 
where they lodge, my mind is often oppressed beyond measure at the sight 
of their sufferings… [T]hese women, having no settled residence provided 
for them, they have no proper means of taking care of their weekly ration, 
and on this account their provisions are often stolen from them, so that 
many have nothing to eat for two or three days towards the latter end of the 
week, therefore they are urged by the calls of hunger to steal or to do things 
worse…Hence, instead of the Government Factory being a House of 
Correction for the abandoned females…it becomes the grand source of all 
moral corruption, insubordination, and disease.   On this account, there is 
not a bushel of wheat or maize in the farmer’s barn, nor a sheep in his fold, 
nor a hog in his stye, nor even a potatoe, turnip or cabbage in his garden, 
but what he is liable to be robbed of every night he lies down in his bed, 
either by his own or his neighbours servants, to supply the wants of these 
abandoned women, to whom the men can gain access at all times of the 
night, and nothing can prevent them while the women are at large… 

[M]any of the male and female convicts are much addicted to inebriety, and 
the great number of licensed houses that sell spirituous liquors considerably 
increases the number of crimes… 

Reverend Samuel Marsden gives the impression that theft and prostitution were the only means 

through which the factory women could survive. It is clear from his letter that there were neither 

beds nor floor space for them to sleep at the factory. And it is worth remembering that the 

women from the Northampton arrived in winter when the temperature at night in Parramatta 

routinely drops to around 5 degrees Celsius. Maria was no stranger to the cold, nor to rough 

and dangerous streets. However, the streets of Parramatta were unfamiliar and Maria had no 

family or other social networks to leverage, apart from the other equally vulnerable women 

with whom she had been transported. Even more significantly, at that time in the Colony of 

New South Wales, men outnumbered women by a factor of 7:1 and there was a deeply 

entrenched attitude amongst colonial men that convict women were ‘damned whores’ and 

deserved to be treated as such.143 Parramatta was clearly a dangerous place to be a young 

woman at night without money or shelter or male protection. 

Perhaps the two best-case scenarios for Maria at that time were assignment to a safe household 

as a domestic servant or finding a good male partner to protect and provide for her. I say 

assignment to a ‘safe’ household because many female convicts who were assigned out as 

 
143 Summers, Damned Whores and God’s Police, 1994 at p. 317. 
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domestic servants fell pregnant during their assignment and were returned to the Factory as 

damaged goods. It is clear from many official sources, including the 1812 Report of the Select 

Committee on Transportation, that convicts assigned into domestic service were routinely 

required to render sexual services to their masters or other members of the household.144 Since 

the masters did not want to be burdened with the upkeep of children, they would simply send 

the pregnant convict back to the Factory and ask to be assigned another one. Records suggest 

that the returned pregnant convicts had their babies in the factory and that their children were 

taken away from them when they were about two years of age so the women could be assigned 

out again. Often this cycle of assignment — pregnancy — factory — birth — separation 

repeated itself, no doubt with disastrous consequences for the mental health of the women and 

their children. The law stated that convict women had no property in their children, and court 

records suggest this made it very difficult for convict women to maintain relationships with 

their children after they were taken away. An 1833 court report reveals ‘Ann Mullins was 

charged with overstaying a visit to her child. On being allowed an hour’s visit on a 

Sunday…she took eight hours instead and became unmanageable on returning to her place of 

service.’145 

At the time Maria arrived in the colony, in 1815, Governor Macquarie had introduced a policy 

requiring settlers to be married before they could be assigned a female convict. You may have 

noticed that Reverend Marsden’s covering letter to Governor Macquarie begins: ‘Herewith…a 

List of 56 Women Convicts arrived by the Northampton who are now sent to Parramatta to be 

employed in the usual way at the factory or distributed among married Settlers on them entering 

into the required Securities for treating them properly’ (underline added). This policy appears 

to have been largely unsuccessful at achieving its purpose. Even if the convict women were 

safe from the sexual predations of their married masters, they were still exposed to sexual 

predations by other members of the household or neighbourhood. The Molesworth report on 

Transportation in 1837 stated:146 

[I]n a private family…a convict woman, frequently the only one in service, 
perhaps in the neighbourhood, is surrounded by a number of depraved 
characters, to whom she becomes an object of constant pursuit and 

 
144 Report of the Select Committee into Transportation, 1812, British Parliamentary Papers, p. 12. 
145 Judith Dunn, Colonial Ladies: Lovely, Lively and Lamentably Loose: Crime Reports from the Sydney Herald 
Relating to the Female Factory, Parramatta, 1831–1835, 2012 (3rd edn), Riverwood NSW, p. 16. 
146 Report of the Select Committee into Transportation, 1838, British Parliamentary Papers, House of Lords, 
London, p. 262, https://nla.gov.au/nla.cat-vn2138370. 

https://nla.gov.au/nla.cat-vn2138370
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solicitation; she is generally obliged to select one as a paramour, to defend 
her from the importunities of the rest; she seldom remains long in the same 
place; she either commits some offence, for which she is returned to the 
Government, or she becomes pregnant, in which case she is sent to the 
factory, to be confined at the expense of the Government; at the expiration 
of the period of confinement or punishment, she is reassigned, and again 
goes through the same course; such is too generally the career of convict 
women, even in respectable families. 

For these reasons Anne Summers contends:147 

The women’s punishment comprised of transportation plus enforced 
whoredom. For at least the first twenty years they had no means of 
escaping this fate. The best a woman could do was to form an attachment 
with one man and live with him as his wife and in this way protect herself 
from the unwelcome attentions of any other man who fancied her. 

The dawning reality of this ‘enforced whoredom’ must have come as a shock to the convicts 

of the Northampton, particularly any who had resolved to remain faithful to their English 

husbands in the hope that they would one day be reunited. I don’t know whether Maria fitted 

into this category, but given the events that were to unfold later in her life, it is possible, perhaps 

even likely, that she did. And the odds were stacked against Maria finding a good man to look 

after her because, as a convict who was married and known to be married, she was precluded 

from re-marrying in the colony for seven years. What chance, then, did she have of being 

chosen as a partner by one of the many male ex-convicts that came to the factory in search of 

a wife? I do not know whether the ‘Factory above the Gaol’ ever operated as a marriage bureau, 

but its successor, the Parramatta Female Factory, certainly did. 

  

 
147 Summers, Damned Whores and God’s Police, p. 316. 
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Chapter 8 
Forging a new life (1815–1822) 

Perhaps Maria’s tough childhood in Liverpool had equipped her with the capacity to read a 

situation and quickly adapt to it, because within a year of arriving in the colony Maria managed 

to achieve what was, according to Anne Summers, the best-case scenario for a convict woman 

arriving in those early years. She found a good man to look after her. Although Maria fell 

pregnant within four months of arriving in the colony, she did not succumb to the vicious cycle 

(of assignment — pregnancy — factory — birth — separation — assignment) that was the fate 

of many convict women. There is not a lot of evidence to go on, but putting my Sherlock 

Holmes hat on, this is what I can deduce. 

Baptism records for St Phillips Church in Sydney show that the Maria gave birth to a daughter 

on 16 July 1816,148 just over a year after her arrival in the colony. Assuming a nine month 

pregnancy, Maria would have fallen pregnant in October 1815, approximately four months 

after her arrival in the colony. The fact that the baby was born and baptised in Sydney suggests 

that Maria had been assigned to work for someone in Sydney who chose not to return Maria to 

the factory when her pregnancy became apparent. My research suggests that was quite unusual. 

 
Figure 45 St Phillips Church, Sydney, where Maria’s Australian-born children were baptised.149 

 
148 Baptism record for Martha Riley, Ancestry®, Australia, Births and Baptisms, 1792-1981, 4 Aug 1816, St 
Phillips, Sydney. 
149 Old St Phillips, Church Hill, Unknown artist, Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales, 
http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110341167, Accessed 15 August 2020. 

http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110341167
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Maria’s daughter was named Martha and her father is recorded as ‘James Riley’. Maria and 

James ‘Brierley’ went on to have four more children together who were all baptised in the same 

church.150 This suggests that the name ‘Riley’ on Martha’s baptism certificate was a 

misspelling, and that Maria and James Brierley had been in a de-facto relationship at least since 

the time of Martha’s birth. The fact that the baby was given James Brierley’s mother’s name, 

Martha, suggests to me that he believed himself to be the father of this child. 

 

Figure 46 Baptism record for Maria’s first Australian-born child, Martha. 
From St Philips Church in Sydney: ‘Martha, Daughter of James and Maria Riley, born at Sydney 16 July 1816 and Christened 4 
Augt 1816’ 

 

Who was James Brierley? 
All this sleuthing begs the question: who was James Brierley? Colonial records reveal that he 

was a tall thirty-five year old convict with light brown hair and grey eyes151 who was assigned 

to one of the wealthiest and most influential men in the colony — an emancipist by the name 

of Simeon Lord. After being transported to the colony on the third fleet back in 1791, Simeon 

Lord had become a successful businessman, and had even been appointed as a magistrate by 

Governor Macquarie in 1810.152 He was a regular guest at Government House,153 and, in short, 

 
150 Australia, Births and Baptisms, 1792-1981, Ancestry®, 1816-1824, St Phillips, Sydney, New South Wales. 
151 Convict indent for James Brierley, Ancestry®, New South Wales, Convict Indents, 1788-1842, State Records 
Authority of New South Wales, Kingswood, New South Wales. 
152 D. R. Hainsworth, ‘Lord, Simeon (1771–1840)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/lord-simeon-2371, Accessed 25 September 2019. 
153 State Library of New South Wales, Macquarie the Governor 1810-1821: Elevating the Emancipists, 
https://www2.sl.nsw.gov.au/archive/events/exhibitions/2012/macquarie/12_emancipists/image03.html, 
Accessed 24 September 2019. 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biographies/author/?author=1597
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/lord-simeon-2371
https://www2.sl.nsw.gov.au/archive/events/exhibitions/2012/macquarie/12_emancipists/image03.html
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an excellent referee to have on your resume (or, translated into early colonial terms, an 

excellent supporter to have on your petitions for mitigations of sentence and grants of land). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 47: Portrait of Simeon Lord, Artist unknown, c. 1830.154 

 

James Brierley had a skillset that was of value to Simeon Lord. He was a weaver who had been 

transported for his involvement in the Luddite uprisings of 1812.155 When James arrived in 

Sydney in 1813, Lord was looking for weavers for his textile manufacturing business, which 

produced cloth, hats and blankets.156 James was assigned to work for Lord soon after his arrival 

 
154 State Library of New South Wales, Macquarie the Governor 1810-1821: Elevating the Emancipists, 
https://www2.sl.nsw.gov.au/archive/events/exhibitions/2012/macquarie/12_emancipists/image03.html, 
Accessed 24 September 2019. 
155 ‘Trials of the Rioters &c. At Lancaster Castle’, Lancaster Gazette, 6 June 1812. 
156 Hainsworth, ‘Lord, Simeon (1771–1840)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography. 

https://www2.sl.nsw.gov.au/archive/events/exhibitions/2012/macquarie/12_emancipists/image03.html
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biographies/author/?author=1597
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in the colony,157 perhaps even directly off the ship. He had been working for Lord for a year or 

two by the time he met Maria. James was a very good catch for a female convict in Maria’s 

position. 

 
Figure 48: Convict indent for James Brierley. 

His entry reads: ‘[Names] James Brierley [Native Place] Lancashire [Calling] Weaver [Age] 32 [height] 5/8 ½ 
[complexion] fair pale [hair] lt brown [eyes] grey [T.L.] 1350’.158 

 

How did Maria meet James? 
The records show that sometime before the end of 1816, Maria was also assigned to work for 

Simeon Lord. I know this because Governor Macquarie sent the British Home Office details 

of all the female convicts in the colony who had arrived before 31 December 1816. By 

squinting hard at the entry for Maria in the ‘How disposed of’ column I can just make out the 

words ‘Assd. to S. Lord Esquire’. 

 

Figure 49 Record of Maria’s assignment to Simeon Lord. 159 

 

James and Maria probably met while they were both assigned to Simeon Lord, although it is 

possible that they met elsewhere and James pulled some strings to get Maria assigned to Lord 

too. As far as I know, Maria had no weaving skills, but rich men with large houses must have 

 
157 James Brierley’s petition to Governor Macquarie for a ticket of leave, in 1817, states that “since his arrival in 
this Colony, he hath and still continues in the employ of Simeon Lord Esqr…” (New South Wales Colonial 
Secretary Petitions, 1817, State Archives of New South Wales, Kingswood, NSW.) 
158 Convict Indent for James Brierley, New South Wales, Convict Indents, 1788-1842, Ancestry®, State Archives 
NSW, Kingswood. 
159 Return of Female Convicts sent by Governor Macquarie to the British Home Office in 1816, Home Office: 
Settlers and Convicts, New South Wales and Tasmania: Records, HO 10/4, National Archives, Kew, UK. 
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needed many domestic servants and Lord had a habit of selecting convicts from the north of 

England. He also hailed from there, having been convicted in Manchester.160 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 50 Drawing of ‘Simeon Lord’s house in Macquarie Place’ c. 1911.161 

 

Lord lived in a mansion fronting onto Macquarie Place and backing onto the ‘Tank Stream’. 

The Tank Stream was a landmark of great significance. It was the source of drinking water for 

Sydney’s early inhabitants and livestock and the reason Captain Arthur Phillip settled the 

colony where he did. In 1788 Captain Phillip abandoned Botany Bay as a settlement site 

because he could not find a reliable fresh water supply there. He sailed further up the coast into 

Port Jackson, and as he rounded the point where the Opera House now stands, he found what 

he was looking for — a wide-mouthed stream running into the harbour. One of the high ranking 

officers who accompanied Captain Phillip on that reconnaissance mission162 described the 

 
160 Hainsworth, ‘Lord, Simeon (1771–1840)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography. 
161 Drawn by Sydney G. Smith, Sydney Architecture, Simeon Lord’s House, 
http://www.sydneyarchitecture.com/GON/GON039.htm, Accessed 19 October 2019. 
162 Entry for Collins, David in the Australian Dictionary of Biography, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/collins-
david-1912, accessed 3 November 2019. 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biographies/author/?author=1597
http://www.sydneyarchitecture.com/GON/GON039.htm
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/collins-david-1912
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/collins-david-1912
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stream as a ‘run of fresh water which stole silently along through a very thick wood’.163 He 

also noted Captain Phillip’s delight at finding Port Jackson to be ‘a noble and capacious 

harbour, equal if not superior to any yet known in the world’ with ‘friendly and peaceful 

inhabitants’.164 

When the settlement at Sydney Cove was still in infancy, a drought prompted Phillip to fear 

that his fresh water supply would run dry. Acting on the advice of a British Officer who’d spent 

time in India, he had his convicts excavate several deep pits in the sandstone banks of the 

stream to function as water storage tanks in dry weather. That is how the Tank Stream got its 

name. 

The Tank Stream quickly developed social significance as a divider between rich and poor. As 

a precursor to the current class divisions between the Eastern and Western suburbs of Sydney, 

upper class members of early colonial Sydney lived on the eastern side of the Tank Stream, 

and the lower classes lived on the west. However, convicts who were assigned to rich 

householders on the eastern side, like Maria and James, probably lived in convict quarters on 

those properties. Since convicts received no wage for their labours, they were reliant on their 

masters to house and feed them. 

On Simeon Lord’s property, between his mansion and the Tank Stream, there were a number 

of work buildings, including Lord’s first textile manufactory,165 where James Brierley probably 

worked. Lord reported having about twenty convicts working in his textile manufacturing 

business from about that time,166 and it seems safe to assume that he housed them in one of the 

other buildings on that site. It was an excellent site for a business that relied on importing its 

raw materials. At high tide, the Tank Stream was deep enough for schooners to sail from the 

harbour right up to the back of Lord’s property. 

The stream must still have been picturesque in places. Just before reaching Lord’s property it 

dropped about thirty metres through a series of waterfalls. By 1828 the stream had become so 

polluted that it was no longer used for drinking, but in 1816 — when both Maria and James 

 
163 David Collins, An Account of the English Colony in New South Wales, 2003, Sydney, pp.43-44. 
164 Collins, An Account of the English Colony in New South Wales, pp.42. 
165 Nelse Cay, 'A likely lad': the story of Simeon Lord, 1989, Quirindi NSW. 
166 Hainsworth, ‘Lord, Simeon (1771–1840)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography. 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biographies/author/?author=1597
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were assigned to Simeon Lord — attempts were still being made to keep the water clean.167 

Drinking water was probably collected nearer the source of the stream, on the high side of the 

waterfalls near Hyde Park. By the time the stream reached Lord’s property, near the river 

mouth, its water was probably used for a range of other purposes, like washing laundry. As a 

domestic servant assigned to Lord, this may have been one of the tasks that occupied Maria’s 

days there. 

  

 

Figure 51 ‘Plan of the town and suburbs of Sydney, August, 1822’168 (with my labels and arrows) 
Note that some of the streets on this map are incorrectly named, including George and Clarence Streets. 

 
167 Sydney Water, The Tank Stream, 
https://www.sydneywater.com.au/web/groups/publicwebcontent/documents/document/zgrf/mdq0/~edisp/
dd_044108.pdf, Accessed on 29 October 2019. 
168 National Library of Australia, http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-229911701, Accessed October 19 2019. 
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Figure 52 Detail of Plate 1 of 'Panoramic views of Port Jackson', c1821, by Major James Taylor from 
Observatory Hill169 (with my text box and arrow) 

 

I feel deeply indebted to Major James Taylor for this detailed painting. It is part of a panorama 

he painted from the top of Observatory Hill around 1821, five years after the cross-over period 

in 1816–7 when both Maria and James were assigned to Simeon Lord. Lord’s imposing three 

story mansion can be seen in the foreground, with the roof in the textile manufactory just visible 

to its rear. A tall tapering monument dominates Macquarie Park. It is a sandstone obelisk which 

was commissioned by Governor Macquarie to mark the point from which he measured the 

distance of the main roads in the colony. It still serves that purpose today, and is one of the few 

architectural relics from the Sydney of James and Maria’s time which still stands. It was 

constructed from 1816–1818, so Maria and James must have seen it being built. It would have 

been dangerous work for convict workers, hauling its sandstone blocks six metres above the 

ground and manoeuvring them into position, probably using rope pulleys and a bullock train. I 

 
169 Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales, 
http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110000157, Accessed 19 October 2019. 

Simeon Lord’s House (viewed from rear). The grey roof in the 

foreground is thought to be the roof of Lord’s textile 

manufactory where James Brierley may have worked. 

http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110000157
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can imagine Maria and James standing together amongst a crowd of onlookers late one summer 

evening, watching the top-most block being hoisted into position. 

Let’s take a moment to zoom out a little further from that scene — the site of Maria and James’ 

first convict assignment in Sydney — and consider what the rest of Sydney was like. Let’s 

imagine that James and Maria slipped away together one Sunday afternoon, crossed the bridge 

over the Tank Stream and climbed to the top of Observatory Hill. They found a grassy spot 

under the shade of a large tree for a makeshift picnic lunch. James sat with his back to the tree, 

and Maria sat between his outreached legs with her back against his chest. She was so much 

shorter than him that, allowing for the gentle slope, the top of her head sat comfortably under 

his chin. While Maria unpacked their provisions of bread, cheese and a small flask of rum, 

James swatted away the flies and recounted an amusing story he’d heard at the factory the day 

before. Maria twisted around to look at him as he reached the climax of his story, and then 

laughed so hard at his punch line that she snorted, which set them both laughing even harder 

than before. James tugged at the ribbon tied below Maria’s chin and pulled off her bonnet so 

that her long blond hair fell loose around her face and shoulders. Maria’s hands flew up at once 

to check her hair was not a tangled mess, but James grabbed her hands and kissed her. The hour 

that followed was one of the happiest they ever spent together. As they revelled in each other’s 

company that beautiful spring afternoon the panoramic view of Sydney they enjoyed must have 

been much like the one painted by Major Taylor from that same spot just a few years later. 
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] 

Figure 53 Panoramic views of Port Jackson, c. 1821, Plate 3, by Major James Taylor from Observatory 
Hill.170 

 

This is the view James and Maria would have seen looking west, from the most private side of 

the tree, looking out over the area we now know as Darling Harbour. It shows groups of 

Aboriginal people living in that surrounding landscape in close proximity to grazing livestock, 

and groups of workers, probably convicts, tilling soil, digging, resting and chatting. In the 

grassy foreground grasstrees and other plants flower amongst sandstone outcrops and 

windswept eucalypts. In the distance, at the edge of the harbour, there are some large stone 

buildings and a couple of windmills, with a smattering of sailing boats, large and small, 

bobbing about on the glassy water beyond. One Aboriginal family group is camped so close 

that James and Maria must have been able to hear them talking to each other in their native 

language. Perhaps some curious Aboriginal children approached James and Maria as they were 

 
170 Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales, 
http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110000157, Accessed 19 October 2019. 

http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110000157
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kissing and played a joke on them. Perhaps Maria and James traded an animal skin blanket for 

their bottle of rum. 

Am I romanticising here? Is it likely that any interaction between Maria and James and 

Aboriginal people that day would have been antagonistic rather than friendly? The scene that 

Taylor has painted shows colonists and Aboriginal people living and working in close 

proximity to each other. They are not inter-mingling and are keeping their distance, which 

suggests a sense of mutual wariness. Perhaps Aboriginal parents would have kept their children 

well clear of Maria and James that picnic day, and perhaps Maria and James would have chosen 

a picnic spot a ‘safe distance’ from any Aboriginal camp nearby. 

Figure 54 Panoramic views of Port Jackson, c. 1821, Plate 2, by Major James Taylor from Observatory 
Hill.171 

 

This is the view over Sydney that Maria and James would have seen looking south from 

Observatory Hill. The Military Hospital is the two-story building in the foreground, and St 

 
171 Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales, 
http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110000157, Accessed 19 October 2019. 

http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110000157


258 
 

Phillip’s Church — where their five children will be baptised — can be seen on the hill beyond. 

Already there is urban sprawl. A mass of buildings continues as far as the eye can see beyond 

that. 

 

Figure 55 Panoramic views of Port Jackson, c. 1821, Plate 1, by Major James Taylor from Observatory 
Hill.172 

 

This is the view that James and Maria would have seen as they turned eastward, to head back 

to their convict quarters. Simeon Lord’s three-story mansion can be seen to the right, in the 

middle-distance, with Macquarie Park and its obelisk to the left of it, and Government House 

just beyond that. On the left-hand-side of this vista a gang of convicts are at work quarrying 

stone. Two red-coats are chatting close-by, in the foreground, but facing away towards the rear 

of a nearby farmhouse. Chickens are clucking, a dog is yapping, and a string of washing hangs 

out to dry amongst the bustle of farm workers going about their business. In the distance we 

look out across the harbour to the harbour entrance, towards The Heads. My grandparents had 

 
172 Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales, 
http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110000157, Accessed 19 October 2019. 

http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110000157
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oil paintings of South Head and North Head hanging in their lounge-room in gaudy golden 

frames and they always referred to ‘The Heads’ with a sense of awe. 

It is hardly surprising that Maria and James took an interest in each other. They had a lot in 

common. Both came from Lancashire, so they would have shared a similar accent, used the 

same slang, and were probably familiar with the same jokes, folklore and pub songs. They had 

both been imprisoned, tried and sentenced in Lancaster Castle. And they had both left spouses 

and young children behind in England when they had been transported. Like Maria, James 

would have been precluded from re-marrying in the colony for seven years after his arrival. 

Unlike Maria, James had the option of applying to have his wife and daughter brought out to 

the colony once he had served his sentence and established himself. He obviously chose not to 

pursue that option. Maybe he thought his wife would refuse to come out and join him. Or 

perhaps he was lonely and couldn’t wait. Or maybe he just fell in love with Maria. 

What was it about Maria that James, and Robert before him, might have fallen in love with? 

She had an uncanny ability to attract good partners, so she must have had something going for 

her. As I have noted before, there is some evidence to suggest she was good looking, and 

without any blemishes or disfigurements on her face that were worth noting by the official who 

would later issue her ticket of leave.173 Also in her favour was her recent arrival in the colony, 

which meant she may not have been as hardened, ‘tarnished’ or broken as female convicts 

who’d spent longer in that environment of ‘enforced whoredom’. But what about her character? 

I have so little to go on there. I can only imagine what Maria might have been like as a newly 

arrived servant in Simeon Lord’s household. And it is hard to resist imagining myself into her 

skin. 

 

Imagining Maria as a servant for Simeon Lord 
 

As Maria made her way down the track to the Tank Stream she recalled how terrified she had 

been leaving the manicured grounds of the Lord property on her first ‘washing day’. The other 

 
173 Ticket of leave for Maria Roberts issued 2 October 1824, Tickets of Leave 1824-1827, Vol 4/4060, 

State Archives of NSW, Kingswood, NSW. 
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women had walked through the gate without hesitation, their washing over their shoulders, 

chatting away and not seeming to give a moment’s thought to the placement of their feet 

amongst the leaves and twigs which littered the narrow track. Maria had hung back until the 

last of the women was about to disappear around the bend. 

Then she’d moved off in a panic, with twigs snapping like gunshots under her feet as she ran, 

fearing that a snake would strike her at any moment. She was forced to stop to climb over a 

fallen tree. As she was hoisting her shift and petticoat she’d heard something crashing through 

the forest beside her, seen a dark shape bounding off through the mess of shrubs and reeds 

which flanked the path. Of course, she knew now that it had only been a wallaby, but that day, 

that first day, she’d been overcome by the wildness of this place. 

Washing day was now Maria’s favourite day of the week. She often let the other women get 

some distance ahead of her so she could savour the walk alone. She was doing so now, stopping 

to tuck an errant strand of blonde hair back under her bonnet and telling the others to go on 

ahead, she’d catch them up. Since escaping the cheek-by-jowl confines of the convict ship she 

had craved time alone, and grabbed it whenever she could. 

She could hear the stream rushing over rocks and pebbles, and truth be told, the sound of it 

reminded her she should have visited the privy before she left. She watched a butterfly dance 

in front of her and then vanish. A smooth white trunk rose within arm’s reach, splitting into a 

modest crown of swaying branches and narrow leaves which cast a rippling kaleidoscope of 

shade over her. Beyond those branches the sky threw its arms wide to the heavens. 

Maria closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Until she came here she had not realised how putrid 

the air of Liverpool had been. The stench of its alleys had been all she’d known. The all-

pervading smell from the communal privy outside her door. The fumes from the tannery that 

caught in their throats when the wind blew the wrong way. In Liverpool, the sky had only been 

seen in small snatches through grimy window-panes or between chimney stacks. It had been 

grey and close, fitting tight as a bonnet. 

A melodic churring and squeaking prompted Maria to open her eyes and scan the forest to the 

left of the path. The song developed into a crescendo of urgent thrumming. She balanced her 

bundle of sheets in the forked tree trunk beside her and took a few steps off the path in the 

direction of the noise, walking quietly to avoid disturbing the boisterous performer. The sound 
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was coming from ground level. Something blue glittered in the leaf litter beyond a tangle of 

vines. Lifting the vines aside, Maria saw a large bird with glossy black feathers jumping about 

on the ground. He was jumping around a dense collection of small blue flowers and feathers 

that surrounded the entrance to a large stick nest. The nest was shaped like a pair of cupped 

hands with a passage running through middle of it. Nestled in the middle of that passage was 

another blue object, this one long and slender. What was it? 

Maria crouched down to get a better look. She almost chuckled aloud when she realised it was 

a paint brush. She’d seen Mrs Lord painting at an easel in the garden yesterday afternoon; the 

brush must be one of hers. The bird tilted his head to the side and looked at her with a bold 

blue eye — yes, it was definitely blue. 

‘You’ve got a nerve!’, she whispered.  

His look said,  

‘Go away! It’s mine!’ 

She did back away, slowly, letting the veil of vines drop back into position. This would be an 

amusing story to share with Mrs Lord next time Maria was pouring her tea. Perhaps she’d offer 

to bring the children of the household down to see this fellow’s treasure chest for themselves. 

But only if they promised not to touch it. 

 

Being a bit of a twitcher myself, I’d like to think word got out about Maria’s discovery of the 

bowerbird’s nest and James sought her out and asked her to show him her find. Yet they 

probably met in more mundane circumstances — probably in Lord’s servants’ quarters. During 

brief snatches of leisure time there must have been drinking and carousing, and perhaps time 

for the odd romantic picnic or two. When Maria fell pregnant, James must have used whatever 

influence he had with Simeon Lord to get permission for Maria to stay on despite her 

pregnancy. Lord may well have been sympathetic to their plight. He too had partnered with a 

female convict and had five children with her before they were finally married in 1814. Lord 

was no prude and probably did not share the deep-seated belief amongst men in the colony that 

convict women were ‘damned whores’. 
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Building a life together 
Over the years that followed James stuck by Maria. To earn money to support her and their 

daughter, Martha, he needed to obtain a ticket of leave. He petitioned for one in 1817 with the 

support of Reverend William Cowper, the Minister at St Phillips, who attested: ‘The Petitioner 

I believe is an honest, industrious and sober man’.174  The Reverend also looks like a man 

befitting that description.  He was about the same age as James and also hailed from 

Lancashire.175 

 

Figure 56 Reverend William Cowper, Rector of St Phillip’s Church Sydney from 1809–1858.176 

James was granted a ticket of leave, and in a swift turning of the tables from his status as a 

prisoner, he landed a job as a constable.177 With his new salary James would have been able to 

rent accommodation on the west side of the Tank Stream. It is likely that the family was all 

living under the same roof by time their second child, Joseph, was born in February 1818.178 

 
174 Petition of James Brierley, New South Wales Colonial Secretary Petitions, 1817, State Archives of New South 
Wales, Kingswood, NSW. 
175 N. S. Pollard, ‘Cowper, William (1778–1858)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/cowper-william-1929, Accessed 16 August 2020. 
176 Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales, https://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/stories/religion-church-and-
missions-australia/parishes-and-people, Accessed 16 August 2020. 
177 A document in the Colonial Secretary’s Papers titled ‘Names of Several Constables with the Dates of their 
respective deaths, dismissals and resignations: 1823’ reveals that a ‘James Brailey’ resigned as constable in the 
year 1819, NSW State Records, Reel 6059. 
178 Baptism record for Joseph Briley, Ancestry®, Australia, Births and Baptisms, 1792-1981, 15 March 1818, St 
Phillips, Sydney, New South Wales. 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biographies/author/?author=2988
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/cowper-william-1929
https://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/stories/religion-church-and-missions-australia/parishes-and-people
https://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/stories/religion-church-and-missions-australia/parishes-and-people
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His christening record gives the parents’ names as ‘James and Maria Briley’. Technically they 

weren’t married, but the fact that they were recorded as sharing James’s surname suggests the 

church was willing to turn a blind eye to that fact. Quite liberal thinking compared to the 

‘mother country’, where James had had the word ‘Bastard’ written on his baptism record.179 

 

Figure 57 Baptism record for Maria’s second Australian-born child, Joseph. 
From St Philips Church in Sydney: ‘Joseph, Son of James and Maria Briley, born at Sydney 26 Febr 1818 & Christened 15 
March 1818’ 

 

Maria was still a convict serving a life sentence and was unlikely to be able to be formally re-

assigned to James until his full sentence of seven years had expired. It is possible that Maria 

remained assigned to Lord, who gave his blessing to their new living arrangements. He may 

have reasoned that if Maria was too busy looking after young children to be a productive 

member of his staff, then it was better to let James provide for her upkeep. 

 
179 Baptism record for James Brierley, Ancestry®, Manchester, England, Baptisms, Marriages and Burials, 1541-
1812; Eccles, St Mary the Virgin: 1765 – 1781, Manchester Central Library, Manchester, England, Accessed 27 
February 2018. 
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Figure 58 James Brierley’s petition to Governor Macquarie for a ticket of leave. 
NSW Colonial Secretary Petitions, 1817, State Archives of New South Wales, Kingswood. 
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James and Maria’s family continued to grow. Two years later, in 1820 they had their third 

child, who was named after his father.  

 

Figure 59 Baptism record for Maria’s third Australian-born child, James. 
From St Philips Church in Sydney: ‘James, Son of James and Maria Briley, born at Sydney 25 April 1820, Christ. 14 May 
1820’180 

By this time James Brierley had served out his seven year sentence and was a free man. He 

wasted no time in leveraging his most influential contacts, Simeon Lord and Reverend Cowper, 

to support his petition to Governor Macquarie for a grant of land. Lord wrote on the bottom of 

the petition: ‘I have known this man for many years and have no doubt but he will [illegible] 

and collect any land he may be indulged with’. 

 

 
180 Baptism record for James Briley, Ancestry®, Australia, Births and Baptisms, 1792-1981, 14 May 1820, St 
Phillips, Sydney, New South Wales. 
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Figure 60 James Brierley’s petition to Governor Macquarie for a grant of land, 1820.181 
NSW Colonial Secretary Petitions, 1820 (fiche 3014, p. 157), State Archives of New South Wales, Kingswood. 
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James was granted fifty acres at Botany Bay, conditional upon him clearing and cultivating at 

least fifteen of those acres within five years.182 It seems that the family continued to live in 

Sydney (moving from York Street to George Street in 1822), while James operated his farm 

remotely with the help of male convict labourers which he was assigned in 1822 and 1823.183 

His landholdings continued to grow. By 1822 he had purchased an additional thirty acres of 

land, eight of his acres were cleared and he had one acre of potatoes planted.184 

 
Figure 61 Record of land grant of 50 acres in Botany Bay to ‘James Brailey’.185 

Note that the conditions of grant are listed on adjoining page not extracted here.  

 
182 Register of Land Grants and Leases, County of Cumberland – 1822-1823, vol.4., NSW Land Registry Services, 
Sydney. 
183 Convict assignments in the Colony of NSW, State Archives of NSW, Fiche 3291, pp. 122 and 127. 
184 Land and Stock Muster of NSW 1822, State Archives of NSW, 4/1231, Kingswood, NSW. 
185 NSW Land Registry, Sydney. Reproduced with the permission of the Office of the Registrar General, a unit of 
the Department of Customer Service. 
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By this time my ancestor, Thomas, had been born — an unnamed baby of two months on the 

1822 Convict Muster, which reveals the family was living on George Street and James was 

working as a baker. A baker? It strikes me that any man who could work as a weaver, constable, 

farmer and baker within a seven year period must be versatile, hardworking and eager to seize 

opportunities wherever he could. James was in his forties by this time, had a growing family 

to support and was clearly doing his utmost to provide for them. It is also possible he added 

publican to his string of occupations as another family researcher claims that in 1821 James 

obtained a ‘Spirits and/or Beer Licence to sell in Pitt St. for 12 months’ (a claim I have not yet 

been able to substantiate). 

 

 

Figure 62 Extracts from the 1822 Convict Muster recording Maria and James and their children. 
Brierley (spelled here as ‘Brailey’) is listed with the four children and is recorded as being ‘F. by S.’ (Free by Servitude) and a 
baker in Sydney. Maria’s entry appears on a separate page under Roberts. There are some errors in the entry for Maria. She is 
recorded as ‘Wife of J Brailey’ despite her different surname and the fact that they never married. She is also recorded as ‘F. S’ 
(Free by Servitude) which is clearly impossible since she was on a life sentence. 
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Chapter 9 
Reflecting in Sydney 

The street where Maria and James lived in 1822 with their growing family, George Street, was, 

according to Wikipedia, Sydney’s original High Street. Like any frequent visitor to Sydney, 

I’ve walked down it many times. One of those times was about six months after mum and I had 

returned from our research trip to England, when we found ourselves in Sydney in trying 

circumstances. Mum had been diagnosed with kidney cancer and my Dad, my brother and I 

had accompanied her to Sydney while she had the tumour, and one of her kidneys, removed. It 

was a nervous wait for the three of us, pacing around a small park close to the hospital. Luckily 

the surgery went well and after a couple of days keeping mum company during her recovery, I 

needed a break. Armed with an old map of Sydney, and my research notes, I headed off to see 

if I could find any of Maria’s places from two hundred years before. I chose Circular Quay as 

a starting point; a place where I could orientate myself, looking out across the harbour in the 

bustle of the ferry terminal, with the Sydney Harbour Bridge to my left and the Opera House 

to my right. For me, Circular Quay is the heart of Sydney. 

As a kid, even though I grew up in Melbourne, I’d spend most of my school holidays in Sydney 

with my grandparents. They lived in the suburbs but would always take us on a daytrip into the 

city.  We would catch the train to Circular Quay and then catch the ferry across the harbour to 

Manly. In those days there was an amusement park on the Manly Pier. I once got so lost in the 

Mirror Maze that Nan had to send my little brother back in to rescue me. 

Nan was a big talker. If it was too windy to stand out on the deck of the ferry during the 

crossing, she’d tell us stories while we sat sheltered in the indoor seating area, with my 

youngest brother tucked under her arm against her enormous bosom. She’d tell us about the 

day she attended the opening of the Harbour Bridge with her mother and father, and how her 

mother had been frightened to walk across the bridge, certain that it would fall down. Nan had 

been sitting on her Dad’s shoulders so she could see above the crowd. Just as the Premier had 

been about to declare the bridge open, she’d seen De Groot charge up on his horse in an act of 

protest and cut the ribbon with his sword. 
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Figure 63. Captain Francis De Groot on the Opening Day of the Sydney Harbour 
Bridge 
Photograph taken on Saturday 19 March 1932, when he attempted to prevent Premier Lang from 
opening the Bridge.186 

Nan would also tell us stories from her time at Fort Street High School. “There it is! Just over 

there”, she’d point, “near the foot of the Harbour Bridge”. She’d won a scholarship to go to 

that school. At her graduation ceremony she’d been told how privileged she was to get a good 

education and that it was her duty to find a way to pay back that debt to society. She worked 

hard all her life to repay that debt. First as an industrial chemist during the second world war, 

then a piano teacher and later as a high school teacher. In retirement she tutored students in 

maths and chemistry — we grandchildren too. Into her late 80s she ran the choir for the local 

Probus Club; setting the repertoire, accompanying them on the piano and hosting song nights 

in her lounge-room. 

One Christmas my brother found the ‘sealed section’ in the back of her probus song book, filled 

with songs with raunchy lyrics that had we grandchildren — adults by then — hooting with 

laughter while Nan bustled away to make dinner, fighting back a smile. She had a naughty 

streak and periodically rallied against the invisibility of old age by provoking a bit of social 

outrage. But I digress. 

 
186 Copyright © 2003 Pylon Lookout™, http://www.pylonlookout.com.au/degroot.htm, Accessed 20 October 
2019. 

http://www.pylonlookout.com.au/degroot.htm
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When Nan was ninety she and I were sitting together on her front patio having a cup of tea 

when she told me that she finally felt satisfied that she had repaid her debt to society. She had 

tears in her eyes. She was ready to go. By that time Nan’s knuckles were so disfigured by 

arthritic growths that she could no longer play her piano. She was also suffering from heart 

failure and had to sleep with an oxygen mask hooked up to a machine that terrified her visiting 

great-grandchildren. I remember my four year old son waking early and heading out to her 

back garden to scale the Magnolia tree. As he’d passed the glass door into Nan’s bedroom he’d 

paused there, listening to the slow rasping in and out that sounded like Darth Vadar. Could that 

sound really be coming from his beloved Nanna, who’d snuggle with him on the couch and 

play chess with him on her i-pad? 

In those last few years it was always a sad visit. It was clear Nan could no longer manage the 

place. Cockroaches scuttled amongst the dust balls and her beloved garden was overgrown. 

She was forthright and stubborn until the end — determined to live independently in her own 

home until she died, and prone to turning away the home-help which was organised for her. 

These were the memories and family stories that crowded in as I approached Circular Quay 

that day, with my historic map and my research notes, intent on finding Maria’s places. Intent 

on probing deeper into our past than even my Nan’s stories had penetrated. During her time at 

Fort Street High, Nan had not known that she was descended from convict ancestors who had 

arrived in the early days of the colony. Nan’s narrative about her early colonial origins was that 

she was descended from brave free settlers from England and Scotland who came out to 

Australia in search of a better life. She passed on to me, as eldest grand-daughter, a family 

heirloom which her grandmother had given to her. A tea-cup which she claimed had come out 

from England with one of our free-settler ancestors in the 1850s as part of tea-set. 
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Figure 64 My photograph of the heirloom passed down to me by my 
grandmother. 

 

Nan gave it to me in a small cardboard box, with the cup nestled safely inside in a nest of 

shredded paper. On the outside of the box she had written the name of that original cup-bearer, 

Sophia Cook. Underneath she had written the names of the eldest grand-daughters who the cup 

had been passed down to over the intervening years, noting that its bequeathing always skipped 

a generation. My name was written at the bottom of that list, under her name. And under my 

name she had left space for others. A space thick with expectation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 65: My photograph of the list of custodians of the teacup heirloom, recorded by my grandmother. 
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It was Nan’s act in bequeathing that cup which first got me curious about my early colonial 

roots. Nan was prone to exaggeration, and never seemed to let truth get in the way of a good 

story. She regularly laughed so hard at her own stories about the silly things that people had 

done that she had tears rolling down her cheeks, and she’d set the rest of us laughing 

uncontrollably along with her. Her powers of exaggeration were so legendary that a great 

source of entertainment for me and my cousins when we met up was to find out from each 

other all the crazy stories Nan had been spreading about us. To her credit though, there was 

always at least a grain of truth, and her embroidered stories were always infinitely more 

amusing for her embellishments. 

I tell you all this so you will understand why, when Nan bequeathed that cup to me with its 

story and her list of cup-bearers, I was unsure how much of it to believe. It took a long time for 

me to become curious enough to do any real digging. I was in my early twenties when she gave 

it to me, eager for adventure and wanting to be fleet of foot and not burdened with delicate 

porcelain to look after. Luckily, Mum kept it safely stored until I had a stable house of my own 

to keep it in. But even then, it wasn’t until I was in my late 30s and unpacking from an 18-

month stint living in England, that I became curious enough about the cup’s origins to dig into 

the list of names that Nan had given me. 

I found shipping records confirming that Sophia Cook had indeed travelled to Australia from 

England as a free-settler. She came out on the ship — The Victory — in 1855 with her husband 

and two young sons, aged one and four. Anchored by this original cup-bearer, I kept digging, 

both forward and back, along different ribbons of ancestry. And it was in this way that I 

discovered our deeper, darker convict heritage. Nan was still alive then and I was excited to 

share this discovery with her, and confused by her very sober response. 

There were not many things that Nan did not want to talk about. I distinctly recall my young 

son snuggling up beside her and asking “Nanna, are you going to die soon?” Her response came 

without hesitation. “Yes, I am”. And they proceeded to have an eye-wateringly open 

conversation about it. Yet it turned out that Nan’s newly discovered convict ancestry was not 

a topic she wished to discuss. Nan was, at least in some ways, also a woman of her time. 

Part of my quest with all this digging, has been to make sure I have a bigger story to hand on 

with that cup when my turn comes. And that day I spent in Sydney, with my historic map in 

my hand, I was hoping to find a landmark from Maria’s time that I could one day point out to 
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my grandchildren, or great-grandchildren. Nan has taught me this is one way we weave family 

stories deep into living memory. We link them to place. Places will still exist after the story-

teller has gone.  The voice of the story-teller will live on there too. 

From Circular Quay I turned my back to the harbour and headed for Oxford Street. I was soon 

hemmed in by skyscrapers, asphalt, the sound of jack hammers, traffic lights, gleaming shop 

windows stocked with overpriced t-shirts, and funky cafes spilling people queuing for coffee. 

I scanned the streetscape for relics of early colonial Sydney. As I passed the magnificent Queen 

Victoria Building, and the stately Town Hall, I googled their vintage and was disappointed to 

find they were built almost a century after Maria’s time in Sydney. 

George Street is now three kilometres long. How far down it would Maria and James have 

lived? There is no record of their street number. I walked until I got into the 700s, and then 

decided that given the relatively small size of Sydney back then, they were unlikely to have 

lived that far down. 

 
Figure 66 Aerial photograph of modern day George Street, Sydney.187 

 

 
187 Real Commercial, https://www.realcommercial.com.au/property-land+development-nsw-sydney-
503258202, Accessed 30 September 2019. 

https://www.realcommercial.com.au/property-land+development-nsw-sydney-503258202
https://www.realcommercial.com.au/property-land+development-nsw-sydney-503258202
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Disheartened, I headed back into the city centre via Clarence Street and York Street — other 

streets where Maria and James had lived. I could find no traces from their time. I managed to 

find St Phillip’s Church, where their children had been baptised, but more Googling revealed 

that the stone church that Maria and James had known was knocked down and rebuilt in the 

1850s. 

Almost back at Circular Quay, I visited the place where Simeon Lord’s grand house once stood 

on the corner of Macquarie Place and Bridge Street. It is a site now covered with skyscrapers. 

The Tank Stream that flows through it has long been buried in concrete drains below the city. 

The only reminder is the street sign for ‘Bridge Street’, which crossed the first bridge built over 

the Tank Stream. That bridge was a mere stone’s throw from Simeon Lord’s house, and must 

have been a bridge that Maria and James crossed regularly in their comings and goings from 

the rich side of town, to the poor side. The triangular park which Simeon Lord’s house fronted 

onto — Macquarie Place — still remains. Albeit in a much smaller form due to the 

encroachment of Circular Quay. Along with Hyde Park, Macquarie Park shares the honour of 

being the oldest public park in Australia. It still contains the sandstone obelisk that Maria and 

James must have seen being constructed. The inscriptions on it are a reminder of the small size 

of the colony at that time, with its five main roads extending to Bathurst, Windsor, Parramatta, 

Liverpool and Botany Bay. 
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Figure 67 Photographs of the Macquarie Park Obelisk and its inscriptions.188 

 

My learning from my self-guided heritage tour was that stunningly little remains of Sydney’s 

built environment from Maria and James’s time. Even the Hyde Park Barracks, the place where 

male convicts were sent on arrival, had not opened until 1819. It became part of Maria and 

James’s Sydney back drop, but neither of them had cause to spend any time there.  

After a long rest in a café, I headed for the Mitchell Library. It was there that I found Major 

Taylor’s paintings of the panorama he saw from the top of Observatory Hill in 1821. But it 

wasn’t those paintings I’d gone to find. My main reason for visiting the Mitchell Library that 

day was to see some illustrations which were drawn by another convict ancestor of mine, Henry 

Turbitt. I’d seen digital copies of his drawings online, but I was keen to see the originals. My 

 
188 Image on the left: Jamie Williams, City of Sydney https://www.cityartsydney.com.au/artwork/obelisk-of-distances/; images on 
the right: PMonument Australia, https://monumentaustralia.org.au/themes/landscape/settlement/display/23313-the-obelisk, 
Accessed 29/10/2019. 

 

https://www.cityartsydney.com.au/artwork/obelisk-of-distances/
https://monumentaustralia.org.au/themes/landscape/settlement/display/23313-the-obelisk
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eagerness was not purely a matter of my ancestral connection to the artist. His drawings 

revealed something of his relationship with, and perception of, the Aboriginal people who 

inhabited Sydney in the early 1800s. 

 

Reflecting on Aboriginal relations 
Like many modern-day white Australians with a long heritage in this country, I carry a deep-

seated intergenerational shame about the way that the traditional owners of this country have 

been treated since colonisation. As an ideological young law graduate I sought out jobs that 

made me feel that I was doing my bit to right the wrongs of the past. In the early 2000s, I got 

excited when a Labor government came to power in Western Australia and announced its 

intention to negotiate native title agreements with Aboriginal people. I landed a job as a Native 

Title Claims Manager with the Western Australian Department of Premier and Cabinet. With 

my partner (not yet husband), we rented out our house in Canberra, packed our station wagon, 

and drove across the Nullabor to Perth. A few months later I found myself in a small town in 

the Eastern Kimberley addressing a group of native title claimants. I thought I was bringing 

them a message of hope. Rather than contesting their native title claim in court, the new 

government wanted to negotiate a native title agreement with them.  

As I stood up to address that gathering, I was confronted by a room full of stony faces. I thought 

I felt their thinly veiled fury, even hatred. I realised that I was standing there as a representative 

of the State that had stolen their land and massacred their people two hundred years ago. Before 

they could even contemplate negotiating a native title agreement, they had to vent their rage. 

In my mind, in my heart, I was on their side. Yet to them, it seemed, I was the face of the 

enemy. Of course I was! How naïve I had been. I imagined them thinking, ‘We have waited 

two-hundred years for justice — is sending this naïve young woman to speak to us really the 

best you can do?’ It was one of the most confronting experiences of my life. 

I have barely mentioned Aboriginal people in my family story of early colonial Sydney so far, 

but they have always been on my mind. And now I find I cannot shy away any longer from the 

biggest blind spot of all. I must confront the question, how did my ancestors perceive and treat 

the Aboriginal people they encountered? What role did my ancestors play in the injustices that 

were being perpetuated against Aboriginal people at that time? Henry Turbitt’s drawings are 

the only tangible clue I have to go on. 



278 
 

These copies of Henry’s drawings are from the Mitchel Library’s digital collection. The 

curator’s notes state that they ‘are unusual because few European colonists of that period 

involved themselves with Aboriginal portraiture’.189 Why did Henry choose to draw Aboriginal 

subjects when others did not? Let’s look at the portraits first and then interrogate them for 

clues.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 68: Aboriginal portrait by Henry Turbit, 1824. 190 

The handwritten inscription reads ‘Frying Pan’ 

 
189 Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW website, 
https://search.sl.nsw.gov.au/permalink/f/1ocrdrt/ADLIB110326259, accessed 12 November 2019. 
190 Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW, http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110326259, Accessed 
16 August 2020.  

https://search.sl.nsw.gov.au/permalink/f/1ocrdrt/ADLIB110326259
http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110326259
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Figure 69 Aboriginal portrait by Henry Turbit, thought to date from the 1820s–30s.191 
The handwritten inscription reads ‘Gooseberry’. 

 

 
191 Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW, http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110326259, Accessed 
16 August 2020. 

http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110326259
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My first attempt at interpreting these paintings was, quite frankly, woeful. My early narrative 

went something like this: Aboriginal people were obviously among Henry’s favourite subjects. 

Perhaps he found the Aboriginal characters of Sydney the most colourful and interesting. 

Although the names he ascribes to them were terribly inappropriate, that wasn’t his fault, he 

was simply using the names they were known by to the whitefellas of the colony who couldn’t 

get their tongues around their Aboriginal names. There is nothing patronising about the way 

Henry has drawn them — they are drawn with a kind of quiet dignity. Perhaps that was because 

Henry could relate to their plight. After all, convicts and Aboriginal people had something in 

common — both were victims of the power of the British ruling class and their quest for new 

territory… 

I am embarrassed to recount it, and I marvel at the tact of my supervisor in gently pointing out 

that I should take off my rose-coloured classes and consider the probability that my ancestor 

had been a man of his time, that his attitudes towards Aboriginal people were likely to have 

been consistent with the prevailing racist attitudes, and the way he treated Aboriginal people 

was likely to have been consistent with those attitudes. She also suggested I re-consider the 

paintings in the broader context of the massacres of Aboriginal people that we now know were 

occurring on the frontiers of colonial expansion. To what extent would knowledge of those 

incidents have filtered back to the Aboriginal and colonial inhabitants of Sydney and coloured 

their perceptions of, and relations with, each other? Once again, I marvel at her tact. 

She suggested I begin by reading the article on frontier violence that happened to be on the 

front page of The Guardian that day. That I consider its digital map which provides incredible 

detail on the extent of what is currently known about the massacres that occurred.192 I took her 

very sage advice. The digital map allowed me to filter by date and zoom into NSW so I could 

see when and where each known massacre happened, the motivations for each massacre and 

the approximate number of Aborigines and/or colonists that were killed in each. It defined a 

massacre as an incident in which six or more people were killed, so I had to be cognisant that 

smaller scale violent incidents had probably been more prevalent and widespread. 

According to that map, by the time James and Maria were beginning their relationship in 1816, 

three massacres had taken place in NSW and two of them were within 100 kilometres of 

 
192 The Guardian, ‘The Killing Times’, https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/ng-
interactive/2019/mar/04/massacre-map-australia-the-killing-times-frontier-wars, Accessed 18 November 
2019. 

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/ng-interactive/2019/mar/04/massacre-map-australia-the-killing-times-frontier-wars
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/ng-interactive/2019/mar/04/massacre-map-australia-the-killing-times-frontier-wars
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Sydney.193 The most recent of those massacres had occurred earlier that year, in April 1816, 

when fourteen Aborigines were killed in Appin (70 kilometres from Sydney) in reprisal for the 

killing of colonial civilians. I clicked the hyperlink for further information and was shocked to 

find that the site of the massacre was Cataract Gorge, a familiar place along the windy short-

cut road from Engadine to the Hume Highway that I had driven many times on my way home 

from Nan’s house. The description of the massacre made me feel ill:194 

In early morning, a party of the 46th Regiment led by Captain James Wallis 
‘came across an Aboriginal camp on the cliffs above a creek’. Wallis 
ordered his troops into a line and advanced into the moonlight, killing 
seven Aborigines. Wallis did not send any men around the camp to cut off 
people fleeing the advancing line and a further seven met their fate by 
rushing in despair over the precipice. Two women and three men were 
captured. The bodies of two men, Durelle and Kanabygal, were hauled 
from the creek and hung on McGee’s Hill near Boughton’s farm. 

The digital map suggests that between the time that Maria and James were courting in 1816 

and the time that Henry Turbitt was doing these drawings (let’s say 1836), ten new massacres 

had taken place in NSW. Whereas all three of the massacres that took place in NSW up to 1816 

were committed in reprisal for the killing of colonisers, six of the ten massacres that took place 

in NSW in the following twenty years were for lesser motives. Two were reprisals for theft of 

property by Aboriginal people, and four have their motive listed as ‘opportunity’. Presumably 

that is code for colonisers wanting to take over Aboriginal land. The Bathurst region, about 

fifty kilometres inland from Sydney, was a particularly violent frontier in 1824. In the worst of 

the massacres that occurred there that year, soldiers killed at least 45 Wiradjuri men, women 

and children, boiled down their heads, and shipped their skulls to England.195 The number of 

massacres in NSW continued to grow throughout the 1800s. By 1900 there had been over forty. 

Given the highly dispersed communication networks between Aboriginal groups, it is likely 

that news of those massacres reached Aboriginal communities living in Sydney during Maria 

and James, and Henry’s time there. It also seems likely that news of the Aboriginal killing of 

colonists (said to have motivated some of those massacres) was reported in newspapers to the 

non-Aboriginal residents of Sydney, and became a topic of conversation in pubs and on street 

corners so that even my illiterate ancestors would have heard about it. The context of that 

 
193 The Guardian, ‘The Killing Times’. 
194 The Guardian, ‘The Killing Times’. 
195 The Guardian, ‘The Killing Times’. 
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broader power struggle, and news of how it was playing out on the frontier, must have been of 

fundamental importance to the way that Aboriginal people and colonists perceived each other, 

and treated each other, on the streets of Sydney. 

My supervisor is right. I cannot tell a story that reimagines what my early colonial ancestors’ 

relationships with Aboriginal people might have been like, without taking into account the 

brutal massacres that were occurring on the ever-expanding colonial frontiers of NSW at that 

time. Convicts were treated badly by the English ruling class, but that poor treatment pales into 

insignificance when compared to the way that Indigenous Australians were treated as they were 

pushed off their own land. And my convict ancestors were not convicts forever. They became 

landholders and so did their descendants. They were not only victims of injustice, they were 

undeniably perpetrators of it too. We still are. 

Cognisant of that broader context, I considered the portraits again. The first point to note is that 

Henry was an urban dweller and his portraits were of the Aborigines he saw on the streets of 

Sydney. Neither of his subjects are wearing traditional dress, but are wrapped in blankets. 

Perhaps they were required to cover up their bodies so as not to offend the sensibilities of the 

colonial inhabitants. Or perhaps they preferred wearing the blankets to their traditional 

clothing. It is hard to say. The curator’s notes on Henry’s paintings suggest that his two subjects 

belonged to a relatively small community of Aborigines who, for one reason or another, had 

chosen to live in the township of Sydney or on its margins. The notes give quite a lot of detail 

about ‘Gooseberry’, explaining she was a well-known member of the urban Aboriginal 

community in Sydney at that time. 

It turns out that ‘Gooseberry’ was the wife of Bungaree. Bungaree was an Aboriginal man who 

had circumnavigated Australia with Matthew Flinders in the Investigator in 1801–2.196 He 

appears to have spent the rest of his life living in Sydney as an adviser to the Colonial Governor. 

He spoke good English, and, although he came from Broken Bay and had no tribal authority in 

the Sydney region, he helped various governors and officials in Sydney to preserve ‘friendly 

relations with the Aborigines there’.197 The records suggest that Bungaree was known for his 

sense of humour and skills as a mimic and was said to have ‘affected the walk and mannerisms 

 
196 F. D. McCarthy, ‘Bungaree (? – 1830)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/bungaree-1848, Accessed 12 November 2019. 
197 McCarthy, ‘Bungaree’, Australian Dictionary of Biography. 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/bungaree-1848
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of every governor from John Hunter to Sir Thomas Brisbane’.198 I like the idea of an Aborigine 

taking the piss out of the landed aristocracy. The convicts may have been amused by it too. 

They would not have been able to get away with such irreverence, but Bungaree obviously 

could. It is said that ‘his high standing with governors and officials established him as the leader 

of the township Aborigines’.199 

His wife, Cora Gooseberry, was known as the ‘Queen of Sydney’ and became a Sydney identity 

in her own right. According to the curator’s notes, for years after Bungaree died in 1830, 

Gooseberry: 200  

was often seen wrapped in a government issued blanket, her head covered 
with a scarf and a clay pipe in her mouth, sitting with her family and other 
Aborigines camped on the footpath outside the Cricketer’s Arms, on the 
corner of Pitt and Market Streets. 

It is hardly surprising, then, that she became the subject of one of Henry Turbitt’s drawings, 

because he was the publican who ran the Cricketer’s Arms at that time. The fact that she was 

often seen ‘camped on the footpath outside the Cricketer’s Arms’, and that Henry painted her 

with a bottle in her hand, suggests that she may have developed a taste for alcohol and that she 

was either not welcome inside Henry’s pub, or that she felt uncomfortable sitting inside. I 

suspect that given the social attitudes towards Aborigines at that time, both were the case. 

This probability of ‘social distance’ between Henry and the Aboriginal people he painted is 

reflected in the portraits themselves. Each of his Aboriginal subjects is drawn in profile, 

looking away rather than towards him, like they were walking down the street and avoiding his 

gaze. It is also consistent with the names he has ascribed to them — ‘Frying Pan’ and 

‘Gooseberry’. These appear to have been the names that colonists in Sydney called them, rather 

than names of Henry’s own making, but I still balk at the fact that Henry used them at all. They 

are dehumanising names that we use for objects, not people. 

What was it about Henry that made him take the unusual step of choosing Aboriginal people 

as subjects for his portraits? Perhaps these Aboriginal people provoked an emotional response 

in him — a response like curiosity, or empathy, or pity. It is unlikely to have been fear, because 

 
198 McCarthy, ‘Bungaree’, Australian Dictionary of Biography. 
199 McCarthy, ‘Bungaree’, Australian Dictionary of Biography. 
200 Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW, Aboriginal Portraits by Henry Turbit, 
https://search.sl.nsw.gov.au/permalink/f/1ocrdrt/ADLIB110326259, Accessed 12 November 2019. 

https://search.sl.nsw.gov.au/permalink/f/1ocrdrt/ADLIB110326259
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they are drawn in a very benign way. Empathy or pity are emotions that are not out of the 

question, for his subjects are portrayed as dejected and melancholy. Particularly ‘Frying Pan’. 

‘Gooseberry’ is holding a bottle in her hand, perhaps a bottle of alcohol, and is looking more 

animated with her mouth open as if she is talking. 

Of course, Henry’s reasons for choosing these people as subjects for his portraits may simply 

have been that he wanted to practice his portraiture and they happened to be the easiest people 

for him to convince to stand still. He may have ‘paid’ them in blankets or alcohol. The fact that 

these portraits remain today must have meant that Henry thought they were rather good. And 

they must also have been valued by the chain of people into whose possession they passed until 

they ended up with the Mitchell library. All those people must have considered them worth 

keeping. 

Even without my rose-coloured glasses on, I think that Henry’s portraits reveal ‘Frying Pan’ 

and ‘Gooseberry’ as people. People with emotional complexity and depth. People who were, 

each in their own way, struggling to adapt, and to come to terms with, the circumstances they 

found themselves in during those early days of colonisation. For reasons that can no longer be 

fathomed, Henry Turbitt took the time and effort to draw ‘Frying Pan’ and ‘Gooseberry’ in this 

way. 

The merging of four convict bloodlines 
Perhaps you are getting a little curious about Henry Turbitt and are interested to learn more 

about him. I certainly was. The story of why he was transported is easy to uncover because he 

was sentenced at the Old Bailey, and all of the records of the Old Bailey hearings have been 

digitised and are easily accessible online. I will avoid the temptation to get too far off track by 

telling Henry’s story too, and will simply say that he had been transported when he was 

eighteen years of age for stealing a shawl on the streets of London. He came from Primrose 

Hill, the part of London famous for pick-pockets and which inspired Charles Dickens to write 

Oliver Twist. After serving out his seven year sentence in Sydney, Henry went to the 

Parramatta Female Factory in search of a wife and selected my many times great grandmother, 

Eliza Allen. She had been transported for stealing a pocket-watch from a drunken sailor while 

he was relieving himself in a London churchyard. She was unmarried at the time she arrived in 

the colony and had not suffered the trauma of leaving a husband and children behind so her 

prospects upon arrival in the colony were very different to Maria’s. My four convict bloodlines 
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converged a generation later when Henry and Eliza’s daughter, Mary, married Maria and 

James’s son, Thomas. 

You will recall that at the time we left the story of Maria and James, Thomas had recently been 

born, and they were living in George Street. James was working as a baker and was also the 

owner of farm land at Botany Bay which he was beginning to make productive with the help 

of convict labour. All seemed to be going well, but it is at about this point that their story takes 

some tragic turns. 
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Chapter 10 
Falling from grace (1823 – 1824) 

My focus on Maria and James’s life together in Sydney from 1816–1822 has inevitably 

focussed more on James than Maria. With the exception of the baptism records of their children 

and the convict muster records, most other records of their lives during this period are in his 

name. His ticket of leave. His resignation as a constable. His grants of farm land. His allocations 

of convict labour. There is even a record of James acting as a juror in a coronial inquiry into 

the death of a man who had hanged himself on the road to South Head.201 James had risen in 

standing from convict, to landholder and upstanding citizen.  

How was Maria faring during this time? She had clearly managed to find a loyal and 

hardworking partner who was able to leverage his good connections to provide for her and their 

growing family. On paper at least, it seems that, up until this point, Maria was having the best 

possible start in the colony. Yet for some reason, at about this time, there are clear signs that 

Maria’s relationship with James, her mental health, or both, began falling apart. In April 1823, 

when she was thirty-six years old, and with Thomas still a babe in arms, Maria was taken into 

custody for being ‘at large without any legal authority’. She was sent to the new Parramatta 

Female Factory. Her charge of ‘being at large without any legal authority’ serves as a reminder 

that despite living in a family situation as a mother of four, Maria was still a convict serving a 

life sentence and very much living at the whim of her master (presumably James) and the 

authorities. She was not free to wander where she liked. 

 

 

 

Figure 70 Gaol Entrance Book record for Maria Roberts in 1823.202 
The entry for Maria reads: ‘[Date] 1823 April 15th [Names] Maria Roberts [Bond or Free] Pris.r [By whom committed] D’ W. Esq. 
[Crimes] at large with any legal authority [Remarks] Factory [Date] 1823 16th Apr [des.d whereto] des.d by Magt.’ 

 
201 NSW Colonial Secretary’s Papers, Special Bundles, Coroner’s Inquests 1809-22, State Archives of NSW, Reel 
6021, pp. 3-6. 
202 New South Wales, Australia, Gaol Description and Entrance Books, 1818-1930, Ancestry®, State Archives of 
NSW, Kingswood, NSW. 
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The circumstances in which Maria was arrested are unclear. If Maria had been assigned to 

James as a domestic servant then she was bound to follow his rules as to where she could go, 

and she could be taken into custody if James reported that she was not following them. If she 

had been on a ticket of leave, then it was probably granted on certain conditions, such that she 

remain living with James as if they were man and wife (as she was still within her seven year 

exclusion period which precluded her from officially marrying him). Either way, to precipitate 

Maria being picked up by police on this charge, James must have reported to authorities that 

Maria was absent from the family home. But why would James do that, and why would Maria 

leave? Once again, we are in the realm of imagination. 

It is possible that Maria hit the grog and started ignoring her housewifely duties. But why? She 

had survived for so long, against the odds, and had managed a relatively good start in the 

colony. It seems unlikely that Maria would just spontaneously combust. Was James a 

womaniser with a wondering eye? I wouldn’t have thought he had the time! My suspicion is 

that Maria was haunted by the undead ghosts of her lost family. That the grief of that separation, 

still so fresh when she began her relationship with James, eventually caught up with her. 

What if Maria had received word from her English husband, Robert, that he would soon be 

coming out to find her now that their children were almost old enough to fend for themselves? 

Far-fetched perhaps, but not beyond the realms of possibility. Even though both Maria and 

Robert were illiterate, Robert could conceivably have dictated the letter, and after finding its 

way to Maria, she could have got someone else to read it to her. 

Maria is horribly conflicted. After a night on the rum, she lets news of the letter slip to James 

and he questions her and discovers she has always harboured fantasies about reunion with 

Robert, and still does. Maria can see the vein in James’s temple start to throb and flees into the 

night with baby Thomas to escape James’s anger, and the feelings of betrayal and the guilt she 

feels every time she looks at him. She spends the night with a neighbour and then, not feeling 

ready to go home, travels to Parramatta to seek a few nights refuge with her old cell-mate and 

mess-mate, Ann Downs. Ann’s new son-in-law runs a pub in Parramatta, which Ann has helped 

him to establish, drawing upon her experience as a publican in Liverpool. There are plenty of 

spare rooms in the pub, and it is easy for Ann to get agreement for Maria and Thomas to stay 

a short while. 
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James discovers where Maria has gone and is furious that she has rubbed salt into the wound 

of her emotional betrayal by leaving him to look after their three other children. How is he 

supposed to hold down his baking job and manage the farms? James sends Maria an ultimatum 

— return immediately or he will notify the authorities that she has abandoned her post. 

Maria feels like she is being ripped into pieces, unable to fulfil her conflicting allegiances to 

Robert and James and to her six children across two continents. She is helping out behind the 

bar of the pub to earn her keep there and alcohol is easy to come by. Ann looks on in despair 

as Maria descends into an alcoholic stupor, leaving Ann to look after baby Thomas who she 

has to feed with goat’s milk. 

By the time the constable comes knocking at the pub, Ann is almost relieved to be handing her 

friend over. Her son-in-law’s patience and hospitality towards her old friend is well and truly 

exhausted and a few weeks in the factory will at least provide an opportunity for Maria to sober 

up.  

Ann has grown fond of Thomas. He has awakened a long-repressed maternal longing within 

her. At 48 she is too old to fall pregnant. Ann’s husband is an empathetic man and it is not hard 

for her to convince him to let her continue to care for Thomas while Maria is at the factory. 

Maria is in such difficult circumstances and already has three other children to care for. The 

possibility that they might be able to adopt Thomas hovers between them, unspoken, as the 

baby wraps his tiny fist around Ann’s husband’s forefinger. 

 

The Parramatta Female Factory 
The Parramatta Female Factory where Maria was sent in 1823 after being found ‘at large 

without legal authority’ was very different from the factory above the Gaol where Maria had 

spent her first days in the colony seven years before. For starters, it was surrounded by high 

walls which separated the convict women from the world outside. The factory was no longer 

just a place of work, it was now a place of incarceration or refuge, depending on the conditions 

inside at the time and your relative prospects outside. Some women scaled the walls to escape. 

Other women committed crimes in the colony so they could get back in. Perhaps some convict 

women did both at different times. The factory was in operation from 1821–1847, and would 

have been hugely influential in shaping the lives of convict women in the colony at that time. 
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Figure 71 Painting of the ‘Female Penitentiary or Factory, Parramatta’ c. 1826.203 

 

The Female Factory was built at the urging of Reverend Samuel Marsden to address the 

deficiencies in the old factory. Historian, Annette Salt, claims:204 

The Parramatta Female Factory was ... an attempt to provide, in the one 
institution, the solution to all the problems posed to the colonial 
administration by the women of colonial society ...[T]he Female Factory 
was not only a gaol, but a house of asylum and probation, a home for the 
incapacitated (infirm, aged, blind, nursing mothers), a labour exchange, a 
marriage bureau, a hospital and a manufactory. 

The factory had been designed by the emancipist architect Francis Greenway and built with 

male convict labour. It had been operating for two years by the time Maria was first sent there. 

Remnants of the Parramatta Female Factory still exist today, within the grounds of a psychiatric 

hospital. I have run my fingers over the irregularities in its sandstone blocks and tried to 

imagine Maria’s time there. 

 
203 Thought to have been painted by Augustus Earle, Rex Nan Kivell Collection, National Library of Australia, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-134500491.  
204 Annette Salt, These Outcast Women : The Parramatta Female Factory 1821-1848, Sydney, 1984, pp.117-8. 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-134500491
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Figure 72 My photographs of the walls of the Parramatta Female Factory 
Taken on a 2016 tour run by the Parramatta Female Factory Friends. My tour guide explained that the wall pictured on the left 
was how the walls would have been when they were originally constructed, with ridges and irregularities left by convict picks 
and chisels. The outer walls were evidently too easy for the convict women to climb in that condition and were later smoothed 
back (as shown in the picture on the right) to make it harder for the women to escape. When this measure also failed, an 
additional three feet in height was added to the walls. I wonder whether Maria was one of those women who hoisted up her 
skirts under cover of darkness and tried to scale those walls, perhaps in concert with of a group of others and a few blankets 
knotted together as a makeshift rope to aid their descent on the other side. 

 

Early in my endeavours to imagine what life might have been like for Maria in the Parramatta 

Female Factory I stumbled across the website of a community group, The Parramatta Female 

Factory Friends. They have successfully lobbied for heritage protection for the remnants of 

the factory, which is the earliest surviving female convict facility in Australia. Many of these 

lobbyists are fellow family historians and descendants of some of the 5,000 convict women 

who spent time there. They have spent years scouring the archives for information about the 

factory and the lives of the factory women. They argue that ‘these women brought over 180 

trades with them and became the business women, farmers, workers, teachers and mothers of 

our nation’.205 Their vision is to transform the site into a living museum and a Centre of 

Australian Identity. 206 Their work has certainly enriched this identity-building project of mine. 

 
205 Website of the Parramatta Female Factory Friends, 
http://www.parramattafemalefactoryfriends.com.au/history/significance/, accessed 11 October 2019. 
206 Parramatta Female Factory Friends, Herstory: Lives of the Parramatta Female Factory Women, Parramatta 
Female Factory Friends Inc., Burwood NSW, 2016. 

http://www.parramattafemalefactoryfriends.com.au/history/significance/
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I have enthusiastically attended their open days, site tours and the unveiling of a memorial wall 

with engravings of the names of all the factory women uncovered so far, including Maria 

Roberts, and my other female convict ancestor, Eliza Allen. 

Two of their researchers generously agreed to meet Mum and I in the State Archives of NSW 

to share their knowledge of the archival sources. Their eyes twinkled as they informed me that 

Maria would have been one of their ‘naughty girls’, evidently their favourite kind. By this they 

meant that Maria would have spent time in the third class of the factory, the criminal class of 

female convicts who had re-offended during their time in the colony. It was the third-class 

women who had the juiciest stories. Being found ‘at large without lawful authority’ was one 

of many offences that could result in convict women being sent there. Judith Dunn has 

assembled an entertaining book of these stories titled Colonial Ladies: Lovely, Lively and 

Lamentably Loose. Her research into early colonial court records reveals that some convict 

women were sentenced to spend time in the third class of the factory for ‘miscellaneous crimes’ 

which included ‘stopping the waters in the gutter, howling at the moon, overuse of her risible 

muscles (smiling too much), calling her master ‘Silly Sammy’, [and] refusing to peel 

onions’.207 Dunn argues:208 

These were women refusing to conform to an acceptable level of behaviour 
and asserting themselves by passively resisting master or mistress in the 
only way available, by causing them every annoyance possible. This 
resistance does not show weak and downtrodden women. There are several 
wonderful reports which reveal a sense of humour, healthy cunning and a 
belief in themselves as worthwhile people…Both cunning and humour are 
illustrated by Sarah Cockerell pretending to be blind to get out of work in 
April 1834. When given shoes to clean she returned them with the soles 
highly polished, the uppers untouched in proof of her affected blindness. 

Women sent to the third class of the factory were given reduced rations and required to perform 

hard labour, like breaking down the large stones sent from the Pennant Hills quarry into paving 

stones for the streets of Parramatta.209 If Maria really did have an alcohol problem when she 

was first sent to the factory in April 1823, this would have been a brutal way to dry out. 

 
207 Judith Dunn, Colonial Ladies: Lovely, Lively and Lamentably Loose, 2008, Ligare, Riverwood NSW, p. 10. 
208 Dunn, Colonial Ladies, p. 10. 
209 Dr Carol Liston, Convict Women in the Female Factories of New South Wales, in Women Transported: Life in 
Australia’s Convict Female Factories, Gay Hendrikson and Carol Liston (eds.), University of Western Sydney: 
2008, p. 39. 
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Desperate times 
Maria must have been released from the factory within a few months and had a reconciliation 

of sorts with James, as by September of 1823 she had fallen pregnant with their fifth child. 

Their reconciliation was short lived. In February 1824 James petitioned the Colonial Secretary 

to put Maria back in the Parramatta Female Factory ‘for a month or so…in order to steady Her, 

and to bring her to a perfect Sense of her Parental Duty’ in the hope that ‘it might be the means 

of her spending a Sober Life, and leave her to a Penitent Reflection’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 73 Petition of James ‘Briley’ to have Maria sent to the Parramatta Female Factory210 
The letter is dated 23 July 1824 and reads: ‘To His Honour Major Goulbourn, Colonial Secretary    The respectful Petition of 
James Briley, Baker George St., James Braily sets forth, Praying his wife may be assigned re Factory    That your Petitioner by 
every lawful, studious & industrious means struggles to make a livelihood for Four Infant children & their mother who is now 
pregnant with fifth child. That from the sober & industrious Habits of Your Petitioner and her line of Conduct quite the reverse, 
various disputes & controversies have arisen so much so that a separation took place. That from a knowledge the Rev. Mr. 
Cowper has had of him; and his large helpless Infant Family having Christened all his Children, on Expostulating with Your 
Petitioner on the prudence of their once more Cohabiting together, for the Marital Welfare of themselves & their large Family 
and on their Conference together in order to steady Her, and to bring her to a perfect Sense of her Parental Duty, that she 
being a prisoner of the Crown and with your Honors power if she was Confined for one month or so, in the Factory at 
Parramatta, it might be the means of her spending a Sober Life, and leave her to a Penitent Reflection. May it please your 
Honor to grant the Prayer of his Petition for the benefit of his large Family And as in duty he will forever pray.’ 

 
210 Source: Colonial Secretary’s Papers, Main Bundle of Letters Received, Jan–March 1824, State Archives of NSW. 
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The petition seems to have been orchestrated by Reverend Cowper and may have been spurred 

on by James’s ill health and lack of capacity to care for himself and the children without 

Maria’s support. The wheels of the administration turned slowly. It took two months for the 

petition to be referred to Magistrates for their consideration and the request may have been 

dropped since there is no court record of Maria being returned to the factory at that time. I 

would like to think that Maria managed to get her drinking under control and had reconciled 

with James again by the time their fifth child, Ezella, was born. She was born in Sydney, and 

like her siblings, was christened at St Phillips by Reverend Cowper. I wonder if poor Ezella 

was born with fetal alcohol syndrome. She may well have been sickly, like her father, who had 

only a few months left to live. 

 

Figure 74 Baptism record for Maria’s daughter, Ezella. 
It reads: ‘Ezella, Daughter of James and Maria Briley, born at Sydney 4 June 1824, Christ. 27 June 1824.’211 

   

 
211 Baptism record for Ezella Briley, Ancestry®, Australia, Births and Baptisms, 1792-1981, 27 June 1824, St 
Phillips, Sydney, New South Wales. 



295 
 

Chapter 11 
Surviving James (1824 – 1826) 

James’s deteriorating health would have placed Maria and her five children in a very vulnerable 

position. Not only were they at risk of losing their bread winner, and at a time when Maria was 

clearly struggling with alcoholism. They were at risk of losing the roof above their heads, all 

their accumulated property and possessions, and even their capacity to remain together. 

According to the law at that time, since James and Maria were not married, if James died 

without a will Maria would have been precluded from inheriting any of his (by now 

considerable) estate. Also, since Maria was a crown prisoner on a life sentence, she needed to 

be assigned to a master in the colony unless she had a ticket of leave. If James was her master 

and he died, she would need to be returned to the factory and assigned out to a new master, 

which would almost certainly mean separation from her children. As a convict woman, the law 

said she had no property in her own children — they could be taken from her so that she could 

work productively as a government servant. Another imperative for Maria to get a ticket of 

leave is that, irrespective of the terms of any will, she was unable to own or sell land without 

it. And land made up the vast majority of James Brierley’s estate. 

James and Maria left it very, very late to get their affairs in order. It appears that James Brierley 

did not make a will until the day that he died, on 15 September 1824.212 James is described in 

the will as ‘being very sick and weak of body but of sound mind’. He left his entire estate to 

‘my well beloved partner Maria Roberts’. Given their recent marital difficulties I suspect ‘well 

beloved’ was the recommended formula rather than James’s choice of words. Lying on his 

deathbed, he was probably too far gone to care. His estate comprised: 

…a house situated on the west side of Clarence Street, Sydney, together 
with 2 allotments belonging thereto also a farm of fifty acres granted to me 
under hand of his Excl. Governor MacQuarie…also a farm of fifty acres 
situate in the district of Botany Bay aforesaid purchased by me from John 
Moyf Constable of the Punchbowl…also a farm of thirty acres situate in the 
district of Botany Bay aforesaid purchased from Abraham Champion…and 
also one other farm purchased by me from John Bruce…all my ready 
money, bonds, notes book debts securities for money…and all my horses, 
mares bullocks cows, carts, harnefs, household furniture and all other my 
property of any description... 

 
212 Probate record, 1/137, State Archives of NSW, Kingswood, NSW. 
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This is quite an impressive accumulation of wealth in the seven years since his ticket of leave 

was granted. 

James’s will also considered the plight of his children. He entrusted the children to Maria’s 

‘care and attention’, but directed that if Maria died before the children came of age, that his co-

executor, a Mr. Henry Ashley of Sydney, consider the children ‘under his control’. 

Maria had narrowly avoided James dying intestate. Her next challenge was getting that ticket 

of leave. In this regard, the odds were stacked against her. The regulations passed by the new 

Governor Gordon two years before stated that convicts on life sentences needed to serve 10—

12 years before they became eligible for a ticket of leave. Maria had only been in the colony 

for seven years. Another pre-requisite was good behaviour, which would be difficult for Maria 

to satisfy given her stint in the factory the year before, and the recent petition from James 

regarding her alcoholism and impaired capacity to care for her own children. Was there any 

chance Maria had been granted a ticket of leave before Gordon’s regulations came into force? 

Two and a half weeks after James’s death Maria made a sworn statement before the 

Superintendent of Police, claiming that she had been issued with a ticket of leave back in 1817 

and that it had been stolen from her house six months previously. 
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 Figure 75 Maria’s sworn statement 
in 1824 attesting she had her ticket 
of leave stolen.213 

‘Cumberland to Wit }— Maria 
Roberts residing in Sydney 
being sworn Deposeth that she 
received a Ticket of Leave from 
the Colonial Secretary’s Office 
in the Year 1817, which said 
Ticket of Leave she was robbed 
of with a variety of other articles 
out of her House on Good 
Friday last and saith that she 
has made no improper use of 
same — 

Sworn before me this 2.d Day of 
Oct. 1824}— Maria Roberts her 
Mark X [Indecipherable 
signature] Supr of Police 

On good Friday her house was 
robbed during her absence T of 
L was in a tin box — it was 
carried off with other Articles — 
the box was found in a quarry — 
but but the T. gone — she lived 
in Clarence Street then.’ 

 

Maria’s claim that she was granted a ticket of leave in 1817, just two years after her arrival, 

doesn’t ring true to me. I can find no record of that ticket of leave being issued, and if it had 

been, why wasn’t her ‘TL’ status recorded on the 1822 muster and why was the ticket of leave 

not noted and revoked when Maria was sentenced to the factory the previous year? On the other 

hand, if Maria’s claim was false, why didn’t the administration check their paperwork and 

refuse Maria’s petition? Not only was Maria’s petition for a ‘replacement’ ticket of leave 

successful but the administrative wheels turned instantaneously on that occasion, with her 

‘replacement’ ticket of leave granted on the same day that her petition was made. I think the 

most likely explanation for this apparent miracle is that Maria had managed to get some help 

 
213 NSW Colonial Secretary’s Papers, Special Bundles, Tickets of Leave 1824, State Archives of NSW, Reel 2067, 
pp. .206-7. 
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on the inside, either by leveraging influential connections, like Simeon Lord, or through 

bribery. If that was the case, then Maria had her wits about her once more. She was fighting 

for her future and that of her children, and putting to use the worldly cunning and survival 

instincts she would have developed during her rough childhood in the slums of Liverpool. 

 

Figure 76 Ticket of leave for Maria Roberts issued 2 October 1824.214 

 

It is this record of the ‘reissue’ of a ticket of leave to Maria in 1824 which gives us our physical 

description of her at 5 feet 1½ inches tall with flaxen hair, blue eyes and a fair/pale complexion. 

The nickname of my old boot-camp instructor springs to mind — ‘Pocket Rocket’. I can sense 

Maria rallying, desperate to avoid the disintegration of her second family, desperate to avoid 

losing her second set of children, and I am urging her on. 

 
214 Tickets of Leave 1824-1827, Vol 4/4060, State Archives of NSW, Kingswood, NSW. 
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Is it bizarre to be barracking from the side-lines over a human struggle that took place two 

hundred years ago? That is the nature of this business of unearthing stories from the past. I am 

emotionally involved with Maria now. That is why I am going to these ridiculous lengths to 

unearth the rest of her story, although my time grows short. My husband’s patience with this 

indulgence is wearing thin and my master’s supervisor is tapping her foot. 

I am working almost full time at a community legal centre now, struggling to reinvent myself 

as a grass roots lawyer who helps those less fortunate to access justice. I offered my services 

as a volunteer, and now have a foot in the door in an entry-level position doing community 

outreach work. The pay and conditions are woeful compared to the public service job I threw 

to the winds before embarking on this project. But I have never found work so rewarding. 

Every day at work I look outside my middle-class bubble and have the opportunity to help a 

disadvantaged member of my community in a practical way, however humble that help might 

be. I received a parcel in the mail last week from one of my clients who is suffering from mental 

illness. The thank you card was written in his shaky handwriting and the package enclosed, as 

a token of gratitude, a book with a small blob of breakfast cereal stuck to the front cover. 

Now my writing time is squeezed into the wee hours, after the washing up is done and the kids 

are in bed, or in snatches of time on weekends, feeling guilty that I am off-duty and my husband 

is carrying the load. Why am I doing this? I need to find a way to finish Maria’s story quickly. 

But as I sit down to write I cannot bear to take any shortcuts. Having come this far I feel I owe 

it to Maria, and to myself, to follow this task through to the end. With true stories there is no 

prospect of finishing with ‘and they lived happily ever after’. Especially Maria’s. 

With her ticket of leave in hand, the next challenge for Maria was finding a way to generate an 

income stream from her assets. They no longer had James’ baker’s salary coming in. They 

could live in the property in Clarence Street which had been left to her in James’s will, but how 

did the family meet their living expenses? The will refers to a ‘house situated on the west side 

of Clarence Street, Sydney, together with 2 allotments belonging thereto’. Perhaps those 

allotments were rented out to other residents on Clarence Street as a space for them to keep 

their chickens and pigs and goats, and to grow their vegetables. 

The 1825 convict muster records that Maria is employed as a ‘housekeeper’ on Clarence Street. 

Maria may just have been working as a housekeeper for her own family, but it is also possible 

that she was working as a housekeeper for others, or renting out a room of her house and acting 
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as both landlord and housekeeper for that tenant. All five children are recorded in the 1825 

muster as living in Sydney, and I presume they were all living with Maria, although their 

different surnames and the alphabetic organisation of the muster makes it difficult to be sure.215 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 77 Entries for Maria and her five children from the 1825 Convict Muster. 
Maria and Martha are recorded under the name Robert as living in Clarence Street, and the other children are listed under the 
name Brailey and are simply recorded as living in Sydney. 

 

I wonder whether the farms in Botany Bay were generating any income for the family. Like 

James, Maria would have been dependent on convict labour to keep those farms productive, 

 
215 Interestingly, Martha is recorded twice in that muster, once as a Brailey at 10 years of age, living in Sydney 
with her siblings. And once as a Roberts at 9 years of age, living at Clarence Street with Maria, on a page where 
none of her siblings are listed. Given that the muster is ordered alphabetically it is difficult to determine 
whether this discrepancy has any significance. 
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but it seems unlikely that she would have been allowed to keep the convict labourers that had 

been assigned to James. With the death of their master, wouldn’t they have been assigned to 

someone else? It is my understanding that convicts were not eligible to be assigned convict 

labour until they were pardoned or free by servitude. Never-the-less I trawled through the 

records of convict assignment in the hope of finding evidence that those convicts had been 

reassigned to Maria. I was not really expecting to find anything, and I did not find what I was 

looking for, but to my delight I did find a record of Maria being assigned a convict by the name 

of Patrick Field in March 1825. 216 Could that really be my Maria? Yes, Maria Roberts of 

Clarence Street. Once again I shook my head in admiration for Maria’s ingenuity. How did she 

manage to pull that off? 

 

Losing Martha 
By June 1825, nine months after James’s death, ten-year-old Martha was admitted to the female 

orphan school in Parramatta. It strikes me as odd that Martha was the first child to go. As the 

eldest, wasn’t she needed to look after the younger children? She would also have been old 

enough to bring in some money for the family by tending to livestock or vegetables on the 

allotments or helping Maria with the housekeeping jobs. Was there an alternative explanation? 

Was it possible that sending Martha to the orphan school was not an act of desperation on 

Maria’s part to reduce the number of mouths she had to feed, but rather an act of love and self-

sacrifice? As a child, Maria had missed out on the opportunity for an education at the Blue 

Coat School in Liverpool. She had watched her older brother use that same opportunity to get 

an apprenticeship and escape the gnawing poverty of the slums. Maria had probably missed 

out on that opportunity for an education because her mother needed her to help eke out a living, 

or to look after her mother when she was sick. Had Maria promised herself she would not deny 

her own daughter the opportunity for an education in that way? 

Places at the Female Orphan School in Parramatta were hard to come by. Admission was not 

simply a matter of turning up and knocking on the door. Maria may once again have had to 

leverage her connections, or grease some palms, to create this opportunity for Martha. The 

letter requesting Martha’s admission was sent by none other than the Colonial Secretary 

 
216 Convict assignment record to Maria Roberts, Ancestry®, ‘New South Wales, Australia, Convict Records, 
1810-1891’, Assignment and Employment of Convicts, 1825, State Records of NSW, Kingswood, NSW. 

http://search.ancestrylibrary.com/search/db.aspx?dbid=8992
http://search.ancestrylibrary.com/search/db.aspx?dbid=8992
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himself, Frederick Goulburn. He was a very busy man with many responsibilities, but also a 

man who was likely to have been sympathetic to a request to facilitate Martha’s admission (that 

is, if it was possible to bring that request to his attention). The Australian Dictionary of 

Biography notes that Goulburn ‘strongly supported the local charities’ and was later lauded for 

‘his work on behalf of the native-born youths’ and for his ‘impartiality towards emancipists 

and free colonists alike’.217 On behalf of my early colonial ancestors, and others of their kind, 

I raise my glass to you Mr Goulburn. 

 
Figure 78 Letter seeking admission of Maria’s daughter, Martha, to the 
Female Orphan School.218 

 

Colonial Secretary’s Office,  11th 
June 1836. 

Revd Sir /. 

Subject to the approbation of 
the Revd Mr Ruddolf, 
request that the child named 
on the margin [Martha 
Brailey Aged 11 yrs.], 
daughter of Maria Roberts 
Ship Northampton and the 
late James Brailey Ship 
Fortune may be received 
into the Female Orphan 
School. 

I have the honor to be Red.d 
Sir Your obedt Servt F. 
Goulburn. 

Revd. Wm. Walker, Parramatta. 

 

Squinting hard at the records from the Admission Book of the Female Orphan School in the 

microfische reader, I discovered that Martha was admitted in 1825 and discharged two years 

 
217 Vivienne Parsons, ‘Goulburn, Frederick (1788–1837)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/goulburn-frederick-2110, Accessed 13 October 2019. 
218 Source: Colonial Secretary’s Papers, Letters Sent 1808-25, Reel 6014, State Archives of NSW. 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/goulburn-frederick-2110
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later, at the age of 12, to be ‘apprenticed to Mrs Shepherd, Field of Mars’. I can’t make out any 

entry for Maria in the column titled ‘Parents’ Names’ although there is a common entry in this 

column for a handful of other children: ‘has a mother’. I suspect that many of the children at 

this orphan school were the daughters of female convicts.  

 

Figure 79 Entry for Martha Brailey in the Admission Book of the Female Orphan School, Parramatta.219 
 

At the age of just fourteen Martha married a thirty-six year old convict called Francis 

Kingsbury — an Irishman who had been court martialled for deserting the British army in 

France and transported in 1818. She bore him eight children, and gave her first born son the 

second name ‘James’, presumably after her father. In a break with tradition, she did not name 

any of her three daughters after her mother. This may be an indication of resentment towards 

Maria. Perhaps Martha resented being sent away to the orphan school, or that her mother had 

never visited. Perhaps things ran deeper than that and Martha believed that Maria had been a 

very bad mother. There is no evidence to suggest that Martha ever reconciled with her mother. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
219 Clergy and School Lands Corporation, Admission Book Female Orphan School 1817–1832, Reel 2777, State Archives of 
NSW, Kingswood, NSW. 

Figure 80: Photograph purported to be of Martha Kingsbury (nee Brierley) with four of her children in 
Kissing Point, Ryde, Sydney, in the 1850s. 

 (Source: Shared by one of Martha’s descendants, Catherine Rowntree.) 
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Genealogy is like an onion. There are stories within stories within stories, and all those stories 

are inter-related. Sometimes it is a challenge to remember whose story I am telling. Let’s go 

back now to the story of Maria Roberts in the aftermath of James Brierley’s death, and after 

Martha’s departure for the Female Orphan School in 1825. I need to steel myself to do it. The 

next part of Maria story is so grim it is tempting to keep looking away. 

 

Losing her grip 
By January 1826 there is evidence that Maria may have turned to crime as a means of 

supporting herself and her remaining children. There is a newspaper report of Maria being 

charged with receiving stolen goods. A shop keeper attested that the goods had been stolen 

from her shop. There is a resonance here with the offence for which Maria was transported, but 

perhaps Maria had acquired the goods innocently, without knowing they had been stolen. There 

is no record of Maria being tried for this offence, so the charges were probably dropped for 

lack of evidence.  

 

Figure 81 Record of Maria being charged with receiving stolen goods, Sydney Gazette, Thursday 12 
January 1826, page 3220  

Six months later, Maria was before the courts again, this time charged with committing that 

violent assault on her neighbour, Hannah Cole. This is the only record I have ever found of 

Maria being violent and I have spent a long time trying to imagine the circumstances in which 

it occurred. This is the best I have managed to come up with. 

 
220 ‘The Police’, The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser (NSW : 1803 - 1842), Thursday 12 January 
1826, p. 3, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2185036 , Accessed 13 October 2019. 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2185036
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Uncorked 
Maria heard the squeak of the front gate and hurriedly corked the small bottle and dropped it 

into the pocket of her apron. With both hands on the kitchen table to steady herself, she got to 

her feet. She must find some food for Jo. He’d be hungry. 

The door banged and the acrid smell of dung and hay helped to clear her head. With a sick 

tightening of her stomach, she remembered she was almost out of bread. There was no bread 

because Hannah Cole would not pay her rent. 

Jo sank into the chair she had just vacated. His small face was streaked with grime. She opened 

her mouth to insist that he wash before sitting at the table, but the words died in her throat as 

she saw the vacant look in his eyes and the slump of his tiny shoulders. Shoulders too narrow 

to carry the weight he now bore at the tender age of seven. Man of the house. 

“Ye look spent my love. Did he get ye shovellin’ out the stables again?” 

Jo’s only reply was to cross his arms on the table and rest his head on top of them. 

Maria fumbled with the latch on the bread tin. There was a small crust inside left over from the 

loaf she’d purchased two days before. It had been her practice to leave something in the tin, no 

matter how small, as the sight of any empty bread tin panicked her. She took the bread knife 

and cut a tiny piece from the end of the crust to save, and then spread the larger piece thickly 

with the last of the dripping. Dripping from the meat they’d bought with Jo’s last pay, long 

since eaten. She pushed the plate across to him. 

“There aint much food for ye . Mrs Cole’s not payin’ her rent. I’ve told her I’ll send the 

Constable around if she doesn’t pay up by tomorrow.” 

Maria remembered the way Hannah had smirked at her, revealing blackened teeth. She felt her 

cheeks grow hot as she recalled Hannah’s words, drawled in a cloud of vapour, 

“You can’t make me pay a penny, Maria, because the allotment don’t belong to you. 

You never married James, and that means it aint yours. It don’t matter what his will 

says. In the eyes of the law you are nothin’ but a convict whore.” 
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She’d spat those last words with such venom that Maria had taken a step back. Their eyes had 

locked for an instant before the door had slammed shut. Maria recalled standing there staring 

at its peeling grey paint with Ezella heavy on her hip. She’d once counted this neighbour as a 

friend. She’d walked home, put Ezella down for a nap and yelled at Jimmy and Tom to go 

outside and play. Then she’d fumbled in her cupboard for the bottle of rum. Weeks before she’d 

buried it right at the back and vowed never to touch it again. 

Looking now at Jo’s crumpled figure at the table, Maria knew what she must do. The thought 

had been gnawing at her since James was on his sick-bed, but she’d kept pushing it back, telling 

herself she would find a way to provide for them, to keep their family together. She’d promised 

James she’d keep the family together. But that was before the farm workers had made off with 

all their stock and carts and harnesses and left their crops untended. That was before she 

realised that no one would recognise her as the owner of their land. James said she could sell 

some farm land if she needed to, to make ends meet. But he had no idea what it would be like 

for her. She’d lost Martha already, and now Hannah left her with no option but to send her boys 

to the orphan school too. She could no longer feed them. Hannah was ripping her boys away 

from her. 

Her eyes were stinging and her throat seared. She turned her back on Jo and placed her hands 

on the bench under the kitchen window. She was breathing fast but couldn’t suck enough air 

in. She’d felt like this before, after she’d lost her first family. She recalled standing on the deck 

of the ship looking into the tossing grey waves and wanting to sink beneath them. Wanting to 

drown the pain that seared at her throat, the same pain she felt again now. She’d held herself 

back because she had promised Robert she’d to do whatever it took to survive. And he had 

promised to come out one day and find her. 

She should have let the waves take her. 

Ezella was awake, whimpering in the back room, and somewhere outside, Tommy was yelling 

too. With Martha gone, there was no one to make the crying stop. She felt like screaming too. 

There was movement outside the window and Maria looked out to see Hannah Cole walking 

down the street. She was swaying slightly, no doubt on her way to buy another bottle of rum. 

She must have felt Maria’s eyes on her because she jerked to a stop in front of the house and 

turned her head to look in the kitchen window. Her lips curled into the same black-toothed 
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smirk she’d given Maria earlier that day. She shook her head at Maria, raised her left hand in 

the air and gestured towards the wedding band that she wore on her fourth finger. 

 

 

Figure 82 Record of Maria’s assault, Sydney Gazette, Saturday 22 July 1826, page 3.221 

 

 

  

 
221 ‘The Police’, Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, 22 July 1826, p. 3, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2186223. 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2186223
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Chapter 12 
Losing her second family (1826 – 1827) 

It strikes me as bizarre that for stealing ribbon and lace Maria was sentenced to death and then 

transported for the term of her natural life. Yet for committing that horrific violent assault on 

Hannah Cole she was sentenced to just six months in the Parramatta Female Factory. Perhaps 

there were mitigating circumstances that were not revealed in the newspaper article, or perhaps 

judges just had a very different view of moral culpability at that time. Maria’s sentence may 

have been different had she assaulted a woman of good social standing. The records show that 

Hannah Cole was a 48 year old ex-convict who had been widowed four years previously when 

her husband, the light-house keeper at Macquarie Tower, died in an alcohol-induced boating 

accident. A newspaper article titled ‘Dismal Exits’ says he was last seen disembarking from 

King’s wharf for South-head ‘in a state of miserable, shocking inebriety’.222  

Hannah Cole was probably one of Maria’s neighbours on Clarence Street as the 1828 census 

records her living there.223 A survey map of Clarence Street from 1833224 suggests Hannah was 

the tenant of a property owned by a ‘James Brodie’, a very similar name to James Brierly, but 

perhaps that was just coincidence. Hannah Cole was probably also an alcoholic — evidence 

relating to a Clarence Street murder in 1832 is that Hannah got herself so ‘beastly drunk’ at a 

neighbour’s house that she had to be carried home.225 

Although Maria’s six month sentence seems relatively lenient, combined with the cancellation 

of her ticket of leave, it had devastating consequences for her family. Without a ticket of leave, 

there was no prospect of Maria regaining the care of her children when she was released from 

the factory. Upon her release she was destined to be assigned out as a domestic servant. And 

since she was on a life sentence, with a history of re-offending, there was little chance of being 

granted a reprieve any time soon. Maria had well and truly blown the chance she had to be a 

mother to her second set of children, and as a mother myself I can honestly say that at this point 

 
222 'Sydney', The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser (NSW : 1803 - 1842), 1 February 1822, p. 3, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2180789, Accessed 16 November 2019. 
223 Census record for Hannah Cole, 1828 New South Wales, Australia Census, Ancestry®, State Records of NSW, 
Kingswood, NSW. 
224 City of Sydney Archives and Historical Resources, Historical Atlas, Survey Plans 1833 Section 23, 
https://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-survey-plans-1833/city-of-sydney-survey-plans-
1833-section-23/, Accessed 16 November 2019. 
225 'Coroner’s Inquest.', The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser (NSW : 1803 - 1842), 26 July 1832, 
p. 3, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2207731, Accessed 16 November 2019. 
 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2180789
https://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-survey-plans-1833/city-of-sydney-survey-plans-1833-section-23/
https://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-survey-plans-1833/city-of-sydney-survey-plans-1833-section-23/
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2207731
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in Maria’s life I cannot see that she had anything to live for. My feelings for her are a mixture 

of grief, fury and revulsion. As hard as I try, I cannot refrain from judging her. She should have 

been stronger, tried harder, to find a way to be there for her kids. She failed them. We mothers 

are each others’ harshest critics. I feel this condemnation without knowing whether anyone else 

in Maria’s circumstances would have fared any better — whether I would have fared any better. 

 

Losing Joseph and James 
After Maria’s incarceration, the remnants of her second family completely disintegrated. The 

two eldest boys, Joseph and James, were admitted to the Male Orphan School in February 

1827. Their ages are recorded as eleven and ten, but they were actually only nine and seven. 

Goodness knows how they survived the six months between their mother’s incarceration and 

their admission. Perhaps the co-executor of James’s will — Mr Henry Ashley — stepped in to 

look after them temporarily but was not in a position to offer them ongoing care.  

Joseph spent the next five years at the orphan school, and was released into the care of Reverend 

Samuel Marsden at the age of fourteen, presumably as an employee. James spent three years 

at the orphan school and at the tender age of ten was released into the care of the Honourable 

Robert Campbell, a wealthy Sydney merchant and a member of the relatively new Legislative 

Council, which was responsible for advising the Governor on legislative matters. I wonder 

what Robert Campbell wanted a ten year old boy for? It is more likely he wanted a chimney 

sweep than an adopted son. Perhaps one of his gardeners needed an apprentice.  
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Figure 84: Records of admission and discharge to the Male Orphan School for Maria’s sons, Joseph and 
James.  

The entry for Joseph reads: ‘[No.] 187 [NAME.] Joseph Brierly [Age.] 11 [When Admitted.] 1827 2 Febry [Time of 
Quitting the School.] Oct.31st 1832 [Parents’ Name.] Maria Brierly [Occupation.] Govt Servt [Residence.] Factory 
[Remarks.] The Red S. Marsden.’  The entry for James (directly below) reads: ‘[No.] 188 [NAME.] James Brierly 
[Age.] 10 [When Admitted.] D.o [Time of Quitting the School.] Aug. 19th 1830 [Parents’ Name.] D.o [Occupation.] 
D.o [Residence.] D.o [Remarks.] Hon. Robt Campbell.’ (Source: Clergy and School Lands Corporation, 
Admission Book Male Orphan School 1819-1828, Reel 2777, State Archives of NSW, Kingswood, NSW.) 

Figure 83 Extracts from the Male Orphan School Admission Book 1819-1828 recording the entries for 
Joseph and James Brierly. 
These entry for Joseph reads: “[No.] 187 [NAME.] Joseph Brierly [Age.] 11 [When Admitted.] 1827 2 Febry [Time of Quitting the 
School.] Oct.   (Source: Clergy and School Lands Corporation, Admission Book Male Orphan School 1819-1828, Reel 2777, 
State Archives of NSW, Kingswood, NSW). 
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Losing Ezella 
Two-year-old Ezella died in Parramatta in January 1827 recorded simply as ‘orphan’. Had she 

died in Maria’s care at the factory she would not have been recorded as an orphan, so I can 

only presume that she was placed in an orphanage in Parramatta when Maria was sent to the 

factory. I wonder if Maria was even told that Ezella had died? Her name in the burial register 

is recorded as ‘Zilha Brierly’. Perhaps Zilha was her nickname. Could she have been living in 

the same Female Orphan School as Martha at the time that she died? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rock a bye Zilha 
 

Martha rocks the child in her arms and sings. 

Rock a bye Zilha, in the tree top. 

As she rocks her bare feet swing back and forth, not quite reaching the floor. 

When the wind blows, Zilha will rock. 

Breath frosts like a halo around the child’s face in the night. 

When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall. 

The halos get smaller and smaller until they falter and stop. 

And down will come cradle, Zilha and all. 

Figure 85 Death record for ‘Zilha Brierly’ from the burial register for St John’s church, Parramatta 
It reads: “Burials in the Parish of Saint John’s Parramatta in the County of Cumberland in the Year 1826…[NB. the top entries 
are dated Dec 1826 and then proceeds to 1827]…[Name] Zilha Brierly No. 96 [Abode.] Parramatta [When Buried.] Jan 11th 
[Ship’s Name.] – [Quality or Profession.] orphan…” (Source: New South Wales, Australia, St. John's Parramatta, Burials, 1790-
1986, Ancestry®, St John’s Anglican Church, Parramatta, NSW.). 
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Martha must not stop singing or the Matron will come. 

Rock a bye Zilha on the tree top 

And take her sister away. 

When the wind blows Zilha will rock 

She remembers Zilha laughing the first time she sang this song. 

When the bough breaks the cradle will fall 

It was their first night here, before the Matron pried their fingers apart and sent 

Martha to her bed. 

And down will come cradle Zilha and all 

After Father died, their Maam wasn’t the same. 

Rock a bye Zilha on the tree 

Some mornings she wouldn’t get up at all. There were empty bottles by her bed. 

When the wind blows the cradle will 

Their neighbour, Mrs Patterson, said they’d be better off at orphan schools. 

    When the bough breaks the cradle will 

They’d have enough to eat, and they’d not be led astray. 

And down will come Zilha, cradle and 

One day a constable came to take Maam back to the factory. 

Rock a bye 

As Maam pulled her close Martha had held her breath against the stench of her. 

On the tree 

The whites of Maam’s eyes had red cracks through them like a spider’s web. 

When the wind blows 

Martha promised to look after Zilha. 

The cradle 

But Martha is a sinner like her Maam. 

And down 

God punished her by making Zilha sick. 

Cradle and all 

By the time Martha’s legs stop swinging she can hear the Matron’s footsteps moving 

down the corridor. 

She bends low and brushes her eyelashes across Zilha’s cold cheek. 
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Losing Thomas 
My ancestor, three-year-old Thomas, was the lucky one. A census record from 1828 reveals 

that he went to live with Maria’s shipmate from the Northampton, Ann Downs, who was by 

then Anne Foulcher, the wife of a Parramatta blacksmith and the mother-in-law of a Parramatta 

publican. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 1828 census provides rich details about the Foulcher family that Thomas went to live with. 

It records Ann Foulcher (65 years who arrived on the Northampton in 1815) living with Robert 

Foulcher, a Blacksmith, Parramatta. Robert is recorded as sixty-two years old and free by 

servitude, having arrived in 1791 on the Albermarle (which was one of the ships in the third 

fleet). Although Thomas is living with them in 1828, he is not recorded on this page of the 

census as he is recorded under the surname ‘Brierley’ (extracted above). Directly below Robert 

Figure 86 Record of Thomas ‘Brierly’ in the 1828 census living at ‘Robt. Foulchers’ in Parramatta.  
The entry for Thomas reads: “[No.] 2300 [Name] Brierly Thomas [Age] 5 ½ [Free or Born] B. C. (standing for Born Colony) [Employment] 
Orphan [Residence] at Robt. Foulchers [District] Parramatta.”  The eldest boys in the family, Joseph (12 years) and James (11 years), are 
also recorded on this page as being at the Male Orphan School in Parramatta. 

Figure 87 Convict Muster record for Ann Downs showing she is married to ‘Rt Foulcher’ of 
Parramatta in 1825. 
 It reads: [Names] Downs Ann [Age]   [Classn] ditto (CP – conditional pardon) [Vefsels] Northampton [Yr. of Arrival] 
1815 [Sentences] 14 [Employments] Wife of Rt. Foulcher Parramatta.  (Source: Home Office: Settlers and Convicts, 
New South Wales, General Muster A-L 1825, HO 10/19, National Archives, Kew, UK). 
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and Ann Foulcher, Robert’s twenty-six year old son, James, is listed with his nineteen year old 

wife and one year old daughter. James is recorded as a publican in Parramatta. 

The family relationships between these Foulchers are apparent from the Foulcher family burial 

plot inscriptions at St. John’s cemetery in Parramatta.226 James must have been Robert’s son 

from a previous relationship as Ann Downs did not marry Robert until 1818, when James was 

sixteen. Ann’s background as a publican in Liverpool may have influenced James to take up 

that profession. Ann probably helped him to establish that business. The fact that all members 

of this family were buried in the same burial plot suggests that they were a close family. The 

inscription for James is that he was ‘a kind husband and tender parent’. He sounds like he 

would have made a fine ‘uncle’ too. Perhaps he was friendly with Sydney publican, Henry 

Turbitt, who drew those Aboriginal portraits of ‘Frying Pan’ and ‘Gooseberry’. It may have 

been through that association that Thomas came to meet, and later marry, Henry’s daughter 

Mary. Unfortunately, Thomas’s adopted mother, Ann, died in 1833, when Thomas was eleven 

years old. I presume that the broader family kept Thomas in their care until he reached 

adulthood. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
226 Dunn, Judith, The Parramatta cemeteries: St John's. Parramatta: Parramatta and District Historical Society, 
1991. 
 

Figure 88; Records for the Foulcher family in the 1828 Census  
Showing entries for ‘Foulcher, Robert, Anne, James, Catherine, Sarah Jr.’ (Alphabetical Return surnames C-L). 

http://australianroyalty.net.au/source.php?sid=S147&ged=purnellmccord.ged
http://australianroyalty.net.au/source.php?sid=S147&ged=purnellmccord.ged
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Figure 89: Report of Ann Foulchers death, The Sydney Monitor (1828-1838), 
Wednesday 19 June 1833, page 3. 

(Source: Trove, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-page4245565 ) 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-page4245565
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Chapter 13 
Rioting at the Factory (1826 – 1927) 

One would have thought that at this point in her life Maria was beyond any hope of return. She 

was a forty year old convict on a life sentence, who had just been re-incarcerated for a violent 

assault, had lost all hope of mothering her second set of children, and had a propensity for 

alcoholism. But it was not in Maria’s spirit to fizzle away quietly. The next part of Maria’s life 

reads like a movie script.  

God-damn it, Maria. I don’t have the time for this! Well, I didn’t. I’ve had to make time. I quit 

my job last week. The CEO made the decision easier for me by making it clear there was no 

career path there for middle-aged part-time mums like me. At least I now have three clear 

weeks to finish writing Maria’s story before my master’s deadline. 

Where was I? Ah yes, it’s 1826 and Maria is back in the factory after assaulting Hannah Cole. 

If that assault was committed in an alcoholic rage, then once again, Maria’s sentence in the 

factory would have given her the chance to dry out. When she did dry-out, in the teeth of winter 

in 1826, she would have found herself living in appalling conditions. An inquiry into conditions 

in the Parramatta Female Factory in August 1825 revealed there was over 250 women living 

at the factory with many young babies and children under the age of three.227 It found those 

women had an insufficient fresh water supply, insufficient food rations, and insufficient 

clothing or shoes. In the winter it was terribly cold, with no place for the mothers to have a fire 

to keep their young children warm and dry. 

The conditions at the factory deteriorated throughout 1826 and 1827. In 1826, a coronial 

inquiry into the death of a factory woman called Mary Hamilton found she had died from 

‘hunger and hard treatment’.228 A witness to the inquiry, a constable working at the factory , 

gave evidence that women who arrived at the factory looking strong and healthy became weak 

due to hunger and gradually lost their capacity to work. He told the inquiry that before her 

death, Mary had appealed to him for more food rations so that she could be productive at 

spinning flax. Another constable at the factory gave evidence that Mary was so hungry he saw 

 
227 Liston, Convict Women in the Female Factories of New South Wales, p. 36. 
228 Colonial Secretary’s Letters, Bundle 28, Number 20-48, 1826, Memorandum Alexander Mcleay for The 
Information of His Excellency The Governor From William Tuckwell, Inquiry Re Death of Maryanne Hamilton, 
Coroner John Eyre as quoted in Gay Hendrikson, Conviction: The 1827 Fight for Rights at Parramatta Female 
Factory, The Rowan Tree: 2015, p. 12. 
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her picking up bones and weeds. After being caught eating feed for the geese, Mary was put in 

solitary confinement, with one witness claiming she had been denied the normal solitary rations 

of bread and water. Evidence suggested there was corruption at the factory, with factory staff 

skiving off the women’s rations. There is also evidence that the Matron’s sons were having 

‘liaisons with the factory women’.229 

Throughout 1826 and 1827 the factory continued to become more and more overcrowded, with 

greater and greater numbers of female convicts arriving in the colony. By late 1827, the 

population in the factory had grown from 253 (in 1825) to 366 women, not including their 

children.230 The conditions were worst for the third-class factory women, like Maria, who were 

given the lowest food rations and required to do the most physically demanding labour. By the 

time Maria was re-incarcerated, in July 1826, all third-class women were required to have their 

heads shaved. This was a harsh punishment and was said to be feared by the women far more 

than solitary confinement. Long hair was a symbol of femininity; the one valuable commodity 

the women had going for them in circumstances where finding a good husband or partner was 

the only hope of escaping government servitude and building a good future in the colony. Short 

hair branded them as third-class factory women when they were released back into the colony, 

making it impossible to escape that stigma for the months and months it took for their hair to 

regrow. Magistrates would taunt re-offenders who were brought back before them, saying 

things like ‘take your cap off and show your flowing locks’. 

The women did not always meekly submit to their head-shaving. There are reports of the third-

class women rioting one hair cutting day in 1833. They had announced the night before that 

none of them would submit to having their hair cut. They armed themselves with stones and 

three of the women climbed up onto the roof of the third-class penitentiary. When the local 

constables arrived the following morning with forty soldiers to enforce the hair-cutting 

procedure the women showered them with stones. When they were eventually overpowered, 

the paid hairdressers refused to cut their hair — whether out of fear or sympathy I do not know. 

One of the third-class factory women yielded to authority and cut the hair of the other women. 

 
229 Hendrikson, Conviction: The 1827 Fight for Rights at Parramatta Female Factory, p. 11. 
230 Liston, Convict Women in the Female Factories of New South Wales, p. 37. 
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In recognition of the ‘significant personal risk’231 she had taken in doing so, her sentence was 

remitted. 

I don’t suppose that events on the day of Maria’s head-shaving in 1826 were quite as colourful 

as that. Yet it is clear that at the time Maria was re-incarcerated, the Parramatta Female Factory 

was a tinder box getting ready to ignite. The growing resentment of the women regarding their 

living conditions is evidenced by a rise in punishment for misbehaviour in the factory over 

1826–7, with the most common ‘offences’ recorded as ‘abusing the matron, absconding, 

refusing to work and insolence’.232 The Matron’s reaction to the deteriorating behaviour in the 

factory in 1827 was to tender her resignation at the same time as reducing the women’s food 

rations even further. A riot broke out in late October 1827. 

It is unclear whether Maria was in the factory at the time of the riot. Her six month sentence 

would have expired in January 1827, but she may have stayed longer if she committed another 

offence in the factory or needed to await re-assignment. One of the things still on my ‘to do’ 

list is to pay another visit to the State Archives of New South Wales and scour the ‘Reports of 

Punishments’ from the factory for clues as to the role Maria played in the escalating unrest. 

Maria was a woman with nothing left to lose, except whatever friendship and loyalty she found 

amongst her fellow prisoners.  It is clear that Maria went in and out of the factory multiple 

times in 1827–1828. Gaol entrance records show that Maria was sentenced to a month in third 

class in December 1827 (for being drunk and abusing her master), and again in June 1828 (for 

being drunk in the street). I am not confident that I have managed to find all such records, or 

indeed, whether all such records survive. 

 

 

 

 

 
231 Colonial Secretary Correspondence – Female Factory 1833, State Records of New South Wales (4/2191.3) as 
referenced in Liston, Convict Women in the Female Factories of New South Wales, p. 43. 
232 Hendrikson, Conviction: The 1827 Fight for Rights at Parramatta Female Factory, p. 14. 

Figure 90: Gaol Entrance record for Maria Roberts dated 27 December 1827.  
The entry reads: 1827…Dis 27 Decr “[19] Maria Roberts “[Pris] Northampton –“- -“- -“ – [Gaol Sefsions Sydney] Drunk & 
Abusing her master 3rd Clafs 1 month – (Source: Ancestry®) 



320 
 

 

 

 

 

 

It is unclear whether Maria was one of the hundreds of women who broke out of the Parramatta 

Female Factory on 27 October 1927 and streamed into Parramatta ‘thick as bees from a hive’ 

to find food. The Parramatta Female Factory Friends claim this riot was the first mass protest 

action over workers’ rights in Australia.233 Irrespective of how the riot is characterised, the 

story of the events that unfolded that day reveal a great deal about the plight and character of 

the factory women. The male newspaper reporters variously described the rioters as 

‘Amazonian Banditti’,234 ‘poor wretches’,235 and (misquoting Thomas Moore) ‘as playful as 

Peris let loose from their cages’.236 Yet something of the factory women’s true motivations and 

stereotype-defying characters can, I think, be read between the reporters’ lines. Here is the 

story of the riot as it was told in the Sydney Gazette on 31 October 1827. The original article is 

in poor condition so, in the interests of readability, I have included a transcription.  

 
233 Parramatta Female Factory Friends, ‘History’, 
http://www.parramattafemalefactoryfriends.com.au/history/, Accessed 14 November 2019. 
234 ‘Riot at the Female Factory’, The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser (NSW : 1803 - 1842), 

Wednesday 31 October 1827, page 2, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2189269. 
235 ‘No Title’, The Australian (Sydney, NSW : 1824 - 1848), 31 October 1827, p. 2. 1827, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article37072151. 
236 ‘Factory Frolics’, The Australian (Sydney, NSW : 1824 - 1848), 31 October 1827, p. 3, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article37072150. 

Figure 91 Gaol Entrance record for Maria Roberts dated 11 June 1828.  
The entry reads: 1828…June…11 Roberts…Maria…[Pris] Northampton ……”…..”……[General Sessions] Sydney Found drunk 
in the Street 3rd Class One Month … (Source: Ancestry®) 

http://www.parramattafemalefactoryfriends.com.au/history/
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2189269
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article37072151
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article37072150
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RIOT AT THE FEMALE FACTORY. 

 
We briefly noticed in our last, as the circumstance was hastily communicated to us on Saturday evening, the 
fact of a riot having taken place on the morning of the same day, at the Factory in Parramatta. Since then, we 
have been made acquainted with further particulars. 
 
A short time previous to the resignation of the late Matron (Mrs. Raine), which took place on Friday evening 
last, it was found necessary to mulet some of the confines in their proportion of tea and sugar, &c ; in 
consequence of which a general spirit of discontent was excited, and a determination to have revenge on the 
retiring Matron, was loudly proclaimed. Mrs. Raine, however, who had intimation of the gathering storm, 
took measures accordingly; and, on Friday evening, was rescued by a party of constables who were 
previously instructed, from the fury of a number of women, by whom she was assaulted in one of the rooms, a 
short time previous to her departure. 
 
On the following morning (Saturday), about 7 o'clock, the new Matron, Mrs. Gordon, being then in charge, 
the allowance of bread and sugar being stopped in consequence of the conduct of the previous day, a 
considerable number of the women broke out of the Factory; but, persuaded by Mrs. Gordon and the 
constables, they returned in again, threatening at the same time, that, if the usual allowance of bread and sugar 
was not immediately forthcoming, they would tear down all before them. Some little delay ensued, and, in 
about half an hour afterwards, a numerous party again assailed the gates, with pick-axes, axes, iron crows, &c 
&c. the united force of which, wielded as they were by a determined and furious mob, soon left a clear stage, 
and the inmates of the Factory were quickly poured forth, thick as bees from a hive, over Parramatta and the 
adjoining neighbourhood. About one hundred came into the town, exclusive of numbers that took different 
routes.  
 
Constables were seen running in all directions. A Captain, a Lieutenant, two Serjeants, and about forty rank 
and file, were in immediate requisition by the Magistrates, and were seen flying in all directions with fixed 
bayonets, for the double purpose of securing the fugitives, and staying the mutiny; and so violent were the 
Amazonian banditti, that nothing less was expected but that the soldiers would be obliged to commence firing 
on them. After a little time, however, numbers of those who had broke loose were secured, and conducted 
back to the old quarters under a military escort, shouting as they went along, and carrying with them their 
aprons loaded with bread and meat, for which, after the, manner of a conquering army, they had laid the 
inhabitants of Parramatta and its vicinity under contribution. 
 
On their arrival at the Factory, Major Lockyer, the Superintendent of Police, at Parramatta, directed the ring-
leaders, to be selected and confined in the cells, but so determined were the rioters, that, though opposed by a 
military force, they succeeded in rescuing their companions, declaring, that if one suffered, all should suffer.  
 
About forty, we understand, who took to the bush, towards Toongabbee, have not yet been retaken. A military 
guard is now stationed at the gates of the Factory, and Parramatta is again quiet. Since writing the above, we 
have been informed, that the number of the missing, has, by the exertions of the pursuers, been reduced to 
nineteen. 

Figure 92: Report of the 1827 riot at the Parramatta Female Factory, Sydney Gazette, 31 October 1827. 
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Chapter 14 
Trusting an Irishman (1827 – 1829) 

Maria’s private life in between the cracks of her frequent incarcerations in the Parramatta 

Female Factory unfurled as a story every bit as compelling as the bigger, more public story, 

she was part of inside the factory. As I’ve said before, it wasn’t in her character to fizzle out 

quietly. She hadn’t quite lost everything. Four of her five colonial-born children were still alive 

and she still had the property that James had left to her in his will. Or did she? As a female 

convict without a ticket of leave she was unlikely to have been legally capable of owning or 

selling land, but what if she managed to claw her way back to respectability with the help of a 

new male partner? Perhaps they would be able to sell the property together, and use the 

proceeds to establish a new life in the colony. Perhaps she could re-establish a family home 

and reclaim her children from the orphan schools. These are the scenarios that may have run 

through Maria’s mind as she considered her options for rebuilding her future. 

The seven year ban on Maria re-marrying in the colony would have expired in 1823, so perhaps 

Maria considered the option of marrying again as a means of escaping government servitude. 

Was she prepared to consider re-marrying? Did she still hang on to any hope that Robert might 

come out and find her? 

Maria’s circumstances would have made it hard for her to attract another good man. Her short 

hair would have branded her a third-class factory woman, and that stigma combined with her 

middle-age and reputation as an alcoholic must have forced her to lower her standards. Aside 

from the native inhabitants, the men with the lowest social standing in the colony were arguably 

the Irish convicts. The English looked down on the Irish, and they suffered terrible 

discrimination in the colony. The ill feeling between the Irish and the English was no doubt 

mutual. If an Irish convict could see a way to get a leg-up for himself in the colony by exploiting 

an alcoholic Englishwoman with property to her name, he may well have taken it. Particularly 

if he had just learned that his wife and children were on their way out to join him, and he had 

not yet worked out a way of supporting them. I don’t mean to cast aspersions on the Irish here, 

but in desperate circumstances, given the chance to get a bit of their own back against the 

English, it must have been a tempting proposition. 
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Enter Thomas O’Brien. A forty-two-year-old convict with grey eyes and greying brown hair 

who’d been transported from County Limerick five years earlier.237 He was a stone-mason by 

trade and at five feet five inches tall, he stood an inch shorter than me but quite a few inches 

taller than Maria. In 1824 the Colonial Secretary had granted his petition to have his wife and 

children sent out to the colony,238 but they hadn’t yet arrived. Presumably they were waiting 

until Thomas got his ticket of leave and paid employment to support them. It appears that 

around September 1827 Thomas began a relationship with Maria because nine months later, 

on 27 June 1828, Maria gave birth to a daughter named Zillah O’Brien. Zillah must have been 

named in memory of Maria’s daughter who had died the year before. Zillah was baptised at St 

John’s Church in Parramatta, with the parent’s names listed as ‘Maria & Thomas O’Brien’ and 

their occupations recorded as convict and bricklayer. 

 

Figure 93: Baptism record for Maria’s daughter ‘Zillah OBrien’ in the Baptism Register of St John’s 
church, Parramatta. 
The record is from the year 1828.  It reads: [When Baptized.] Augst 17th [When Born.] June 24th [Child’s Christian Name.] Zillah 
[Parents’ Name. Christian. Surname.] Thomas & Maria Obrien [Abode.] Parramatta [Quality or Profession. [Convict’s child 
Bricklayer]239 

 

Maria must have given birth to Zillah in the Parramatta Female Factory because just sixteen 

days before the birth she had been sentenced to a month in the factory for public drunkenness 

 
237 Ticket of Leave for Thomas O’Brien issued 16 May 1828, New South Wales, Australia, Tickets of Leave, 1810-
1869, Ancestry®, State Archives of NSW, Kingswood, NSW. 
238 New South Wales, Australia, Colonial Secretary's Papers, 1788-1856, Ancestry®, State Archives NSW, 
Kingswood, NSW. 
239 New South Wales, Australia, St. John’s Parramatta, Baptisms, 1790-1916, Ancestry®, St. John’s Anglican 
Church Parramatta, NSW, https://www.ancestry.com.au/search/collections/60622/.  

https://www.ancestry.com.au/search/collections/60622/
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(record extracted earlier). After Zillah’s birth Maria remained in the factory until at least 

October 1828 because a census records her living in the factory with Zillah aged four months. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Even if he had wanted to, it is unlikely that Thomas O’Brien could have left Sydney to visit 

Maria or his new daughter in the factory or attend her baptism. The month before Zillah’s birth, 

he had been granted a ticket of leave which was conditional on him remaining ‘in the district 

of Sydney’. Yet the fact that Maria was at pains to record the three of them as a family on the 

baptismal certificate suggests that she either understood herself to be in an ongoing relationship 

with Thomas, or she wanted to put their familial relationship on the public record. 

Figure 94: 1928 census record showing Maria and Zillah Roberts at the Parramatta Female Factory, with Zillah 
aged 4 months. 
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Figure 95:  Ticket of leave for Thomas O’Brien dated 16 May 1828.240 

 

 
240 New South Wales, Australia, Tickets of Leave, 1810–1869, Ancestry®, State Records of NSW, Kingswood, 
NSW. 
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Thomas’s new status as a ticket of leave holder must have entitled him to own and sell land. 

Perhaps Maria gave him the title deeds to her Clarence Street property, or perhaps he helped 

himself to them while she was in the factory, because on 10 September 1828 he sold that 

property for ‘one hundred & twenty seven pounds ten shills. Sterling’. The instrument of 

conveyance lists the sellers as ‘Maria Roberts or Briley and Thos. O’Brien of Sydney’ and 

describes the property being sold as:241 

All those two Dwelling Houses & premises situate in Clarence Street 
Sydney on the West side being Sixty four feet Square bounded on the North 
by Hills premises on the South by Thos. Dunns premises and on the West 
by Michl. Joyces prems. 

The description of this property bears a striking resemblance to the property James had left 

Maria in his will: ‘a house situated on the west side of Clarence Street, Sydney, together with 

2 allotments belonging thereto’. 

It is difficult to say how one house morphed into two, but perhaps a second house had been 

built on the adjoining allotments of land in the four years since James had died. On 6 January 

1825, before Maria’s fall from grace, she had been granted probate as the executrix of James’s 

will to ‘goods sworn not to exceed the value of 150 pounds’.242 Perhaps she sold some of that 

property to fund the building of a second house which she had planned to rent out to provide 

an income stream to support her family. Those details are mere conjecture, of course, but 

however you slice and dice it, the evidence suggests that Thomas O’Brien sold Maria’s 

Clarence Street property while she was still in the Parramatta Female Factory after the birth of 

their child. 

Perhaps there was an understanding between Maria and Thomas that he would apply for Maria 

to be assigned out to him and they would use the proceeds of the sale to build a new life 

together. Yet I can find no record of Maria being assigned out to Thomas O’Brien, or of them 

ever living together in the colony. That is probably because, in October 1828, a month after the 

sale of the Clarence Street property, Thomas’s Irish wife and five children arrived in Sydney. 

It is difficult to believe that Thomas had no idea that his family were on their way. Would they 

 
241 Instrument of conveyance No. 472 dated 10 September 1828, typewritten copy of original memorial viewed 
at NSW Land Registry, Sydney, in Register Book B 311/622 at p. 131 (original held at State Archives of NSW, 
Kingswood, NSW). 
242 NSW Probate record 1/237, State Archives of NSW, Kingswood, NSW. 
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really have sailed off to meet him without first making sure that he was alive and well and in a 

position to support them? They set sail from Cork in May 1828, the same month that Thomas 

was granted his ticket of leave. It was a big family to feed, but with the money from the sale of 

Maria’s house now fresh in his pocket, Thomas would have been in a good position to establish 

himself. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 96 Immigrant record showing the arrival of Thomas O’Brien’s family in Sydney on 7 October 1828.  
The relevant entry reads: : [Date of Arrival] 7 October [Vessel] “ (Sir Joseph Banks Continued) [Master] “ (Fraser) [From whence] “ 
(Cork) [Cabin or Steerage] “ (Steerage) [Name] O’Brien Jane – [Children Above 12 Years Male] 1 [Children Above 12 Years 
Female] 2 [Children Under 12 Years Male] 1 [Children Under 12 Years Female] 1   

(Source: New South Wales, Australia, Assisted Immigrant Passenger Lists, 1828-1896, Ancestry®, State Archives NSW, 
Kingswood, NSW.) 
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Figure 97: Grant of ‘free passage to this Colony…for the family of Thomas O’Brien’. 
Letter from the Colonial Secretary’s Office dated 22 July 1824.243 

 

It is unclear whether Thomas shared any of the proceeds from the sale of the house with Maria. 

However, there is some evidence to suggest that Maria felt aggrieved at the way she had been 

treated. After Maria was released from the factory she went to the trouble of having Zillah 

baptised a second time at St Phillip’s Church in Sydney. The baptism certificate is dated 19 

April 1829, and records the child’s name as ‘Zillah O’Brien’ and the father’s name as ‘Thomas 

O’Brien’.244 I struggle to make sense of this second baptism as anything other than an act of 

protest by Maria aimed at shaming O’Brien, who was presumably living in Sydney with his 

large Irish family. The O’Briens’ were probably Catholic, so they are unlikely to have 

 
243 New South Wales, Australia, Colonial Secretary’s Papers, 1788–1856, Ancestry®, State Archives NSW, 
Kingswood, NSW. 
244 Baptismal record for Zillah O’Brien dated 19 April 1829 (text only source), Australia, Births and Baptisms, 
1792-1981, Ancestry®, https://www.ancestry.com.au/search/collections/9776/. 

https://www.ancestry.com.au/search/collections/9776/
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worshipped at St Phillip’s. Even so, Sydney was a small place and news of any betrayal, or 

swindle, must have travelled fast. I do feel some sympathy for Mrs O’Brien. I don’t think Maria 

would have been the kind of person you’d want to get on the wrong side of. 
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Chapter 15 
Keeping Zillah (1829–1835) 

How did Maria come to be living in Sydney in 1829 with baby Zillah? It was unusual for female 

convicts to be assigned out with their babies — nursing mothers were not considered to make 

very productive workers. Perhaps Maria managed to leverage some of her old connections in 

Sydney, like Reverend Cowper from St Phillips church, to find a master who was willing to let 

her bring her baby. Remarkably, the 1828 census has a second entry for Maria and Zillah which 

sheds some light on what happened. It must have taken some time for the census to be 

completed, which meant that by moving from Parramatta to Sydney within the census 

recording period, Maria and Zillah were recorded in both places. The Sydney census record is 

very difficult to read, but well worth the effort. 

 

Figure 98: 1828 census record for Maria and Zillah Roberts in Sydney.  
The entry for Maria reads: [Name] Roberts Maria [Age] 39 [Free or Bond] GS [Ship] Northampton [Year] 1815 [Sentence] Life 
[Religion] Pro [Employment] Housemaid [Residence] Mr Sydney Stephen York St [District] Sydney [Total no of acres] 80 [Acres 
cleared] — [Acres cultivated] — [Horses] — [Horned Cattle] — [Sheep] - . The entry for Zillah (directly below Maria’s and 
bracketed together with hers to show they were together) reads: Roberts Zilla [Age] 7 [Free or Bond] BC. Presumably the age 7 
was meant to record 7 months.245 

This record must have been made in December 1828 because Zillah’s age is recorded as ‘7’, 

presumably meaning seven months. If the census record was made in late December, then 

Zillah would have been aged six months, which is close enough to seven. It records Maria 

working as a housemaid for Mr Sydney Stephen in York Street, Sydney. Interestingly, she is 

recorded as owning 80 acres of land, which must have been the farm land that James had left 

to her in his will. The fact that there is no information recorded for Maria under the columns 

‘Acres cleared’, ‘Acres cultivated’, ‘Horses’, ‘Horned cattle’ and ‘Sheep’ suggests that the 

farms were sitting idle at that time. 

 
245 1828 New South Wales, Australia Census, Ancestry®, State Records of NSW, Kingswood, NSW, 
https://www.ancestry.com.au/search/collections/1224/. 

https://www.ancestry.com.au/search/collections/1224/


332 
 

My time is running ridiculously short now. I have only two weeks left to finish writing Maria’s 

story. And it’s Saturday morning, I’m running late for my son’s soccer match and I’m supposed 

to be writing a shopping list. I have no time to continue chasing rabbits down holes. But this 

record excites me. Despite being abandoned by her third partner, and potentially swindled out 

of the proceeds of her house, perhaps Maria wasn’t going to drown her sorrows in alcohol. I 

can sense the ‘m–other’ within Maria at play here, fighting to keep her eighth child in her care 

and somehow finding a way. Despite Maria’s age being recorded as thirty-nine in the census 

record above, she was actually forty-one. She must have known that Zillah would be her last 

child. She had lost her other seven children, was she going to give up and lose this one too? 

In between my Saturday chores I looked up the entry for Maria’s master ‘Stephen, Sydney’ in 

the 1828 census, then did a quick bit of guilty searching on Trove, the National Library’s 

remarkable digital newspaper archive, and then read up on the Stephen family in the Australian 

Dictionary of Biography. Over the course of the day, through a combination of research and 

imagination, the next few years of Maria’s life transformed from boring grey to technicolour. 

Maria’s new master, Mr Sydney Stephen, had arrived in Sydney a few months earlier with his 

wife, Margaret, a seven year old son, three year old twins and a baby daughter. He was the 

eldest son of a relatively recently arrived and appointed Judge of the New South Wales 

Supreme Court, Justice John Stephen,246 who was bringing his adult children and their families 

out to the colony. The census reveals that three of Sydney’s younger brothers, 26 year old John 

Junior, 22 year old Frances and 17 year old George, arrived the year before Sydney, and were 

living together in a house in York Street with John Junior’s two children. It must have been an 

enormous house because Sydney Stephen’s family moved in too when they arrived. According 

to the census, Maria and Zillah lived there too, no doubt in the servants’ quarters with the other 

servants required to run the large household. 

The 1828 census also reveals that Sydney Stephen’s brother, John Junior, had already landed 

the plumb job of Registrar of the Supreme Court, and Sydney was working as a barrister. The 

Stephen family would go on to become ‘a legal dynasty’ in Australia.247 However, it was not 

all plain sailing for the young and ambitious Sydney Stephen. He managed to ruffle some high-

 
246 The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser (NSW : 1803 - 1842), 16 January 1828, page 3, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-page496494. 
247 Karen Fox, ‘Australian Legal Dynasties the Stephens and the Streets’, Obituaries Australia, 
http://oa.anu.edu.au/essay/10, Accessed 16 November 2019. 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-page496494
http://oa.anu.edu.au/essay/10
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ranking feathers at an ‘Agricultural dinner’ a few months after his arrival when he threatened 

to ‘wring the nose’ of the Editor of the Sydney Gazette. Apparently he needed to be ‘restrained 

[from doing so] by the friendly interference of the Attorney General, amidst cheers of ‘give 

him more wine!’248 

Part of Maria’s duties as a servant in Sydney Stephen’s household may have been to help care 

for the young children. Indeed, Mrs Stephen may have actually requested that they be assigned 

a lactating mother so their servant could also perform the role of wet nurse for her baby 

daughter. Before the invention of infant formula and feeding bottles, it was common for middle 

or upper class women to employ wet nurses. If Maria was wanted for this purpose it would 

have been important for her to bring Zillah with her to keep up her milk supply. And if Maria 

was motivated to keep Zillah in her care then she would have had a vested interest in keeping 

her position in the Stephen household. 

The evidence suggests that for the next five years Maria managed to stay out of trouble. In 

stark contrast to the preceding two years, over the next five years (between 1829 – 1834) there 

are no gaol entrance records showing that Maria was returned to the factory. Maria’s fortunes 

changed in 1835 when she appears to have left the Stephen household in tragic circumstances. 

 

Losing Cecilia 
A death notice in the Sydney Gazette reveals that the Stephens’ seven month old daughter, 

Cecelia, died on 4 October 1825 after a tragic accident.249 

On Sunday the 4th Instant, Cecilia Boon, the infant daughter of Sydney 
Stephen, Esq., aged 7 months. Her death was occasioned by a fall on her 
head, which brought on inflammation of the brain and of the lungs. She 
appeared in perfect health for seven days, when the inflammation appeared, 
which in 14 days terminated her existence. 

The day after this tragic death, on 5 October 1835, Maria was arrested by police and later 

sentenced to one month in the third class of the Parramatta Female Factory. The offence for 

 
248 'Shipping Intelligence.', The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser (NSW : 1803 - 1842), Monday 
6 October 1828, page 2, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2191145. 
249 ‘Family Notices', The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser (NSW : 1803 - 1842), Tuesday 6 
October 1835, page 3, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2200518. 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2191145
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2200518
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which she was sentenced was not recorded, but the timing suggests that it had something to do 

with Cecilia’s death. If Maria was still working in the Stephen household then perhaps it was 

some carelessness on Maria’s part that led to Cecilia having that tragic fall. Perhaps the family 

blamed Maria, or perhaps Maria just blamed herself, turned to alcohol for comfort and 

disgraced herself. Perhaps she was found drunk in the street. 

 

Figure 99 Gaol Entrance record for Maria Roberts dated 28 October 1835.  
The entry reads: [NAME] Maria Roberts [ARRIVAL Ship. Year.] Northampton 1815 [FREE or BOND on Arrival.] ‘ (Bond) [FREE 
or BOND On Entering Gaol. ‘ (Bond) [NATIVE PLACE] Liverpool [RELIGION.] ‘ (Protestant) [TRADE OR CALLING.] ‘ (Servant) 
[ADMITTED When. Whence. Purpose.] ‘ (5 October) ‘ (Sydney Police) 3 Clafs 1 mo [DISPOSED OF How. When.] factory ‘ (28 
Oct. 1835).250 

By the time Maria was re-admitted to the factory in October 1835, Zillah would have been six 

years old. There is no record of Zillah being admitted to the Female Orphan School so perhaps 

the Stephen family agreed to look after Zillah until Maria was out of the factory and in a 

position to make decisions about Zillah’s future. Once again Maria’s life was in disarray. Yet 

there is absolutely no chance of quickly wrapping up Maria’s story just yet. A miracle was just 

around the corner which would dramatically change the course of the rest of Maria’s life, and 

Zillah’s. 

 

The Visitor 
Maria woke to the tolling of the bell and a howl of protest from the bed beside hers. She lay 

still for a moment, blinking the sleep out of her eyes and adjusting to the grey early morning 

light. She was used to waking to Zillah’s voice in her ear. The bell was a harsh reminder that 

 
250 New South Wales, Australia, Gaol Description and Entrance Books, 1818-1930, Ancestry®, State Archives of 
NSW, Kingswood, NSW, https://www.ancestry.com.au/search/collections/1783/. 
 

https://www.ancestry.com.au/search/collections/1783/
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she was back in the factory. A sickening reminder, too, of the circumstances that had sent her 

back here. Of the thunk of Cecie’s head hitting the flagstones on the kitchen floor. She’d 

popped the baby down on the table for just a moment to lift a log onto the cooking fire, which 

was burning low. The Cook was harvesting potatoes from the gardens and had asked Maria to 

keep the fire going while she was gone. Maria had forgotten the baby could roll. Cecie had 

held her breath for so long before screaming that her lips had turned blue. Her scream was a 

relief when it finally came. Maria had run with her through the back door into the main house 

and straight into the drawing room, yelling for someone to call the doctor. She’d never forget 

the look of horror and accusation on Mrs Stephen’s face as she dropped her newspaper and 

rushed for her baby. 

Yesterday was hair cutting day, and Maria had sat silent and still while her locks were clipped 

off. Other girls were screaming and wrestling with the guards but Maria had barely twitched a 

muscle. In times past she had always taken a lock of her hair from the floor before leaving. 

Yesterday she stood up and walked out without even glancing down to see what she had lost. 

This time she deserved to be here. 

After the hair cutting, she’d picked oakum until her fingers were raw. Lying on her side now 

under the thin grey blanket, she rubbed her thumbs over her forefingers. The pain of it was a 

relief, somehow, a distraction from the flashbacks that were running through her head. She’d 

begged Mr Stephen to let Zillah stay with them, at least until she was out of the factory. She’d 

been granted that small mercy at least. 

In a time-honoured tradition Maria swung her legs over the side of the bed and scratched 

another tiny notch into the wooden bedframe with her thumbnail. It was her third day in the 

factory. She queued for the privy and then for the washroom, pumping the icy water into the 

wash-bucket and sponging it over her face and neck and arms. She moved like an automaton, 

barely aware of the squabble of women around her as she dried off on the small towel she’d 

been issued, hung the towel on the line outside and followed the crowd towards the food hall 

for breakfast. She snapped out of her fog when fingers closed around her forearm and jerked 

her sideways. She stumbled into the narrow alley behind the laundry and her attacker clamped 

a hand over her mouth. 

There was a gruff whisper in her ear, “Don’t scream Lassie, I’m doin’ you a favour.” 
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Maria could feel her heart thumping in her chest. She recognised the voice and the reek of 

sweat. It was the Turnkey. 

“Are you Maria Roberts?” 

He released her and she wheeled around to face him. 

“What’s it to you?” 

“You have a visitor. And since you third-class lassies aren’t allowed no visitors, he’s 

made it worth my while to find ye.” 

“Who is it?” 

“He didn’t give his name. He’s waitin for ye in the Dead House. If you go now and get 

back before the workin bell no one will notice you’re gone.” 

“The Dead House?” 

“Good place to meet without being seen. No bodies in there today and with a bit of luck 

there’ll be no fresh deliveries.” 

In the dim light in the alley, Maria could see the gleam of his few remaining teeth as he 

stretched his mouth into a grin. He turned and motioned to the wheelbarrow behind him. 

“Climb in.” 

Maria hesitated, trying to work out who the visitor could be. It must be her eldest, Jo, she 

decided. He was working close by on Reverend Marsden’s estate. He must be desperate to talk 

with her if he was going to lengths like these. What if something had happened to Jamie? 

“Yer wanna see him or not?” 

He grabbed a hessian sack out of the wheelbarrow. 

“I’ll throw this over yer. It’s the same way I got him in.” 
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Maria gathered her skirts in one hand and climbed awkwardly into the wheelbarrow while the 

Turnkey held it steady. She felt a twinge in her back and cursed under her breath. From a 

kneeling position she folded her forearms along the back lip of the barrow, and cradled her 

forehead on her arms with her knees as close to her chin as she could get them. She was far too 

old for this! She felt the Turnkey tucking the sack in around her and then she was off, wincing 

every time they hit a bump. There was a bit of manoeuvring and then a big bump before the 

barrow came to a stop and she felt the sack being pulled off. She lifted her head to find she was 

at the rear door of the Dead House with the factory wall behind her. Safely out of sight. The 

Turnkey held the barrow steady while she climbed out. 

He gestured towards the door. 

“I’ll be back for yer in ten minutes.” 

This had better be worth the trouble, she thought, as she turned the latch and stepped into the 

gloomy interior. 

“Jo?” 

“Maria?” 

Not Jo, but the voice was…familiar. A figure was approaching her but all she could see was 

his silhouette against the light from the window. 

“Are you my Maria? From the Northampton?” 

He took her hand and pulled her forward, gently, in front of the window, looking intently into 

her face. She gasped, 

“Robert?” 

His face split into a familiar grin. 

“Thank the Lord! I’ve found ye!” 

He pulled her tight against him and wrapped his arms around her, and it was not until she was 

buried in his scent that she really knew it was him. She felt her legs buckling beneath her. 
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Chapter 16 
Finding Maria (1826–1837) 

I can’t be sure exactly when Robert Roberts found Maria. The 1837 convict muster records 

them living together in Sydney, with Maria assigned to him. There is a good chance that she 

was assigned out to him from the factory after she finished serving her one month sentence in 

1835. 

 

 

 

 

 

Of course, you are sceptical. So was I. Roberts is a common name. How can I be sure that the 

‘R Roberts’ on that census record is Maria’s husband from Liverpool? The records show his 

full name was Robert Roberts and that he was a bricklayer from Liverpool with the initials 

R.R.A.R. tattooed on his right arm. R.R.A.R. are the initials of Maria and Robert’s two 

children, Robert Roberts and Anne Roberts. 

Figure 100: 1837 convict muster record for Maria. 
The entry for Maria Roberts reads: [Convicts Names] Roberts Maria [Age] 44 [Name of the Ship in which they arrived] 
Northampton [Year of arrival] 1815 [When tried] (blank or faded) [Name of Master to whom each Convict is at present afsigned to 
and the district in which he is stationed] [Name of Master] R Roberts [Name of district] “ (Sydney) [Remarks] (blank or faded). 
(Source: New South Wales, Australia, Convict Musters, 1806-1849, Ancestry®) 
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Figure 101 Certificate of Freedom for Robert Roberts dated 1 May 1833. 
It reads: No. 33/473 Date, 1st May 1833 Prisoners’ No. — Name, Robert Roberts Ship, Speke 3 Master, Harrison Year, 1826 
Native Place, Liverpool Trade or Calling Bricklayer Offence, Stg Cheese Place of Trial, Chester 2S. Date of Trial, 1st Apl. 1826 
Sentence, 7 yrs Year of Birth, 1787 Height, 5 ft 9 ¼ Complexion, fair Hair, brown Eyes, blue General Remarks, Large scar on 
left leg R.R.A.R. on right arm. Had a T of L. No. 30/849 dated 27th Dec. 1830. (Source: Ancestry®). 
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It was common for male convicts to give themselves tattoos on the convict ship on their way 

to the colony.251 The fact that Robert’s tattoo is on his right arm suggests he was left-handed. 

This certificate of freedom shows that Robert was transported in 1826, when those children 

would have been aged fifteen and thirteen. In those days working class children were often in 

the workforce by the time they were teenagers. Perhaps Robert considered that Robbie and Ann 

were old enough to fend for themselves and decided to get himself a free ticket to the colony 

of NSW to find Maria. This certificate states that he stole cheese, but that was probably a 

transcription error. He actually stole chickens. 

 

Figure 102: Report of the arrest of Robert Roberts, Chester Chronicle, 17 February 1826, p. 1. 
Source: British Library Newspapers 

 

If Robert did steal the chickens intentionally to get free passage to the Colony of New South 

Wales, then he was playing a dangerous game. He had to steal something significant enough 

to get charged, but not so big as to wind up with the death penalty. He had to make himself 

 
251 Simon Barnard, Convict Tattoos: Marked Men And Women Of Australia, Melbourne, 2016; see also 
https://www.vice.com/en_au/article/qb5zyv/the-history-of-australias-convict-tattoos-simon-barnard, 
Accessed 23 March 2019. 

https://www.vice.com/en_au/article/qb5zyv/the-history-of-australias-convict-tattoos-simon-barnard
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look culpable enough to get a sentence of transportation, but only culpable enough to get the 

minimum seven year sentence. The following newspaper report of his conviction provides a 

little more detail on the circumstances of his offence. 

SATURDAY’S COURT. 

FOWL STEALING. 

ROBERT ROBERTS, (aged 39) of Chester, bricklayer, charged with having, in 
that city, on the 17th or 18th day of December last, stolen 16 fowls, the property of 
Thomas Smith Mulvey. He pleaded Not Guilty. 

MR. CORBETT stated the case, and adduced the following evidence : — 

THOMAS MULVEY, the son of the prosecutor, sworn: I am an apprentice to my 
father, who resides in Crane-street. I saw the fowls alive on my father’s premises 
on the 17th December. There were 14 hens and 2 cocks. On the following 
morning (Sunday) I missed them. I saw them afterwards before the Magistrates, 
but they were then dead. 

By the COURT. — The fowls were not locked up: they were kept in a shed. The 
shed is not close to the house. 

JOHN HILL, constable, sworn :— On Sunday the 18th of December I reached the 
prisoner’s house, between the hours of six and seven o’clock in the morning, and 
there found 16 fowls: 14 hens, and 2 cocks. I saw the Prisoner a few minutes 
past six; he was coming up Watergate-street, with a basket on his arm, and I 
watched him to his house in Linen Hall-street. I placed a person at the front door, 
and went for further assistance: I was gone but a very short time, and when I 
came back the prisoner had escaped by a back door. I searched the house, and 
found a basket, in which were the fowls. They were dead, but warm. Prisoner’s 
wife was in the house, and said she knew nothing about them. 

By the COURT. — I had strong suspicions of the prisoner: indeed, I was on the 
watch for him, as I knew he was out. Hill then produced the basket and one of 
the fowls (stuffed and prepared) in Court, which the witness, Mulvey, said he 
could swear to, as it had a tufted or muffled head. Some of the legs of the others 
were likewise produced. 

The prisoner, in his defence, said he received the fowls from a woman who lives 
in the suburbs of the city, whose name he mentioned, but whom he did not 
produce as evidence. This, however, is quite a contradiction to the account he 
gave when examined before the Magistrates prior to his committal, as will be 
seen by a reference to our Police Report of the 14th of February. He then stated 
that he had picked them up in the Nun’s fields, and not knowing to whom they 
belonged, carried them home. 

The prisoner then called Samuel Garratt, and a man named Lloyd, from whom 
he laboured to elicit the assertion that he was with them at the identical time that 
Hill swore he saw him with the basket in Watergate-street. He, however, did not 
succeed in proving an alibi, for the evidence of those two witnesses only went so 
far as to provide, that on the Sunday morning in question he was with one of 
them between the hours of 7 and 8, and with the other between 9 and 10 
o’clock. 

Two master-bricklayers, by whom the prisoner had been at various times employed, deposed that the prisoner, as far as they 
knew, was steady and honest : but by the counsel for the prosecution, had rather spotted the honest fame of the employee. 

The Learned RECORDER recapitulated the evidence to the Jury, who returned a verdict of GUILTY. 

 

Figure 103: Report of trial of Robert 
Roberts, Chester Chronicle, Friday 
April 7, 1826, p. 1. 
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That second newspaper report shows that Robert was living in Chester, about 17 miles south 

of Liverpool. It also suggests he had remarried, although it is possible that the constable was 

mistaken in presuming the woman he saw in Robert’s kitchen was his ‘wife’. Perhaps she was 

his housekeeper or de-facto partner. It would have been hard for Robert to raise his kids as a 

single father without some live-in assistance. 

If Robert was so hell-bent on finding Maria, why did it take him such a long time to find her 

after he was transported? The 1828 census reveals that as soon as he arrived at Port Jackson he 

was sent to Bathurst to serve his sentence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 [Residence.] d (Bathurst) [Religion] d (Protestant). 

 

 

Assignment to Bathurst 
 

 

In 1826 the journey from Sydney to Bathurst involved an arduous two-hundred-kilometre 

journey inland, over the new road through the Blue Mountains, which had been cut less than 

ten years before. Parts of the road were so steep they were unsuitable for horse drawn wagons. 

Robert and his fellow convicts probably walked beside a bullock train, carrying rudimentary 

camping gear and other provisions for the journey. What an introduction that journey must 

have been to the ruggedness and scale of Robert’s new home. If he knew that Maria was in 

Figure 104: 1828 census record for Robert Roberts. 
 It reads: [Names…] Robert Roberts [Age.] 40 [Class.] d (Govt Sert) [ARRIVAL Ship.] Speke [ARRIVAL Year.] 1826 
[Sentence] 7 years [Employment.] Bricklayer  (Source; 1828 New South Wales, Australia Census, Ancestry®) 
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Sydney then it would have been an agonising walk, having been so close to her on his arrival 

at Sydney Cove, knowing that every step inland was taking him further away, and that it would 

be no small feat to make his way back. 

 

 
Figure 105: Illustration ‘Part of Cox's Pass, New South Wales’ by Edward Purcell, 1821 

(Source: Australian National Library, http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-135297311.) 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-135297311
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It is no surprise that a convict bricklayer arriving in 1826 would be assigned to work in 

Bathurst. They would have been looking for bricklayers to build that new administrative centre, 

which serviced the growing community of pastoralists getting land grants from Governor 

Macquarie to farm the fertile Bathurst Plains. This sketch of Bathurst in 1851 shows the large 

number of substantial brick buildings which were built over the preceding thirty-five years. 

 

Figure 106: Illustration of Bathurst by G.F. Angas, 1851. 
(Source: Australian National Library, http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-135317353.) 

It was a dangerous and violent time to be heading to Bathurst. Relations between the settlers 

and the local Aboriginal people were anything but friendly. The Wiradjuri had been resisting 

the invasion of their lands and there had been violent ‘frontier wars’. Robert arrived just two 

years after the horrific massacre mentioned earlier where colonial soldiers decapitated 45 

Wiradjuri men, women and children. 

The conflict in the Bathurst region at that time was not only between colonists and Aborigines. 

In 1830 there was an uprising of convicts known as the Bathurst Rebellion. It was led by a 

young convict called Ralph Entwistle, also from Lancashire, who arrived the year after Robert. 

Entwistle turned rogue after he and a fellow convict labourer were publicly flogged for skinny 

dipping in the Macquarie River. They had been on their way back from Sydney, having 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-135317353


346 
 

delivered their master’s wool to the Sydney markets in a bullock dray, and had stopped at the 

river to cool off. Unfortunately, Governor Darling and his party happened to be touring through 

the Bathurst region, and chanced upon them. Entwistle and his companion were each given 

fifty lashes for ‘causing an affront to the Governor’. One commentator has illustrated the 

brutality of this punishment: 252 

By the fifth lash, a prisoner’s blood was usually flowing so freely it’d soon 
fill his shoes. Sometimes by the 50th lash the victim’s spine was visible 
through flesh, so lacerated that it was said to resemble ox liver. 

This incident occurred in November 1829 and by September 1830 Entwistle had become a 

bushranger. He began raiding properties on the Bathurst Plains, stealing their firearms and 

setting their convicts free. He convinced a large number of convicts to join him — eighty or 

more — and they became known as the ‘Ribbon Gang’. Entwistle blamed the Police Magistrate 

for his barbaric flogging and went to his property to get his revenge. The magistrate was not 

home but the gang murdered his overseer who taunted them by baring his chest and daring 

them to shoot. The six policemen in Bathurst recruited twelve volunteer militia and set off to 

hunt the gang down with the assistance Aboriginal trackers. Over the following weeks there 

were a number of shoot-outs, in which some policeman and gang members were killed. After 

the arrival of over one hundred soldiers from Sydney, many gang members fled. Entwistle and 

his remaining men were eventually captured in October 1830 and publicly hanged in Bathurst. 

Robert Roberts did well to keep his nose clean and stay out of trouble. A month after the Ribbon 

Gang hangings Robert was granted a ticket of leave. Tickets of leave were generally conditional 

on the convict remaining in the nominated district, and so Robert probably wasn’t allowed to 

leave Bathurst until he received his certificate of freedom in May 1833. He probably used those 

intervening years to earn a salary for his labours and save as much money as possible. 

 

 
252 Michael Adams, The Bathurst Rebellion: Inside Australia’s strangest convict uprising, Forgotten Australia, 19 
February 2019, https://forgottenaustralia.com/2019/02/19/episode-the-bathurst-rebellion/, Accessed 21 
November 2019. 

https://forgottenaustralia.com/2019/02/19/episode-the-bathurst-rebellion/
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Figure 107: Extract from Government Labour Exemption Register 1830–1832 showing entry for Robert 
Roberts.  
The entry reads: [No.] 849 [Date] ‘ ‘ (1830 27. Dec.) [Standing No] ‘/849 [Name] Robert Roberts [Ship] Speke 3 [Year of Arrival] 
1826 [Bench by which recommended] do (Bathurst) [District] do (Bathurst). (Source: New South Wales, Australia, Convict 
Records, 1810-1891, Assignment and Employment of Convicts, Ancestry®.) 

 

The Search 
After getting his certificate of freedom in May 1833 Robert may have waited until the winter 

of 1833 was over before making his way back over the Blue Mountains to Sydney. On arriving 

in Sydney, where would Robert have gone to begin his search for Maria? It seems unlikely that 

much, if any, written correspondence ever passed between them since they were both illiterate 

and paper and postage were expensive. In the absence of any other clues, the logical place to 

start would have been the protestant church, St Phillips. 

I can imagine Robert knocking on the door of the Rectory and asking, cap in hand, if they had 

a parishioner named Maria Roberts. Even if Robert had managed to get an audience with 

Reverend Cowper himself, his question may well have drawn a blank look. As the only 

protestant church in Sydney at that time, in a predominantly protestant population, the church 

must have had hundreds of parishioners, perhaps over a thousand. Reverend Cowper had 

baptised all of Maria’s children, and a decade before he had helped James petition to have 

Maria sent to the factory to dry out. Yet if he remembered Maria at all it is likely he would 

have known her as Maria Brierley or even Maria O’Brien. Her surname was recorded as 
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Brierley on all the baptism records for her children with James, and on the most recent baptism 

record for Zillah, Zillah’s surname was recorded as O’Brien, the father was listed as Thomas 

O’Brien and the mother listed simply as ‘Maria’. 

If Robert had drawn a blank at St Phillips he may have asked around for Maria in the parts of 

Sydney were convicts lived and drank. But I think Maria was still working as a servant in the 

Stephen’s mansion at that time, and living there too. And between 1829–1835 she appears to 

have been staying away from alcohol, so he was unlikely to have found her in a pub. She may 

well have been very difficult for Robert to track down. 

The next most logical place for Robert to look would have been the Parramatta Female Factory. 

However, Maria had last been discharged in late 1828 or early 1829 and would not be 

readmitted until 1835. Perhaps the workers at the factory could remember Maria, but it is more 

likely they could not. By the 1830’s the factory had over 500 women and 100 children there at 

any one time, with over a thousand women passing in and out of its walls every year.253 The 

Matron and her small staff were probably too busy to go to the trouble of looking through their 

records every time someone came knocking on their door asking for information on one of 

their former inmates. 

I can imagine Robert falling into step with one of the factory workers who had just finished his 

shift and asking him to send him word if a convict by the name of Maria Roberts was ever 

admitted to the factory. He may have promised to pay him for his trouble. 

I don’t know for sure, but my best guess is that Robert found Maria in the factory after she was 

readmitted in 1835. It must have been quite a reunion. They had been apart for over twenty 

years. Both of them would have been very different from the young parents they had been when 

they’d last seen each other. Especially Maria, with her hair cut off and her years of alcohol 

abuse. Was she self-conscious about her appearance? How did she even begin to tell Robert 

about the six children she had born to two fathers during the intervening years? Perhaps Robert 

had fathered other children too, although if he had, why were only Robbie and Ann’s initials 

tattooed on his arm? 

 
253 Hendrikson, Women Transported – Myth and Reality, p. 9. 
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Chapter 17 
Rebuilding in Braidwood (1840 – 1853) 

However shocked Robert may have been about the condition in which he found Maria, he stuck 

by her. He took young Zillah into his care too. At some point during the next six years, Maria, 

Robert and Zillah moved to Braidwood. There is a record of Robert buying land there in 1843, 

the same year that Maria was granted a conditional pardon at the recommendation of Thomas 

Braidwood Wilson. The following year, in 1844, sixteen year old Zillah was married in 

Braidwood to a thirty-six year old convict named John Whitaker. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 109: Recommendation for Conditional Pardon of Maria Roberts.  
Entry reads: [NUMBER and DATE OF PARDON.] ‘ (1843 1st July) [STANDING NUMBER] [NAME.] Roberts Maria [SHIP.] 
Northampton [MASTER.] Tween [YEAR.] 1815 [NATIVE PLACE.] Liverpool [TRADE or CALLLING.] Servant [OFFENCE.] — 
[SENTENCE.] Life [YEAR OF BIRTH.] 1788 [HEIGHT.] [Feet.] 5 [Inches.] 1 ½ [COMPLEXION.] Fair Pale [COLOUR OF] 
[HAIR.] Flaxen [EYES.] Blue [GENERAL REMARKS.] —[Recommendation by] J. B. Wilson Esquire J. P. Braidwood.254 

 
254 New South Wales, Australia, Convict Registers of Conditional and Absolute Pardons, 1788-1870, Ancestry®, 
State Archives of NSW, Kingswood, NSW. 

Figure 108: Extracts from Return of all land sold from 1st January to the 31st December 1843 showing the 
entry for Robert Roberts 
It reads: [Town] Braidwood [Names.] Robert Roberts [Quantity of Land.] [a.] – [R.] 2 [P.] – [Rate per acre] – [Rate per parcel] 2/9 
[Amount of Purchase Money] [£] 11 [s] – [d.] – [Remission of Purchase money to officers of the Army and Navy and discharged 
soldiers] – [Amount actually received by the Government] [£] 11 [s] – [d.] – [Amount remaining to be received] – [Remarks] On 
Lot 23 of the Sale on 16th June 1843. (Source: New South Wales, Australia, Returns of the Colony, 1822-1857, Ancestry®). 
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Figure 110: Grant of permission for Zillah to marry John Whitaker.  
Entry reads: [Name] John Whitaker [Age] 36 [Ship] Mqs Huntley [Sentence] Life [Conditn.] T L [Date] 8th May ‘ (1844) 
[Clergyman] Rev.d Ja.s Allan Braidwood] [Name] Zillah Eliza Roberts [Age] 16 [Ship/Sentence/Conditn.] Born in the Colony255 

Maria and Roberts’ relationship was plagued with bad timing. They had married in 1808 at the 

beginning of an economic depression in Liverpool. And in the late 1830s, when they were 

reunited and trying to build a new life together in the Colony of New South Wales, Australia 

 
255 New South Wales, Australia, Registers of Convicts' Applications to Marry, 1826-1851, Ancestry®, State 
Records of NSW, Series: 12212; Item: 4/4514; Page: 59, Kingswood, NSW. 
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was on the cusp of its first economic depression. A severe drought in NSW in the late 1830s 

combined with the flow-on effects of an English recession brought financial disaster to the 

colony. Low yields of wool, grain and livestock from the drought combined with plummeting 

prices for these exports. And England drastically cut back on capital investments in the colony. 

Small retailers and merchants went bankrupt first and then previously wealthy pastoralists with 

large land holdings started to go bankrupt too. Then the banks started failing. At least six banks 

closed their doors.256 Perhaps Robert’s purchase of land in Braidwood in 1843 is an indication 

that he managed to get at least some of his savings out of the bank before it collapsed. 

In desperation to stimulate the economy, the government started encouraging free immigration 

to the colony. This policy backfired, and made life even tougher for ex-convicts like Maria and 

Robert. One commentator explains:257 

Free immigration was encouraged on the basis that newcomers would bring 
money and stimulate consumption and investment. Rather, it glutted the 
labour market as free workers competed with ticket-of-leave men and 
probation passholders who congregated at the hiring depots on an 
unprecedented scale — resulting in mass unemployment. 

Perhaps it was poor employment prospects for Robert in Sydney that drove the move to 

Braidwood. Braidwood was in its infancy and bricklayers must have been in demand. In 1840 

several buildings were being constructed there, including the grand Doncaster Inn which would 

become the ‘centre of the town’s social life for many decades’.258   

 
256 Reserve Bank of Australia, The 1840s Depression, https://www.rba.gov.au/publications/rdp/2001/2001-
07/1840s-depression.html, Accessed 21 November 2019. 
257 Wendy Rimon, ‘Depression of the 1840s’, The Companion to Tasmanian History, 
https://www.utas.edu.au/library/companion_to_tasmanian_history/, Accessed 22 November 2019. 
258 Braidwood & Villages Tourism Inc, Historic Braidwood, Braidwood Museum, obtained 2019. 

https://www.rba.gov.au/publications/rdp/2001/2001-07/1840s-depression.html
https://www.rba.gov.au/publications/rdp/2001/2001-07/1840s-depression.html
https://www.utas.edu.au/library/companion_to_tasmanian_history/
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Thomas Braidwood Wilson 
Robert may have been employed by Thomas Braidwood Wilson, who was the prominent 

pastoralist and Magistrate after whom Braidwood was named. TB Wilson had a number of 

large-scale construction projects underway on his Braidwood property in the early 1840s. 

These included the construction of ‘a beautiful mansion’ and ‘a large windmill of brick 

construction [with]…walls…three feet thick and grouted from top to bottom’.259 If Robert was 

employed there, that would explain how T.B. Wilson came to know the family well enough to 

recommend Maria for a conditional pardon in 1843. T.B. Wilson was described as ‘a splendid, 

fine upstanding man, most generous, just and kind-hearted, well liked and highly respected 

alike by his employees and colonists in general’.260 In addition to being a pastoralist and a 

magistrate he was also a doctor, having first come to Australia while working as a Surgeon-

Superintendent on convict ships. After moving to Braidwood he reportedly showed concern 

 
259 Jean Uhl, ‘Thomas Braidwood Wilson, 1792-1843: Surgeon Superintendent, Botanist, Explorer, Landholder’, 
Papers and Proceedings, Tasmanian Historical Research Association, Vol. 29 (Dec 1982) p. 26, https://search-
informit-com-au.ezproxy.canberra.edu.au/documentSummary;dn=820911016;res=IELAPA, Accessed 22 Nov 
19. 
260 National Library of Australia & Back to Braidwood Executive Committee, Back to Braidwood celebrations, 
19th November to 26th November, 1966 : 75th anniversary of local government in Braidwood, 60th 
anniversary of local government in Tallaganda Shire as quoted in Uhl, ‘Thomas Braidwood Wilson’, at p. 24. 

Figure 111: Photograph of the Doncaster Hotel, Braidwood, 1870, taken by 
Henry Beaufort.  
(Source: Caroline Simpson Library & Research Collection, Sydney Living Museums 
http://collection.hht.net.au/firsthhtpictures/, accessed 23 November 2019.) 

 

https://search-informit-com-au.ezproxy.canberra.edu.au/documentSummary;dn=820911016;res=IELAPA
https://search-informit-com-au.ezproxy.canberra.edu.au/documentSummary;dn=820911016;res=IELAPA
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for the local Aboriginal people — the Yuin — because they were dying of European 

diseases.261 

 

Figure 112: Portrait of Surgeon Commander Thomas Braidwood Wilson.262 

 

Wilson’s ‘Braidwood Farm’ was at the epicentre of the Braidwood community at that time. 

The farm itself had over 140 residents, and many were convict or ex-convict workers. It is 

possible that prior to Robert’s land purchase in 1843, Robert, Maria and Zillah were living on 

the farm. Zillah was in her mid-teenage years, at an age where she would have started turning 

 
261 Historical Australian Towns, Braidwood: A Rich and Diverse History, 
https://historicalaustraliantowns.blogspot.com/2018/02/braidwood-rich-and-diverse-history.html, Accessed 
23 November 2019. 
262.Artist unknown, date unknown, Bligh Museum, Tasmania. 

https://historicalaustraliantowns.blogspot.com/2018/02/braidwood-rich-and-diverse-history.html
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the heads of the male workers. One of the convicts assigned to Thomas Braidwood Wilson was 

Zillah’s husband to be, John Whitaker. 

Unfortunately, as a result of the drought and low wool prices, from 1840–1843 Braidwood 

Farm was in dire financial trouble. By the winter of 1843 the situation had reached crisis point, 

and T.B. Wilson probably warned his workers that he was going bankrupt. Quarter acre town 

blocks were being auctioned off, and it may have been one of these blocks that Robert 

purchased for eleven pounds in June 1843. T.B. Wilson declared bankruptcy four months later 

and died the month after that. There were rumours that he died by his own hand.263 His mansion 

and brick windmill were never completed. Robert Roberts may well have found himself out of 

work. Development in the town of Braidwood slowed over for the next few years. 

 

Zillah marries 
If Robert and Maria had difficulty finding work in Braidwood in 1844 that would explain why 

sixteen your old Zillah was married off to a convict more than twice her age. The detailed 

description of John Whitaker in his convict indent suggests he was a far cry from the husband 

of Zillah’s dreams. He had been convicted in Nottingham for housebreaking — his second 

conviction — and transported for the term of his natural life. He was 5 feet 4 ½ inches tall with 

a ruddy complexion, grey eyes, brown hair, sandy whiskers, a missing front tooth, the initials 

IW tattooed on the back of his left wrist, and with a ‘breast a little hairy’.264 The only redeeming 

features revealed by the indent are that he could read and write and that he had a trade, although 

he seems uncertain as to which one. It was recorded as ‘lacemaker, watch and clockmaker, 

indifferent’.265 It seems unlikely that Zillah married for love, so I can only presume that John 

Whitaker seemed better able to support her than her other available suitors. He had been granted 

a ticket of leave a few months before his marriage to Zillah.266  

 
263 Uhl, ‘Thomas Braidwood Wilson’, p. 26. 
264 Convict indent for John Whitaker, Ancestry®, New South Wales, Australia, Convict Indents, 1788-1842, State 
Archives of NSW, Kingswood, NSW. 
265 Convict indent for John Whitaker. 
266 Ticket of leave for John Whitaker dated 15 April 1844, Ancestry®, New South Wales, Australia, Tickets of 
Leave, 1810-1869, State Archives of NSW, Kingswood, NSW. 
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Figure 113:  Condition Pardon for Zillah’s husband, John Whittaker.267 
 

Robert had a very public falling out with Zillah and John the year after their marriage. He 

published the following message in the newspaper publicly revoking his gift of land to them. 

Zillah’s name was recorded as ‘Zillah Eliza Roberts’ on her marriage certificate, and Robert’s 

message suggests she was calling herself ‘Eliza’ at that time. 

 
267 Record of Conditional Pardon for John Whittaker, 12 December 1848, Ancestry®, New South Wales, 
Australia, Convict Registers of Conditional and Absolute Pardons, 1788-1870, State Archives of NSW, 
Kingswood, NSW. 
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I wonder if Maria was caught up in this family feud and whether it interfered with her capacity 

to spend time with her grandchildren. Her grandson, Edward, had been born earlier that year, 

and Thomas was born the following year. They were both born in Araluen, which was a tiny 

farming settlement in a picturesque valley twenty-seven kilometres down the steep escarpment 

from Braidwood. It would have been quite a trek for Maria to visit them. 

Figure 114: Revocation of promise of land by Robert Roberts. 

Source: 'Advertising', The Sydney Morning Herald (NSW : 1842 - 1954), 
10 October 1854, p. 3, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article12882740. 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article12882740
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Figure 115: Coaching in the Araluen Valley NSW, by Norman Hardy, 1893.268 

 

In the 1840s a few settlers were farming sheep and cattle in the Araluen Valley with the 

assistance of convict labour. John Whitaker must have found work with one of them. Araluen 

would have been beautiful back then. The name is said to be derived from an Aboriginal word 

meaning ‘place of the water lilies’. Its tranquillity did not last for long. 

 
268 National Library of Australia, http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-134301338, Accessed 7 August 2020. 
 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-134301338
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Gold rush in Araluen 
Imagine the excitement in that tiny settlement when gold was discovered there in 1851. Within 

a few months thousands of goldminers had arrived in the Araluen Valley and were panning for 

gold in its rivers and creeks. Braidwood became a booming administrative centre. Land values 

in both Araluen and Braidwood must have soared. Maria and Robert were in their sixties by 

this time and this stroke of rare financial good fortune may have helped to provide for their old 

age. 

Within a few years, the population in the Araluen Valley had swelled to almost ten thousand,269 

which included a large community of Chinese miners, and some Germans and Italians too.270 

To get to the Araluen goldfields, many miners are said to have sailed to the small coastal village 

of Broulee, and then walked fifty kilometres inland.271 

I wonder if the confluence of those different languages and cultures on the Araluen goldfields 

reminded Maria of the bustle of foreigners around the Liverpool docks of her childhood during 

the height of the slave trade. In both contexts, there was a rough under-belly, with frequent 

fights, drunkenness and high rates of crime. There were also opportunities for frivolity and 

celebration. 

 
269 Bateman’s Bay Heritage Museum, ‘Gold mining’, 
https://www.batemansbayheritagemuseum.com/Gold%20mining_web.pdf, Accessed on 24 November 2019. 
270 Historical Australian Towns, ‘Braidwood: Rich and Diverse History’, 
https://historicalaustraliantowns.blogspot.com/2018/02/braidwood-rich-and-diverse-history.html, Accessed 
23 November 2019. 
271 ‘Araluen’, Sydney Morning Herald, 8 February 2004, https://www.smh.com.au/lifestyle/araluen-20040208-
gdkpxb.html, Accessed 20 November 2019. 

https://www.batemansbayheritagemuseum.com/Gold%20mining_web.pdf
https://historicalaustraliantowns.blogspot.com/2018/02/braidwood-rich-and-diverse-history.html
https://www.smh.com.au/lifestyle/araluen-20040208-gdkpxb.html
https://www.smh.com.au/lifestyle/araluen-20040208-gdkpxb.html
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Figure 116: Life on the goldfields, ball at Araluen, New South Wales,1867.272 

 

It strikes me that one of the key differences between the society on the goldfields of Araluen, 

where Maria’s life came to an end, and the society in Liverpool, where Maria’s life began, is 

that on the goldfields Maria, and those of her class, were able to participate much more fully 

in the fabric of society. You may recall that events in the Liverpool Town Hall during Maria’s 

childhood were only for the upper classes, such as the ball and banquet in 1789 where ‘Eight 

hundred well-dressed persons of both sexes, commodiously sat down to an elegant supper, all 

at one time, in one superb room, splendidly illuminated with ten thousand lights…’. Contrast 

that scene with the scene pictured above in the hall at Araluen, where miners and townsfolk 

appear to be dancing together. I’m sure the same couldn’t be said of society in Sydney, but 

there, on the goldfields, at least amongst the non-indigenous population, there must have been 

a feeling that the difference between rich and poor was more a question of luck and hard work 

than of birth-right and good breeding. What a liberating concept that must have been for 

 
272 Artist unknown, National Library of Australia, http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-138069581, Accessed 19 November 2019. 

 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-138069581
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convicts and ex-convicts like Maria. I suspect Maria died feeling much more optimistic about 

the prospects of her Australian children and grandchildren, than her own dying mother would 

have felt about hers. 

Maria died in Araluen on 21 February 1853 at the age of sixty-five.273 I don’t know whether 

Maria and Robert were living in Araluen at that time, or whether Maria died while she was 

visiting Zillah and her grandchildren. Robert died in Braidwood in 1873 at the incredibly old 

age (for that time) of eighty-six.274 I like to think that Zillah reconciled with Robert long before 

he died. Zillah died in 1882 at the age of fifty-three, and her death certificate lists Robert 

Roberts as her father.275 

  

 
273 Death record for Maria Roberts, Ancestry®, Australia, Death Index, 1787-1985. 
274 Death record for Robert Roberts, Ancestry®, Australia, Death Index, 1787-1985. 
275 Death record for Zillah E Whitaker, Ancestry®, Australia, Death Index, 1787-1985. 
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Afterword 

My desire to unearth Maria’s story began with my discovery that Maria had been separated 

from her husband and their two young children when she was transported. As the mother of 

young children myself, struggling to come to terms with the tethering and vulnerability of 

motherhood, her story personified my worst fears. I felt compelled to find out why Maria had 

not taken her young children with her on the convict ship, how she had survived that separation, 

whether it had affected her capacity to mother her colonial-born children, and whether the 

trauma of that separation had echoed down the generations. Having come now to the end of 

my journey in unearthing Maria’s story I think I can answer those questions. 

Maria never had the option to bring Robbie and Ann with her on the convict ship because at 

the time she boarded the ship in London she had already been separated from them for a year, 

and they were over three-hundred kilometres away in Liverpool. She probably never even had 

the opportunity to say goodbye. 

How did Maria survive that separation? It is more difficult to answer this question succinctly, 

but I’ll try. The fact that Robert took the trouble to find Maria in the Colony of New South 

Wales after a twenty-year separation strongly suggests that they had a close relationship before 

Maria’s transportation, and that Maria would have felt the pain of her separation from Robert, 

Robbie and Ann very deeply. The fact that both she and Robert were illiterate would have made 

it difficult, if not impossible, for them to maintain any sort of regular contact. And the fact that 

Maria had been transported for the term of her natural life meant there was never any hope of 

her returning home to her family. One convict woman on Maria’s ship threw herself overboard, 

and Maria must have been tempted to do this too. But she didn’t. Why? In light of Maria’s later 

reunion with Robert, I can’t help believing that he had promised to come out and find her and 

it was that hope that kept her strong, at least for a while. 

It must have been difficult for Maria to come to terms with the fact that her best hope of survival 

in the colony was to quickly find another partner. Despite the emotional and practical 

difficulties this would have posed for Maria, having recently lost her first family, and being 

precluded from re-marrying for seven years, she managed to find a good partner in James 

Brierley. He was a good provider and she bore him five children, but I believe that needing to 

rush into that second life while still grieving the loss of her first gradually drove Maria mad. 

By the time my ancestor, Thomas, was born she had become an alcoholic and spent periods of 
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time living separately from James and their children. In her moments of sobriety, she must have 

felt guilty and conflicted. Shortly before James’s death, and in its immediate aftermath, Maria 

appears to have tried valiantly to pull herself together. Yet her circumstances as a single convict 

mother with five young children would have been challenging for someone in good mental 

health to navigate, and they proved too much for her. 

The newspaper article which describes Maria’s assault on Hannah Cole makes her sound like 

a deranged monster, but I don’t believe that type of behaviour was characteristic of her. It is 

the only record of her ever being violent. I believe that she just snapped that day due to a 

confluence of factors — her struggle with alcoholism, the extreme stress and of trying to 

survive as a single mother, grief and anger at the prospect of losing her second set of children 

(she had already lost Martha), and possible provocation from Hannah Cole. 

In summary, I am convinced that Maria’s enforced separation from her first English family 

took an enormous emotional toll on her and severely impacted her capacity to be a good partner 

to James and a good mother to their children. Her trauma must have had a multi-generational 

impact, at least on the families of Martha, Joseph and James. How could it not, given their 

traumatic childhoods and the years they spent in orphan schools? As far as I can tell, those 

children never reconciled with Maria. In a break with tradition, none of their daughters were 

named after her. And none of their families ever moved to the Braidwood region during Maria’s 

lifetime. 

Yet Maria’s experience of motherhood was not a complete disaster. She lost her first seven 

children but she managed to keep Zillah, who was still young enough to benefit from her 

reunion with Robert. The fact that Maria had the opportunity to develop a relationship with a 

at least a couple of her grandchildren must have been a comfort to her in her twilight years. 

It would be remiss of me not to acknowledge that both my questions about Maria, and my 

answers to them, are a construct of my twenty-first century world view and, in particular, of 

my own experience of motherhood.  Yet even though the experience of motherhood, and 

attitudes towards it, have changed considerably over the last 200 years, I believe that the need 

for love, and the struggle to cope with the loss of loved ones, is a universal part, indeed a 

defining part, of the human experience.  Some may argue that mothers from Maria’s time had 

so many children, and lost so many children, that they couldn’t possibly have loved them and 

mourned them as intensely as we love and mourn our children today.  But why should we 
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presume they did not?  That tendency to dehumanise the ‘other’ falls away when we see a 

convict as kin. 

 

The process of reckoning 
Now that I have come to the end of Maria’s story I no longer feel the need to judge her. I no 

longer feel the need to decide whether she was a bad mother or a good one, a victim or a villain, 

a racist or an egalitarian, a success or a failure, because like me, she can be all or none of these 

things, depending on how I choose to see her. Real life is impossibly complex, and the past is 

infinitely more so. Narrative is the tool we use to help us make sense of things. Yet it is a 

dangerous tool and we should always be aware of its limitations. In constructing Maria’s story 

I have kept in mind the advice of psychologist Jerome Bruner:276  

Any story one may tell about anything is better understood by considering 
other possible ways in which it can be told. 

I suppose that is why I have gone to the trouble of including all those source documents. It 

strikes me now that they serve a double function. They give others who are motivated to unearth 

the real Maria, the opportunity to squint into those documents too, to question my 

interpretations and re-imaginings, and to reconstruct a version of Maria’s story for themselves. 

Maria must have thousands of descendants in Australia today, and with every new generation 

that number grows. For many of those descendants, Maria remains one of their forgotten fore-

mothers — in part because the story of her bloodline was buried to escape the stigma of a 

convict past, and in part because that is the fate of most mothers whose contributions have been 

in the realm of private rather than public life. I hope that my story of Maria will be of interest 

to the ever-growing number of others who are discovering their ancestral connection to Maria, 

and are keen to find out more about who she was. 

I wonder whether interrupting Maria’s story with source documents served another function 

too. I wonder whether it served as a continual reminder of the role that interpretation and 

imagination plays in any narrative reconstruction of the past — particularly when 

reconstructing the lived experience of forgotten people, like Maria, who had neither the 

education nor the social agency to leave any record of their thoughts and feelings behind. 

 
276 Jerome Bruner, ‘Life as Narrative’, Social Research 54(1) (1987), p. 32. 
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Despite the difficulty, I am convinced that it serves us well to consider history from the 

perspective of the forgotten people too. Not only does empathetically exploring the repressed 

parts of our own bloodlines give us a broader perspective on who we are and where we came 

from, but it helps us to see the present from multiple perspectives too. In a dangerously 

polarised society, where the battle of narratives over issues such as climate change and 

terrorism has reached fever pitch and is tipping both sides towards acts of extremism, practicing 

the art of seeing the past and present from different perspectives can only be a good thing. 

 

The transformative consequences of my reckoning 
At the beginning of this journey I was curious to know how the process of unearthing Maria’s 

story, and reckoning with that blind spot in my family’s past, might change the way I think 

about who I am and where I come from. Having come to the end of that journey it is time to 

reflect on whether it has changed me. 

It has certainly added new layers of meaning and connection to my landscape. I now have a 

wealth of new stories about my ancestral past which are intricately connected to place. As I 

share those stories with my children and grandchildren they may become intricately connected 

to their sense of place too, in the same the way my Nan’s stories crowd in as I approach Circular 

Quay. 
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Figure 117: Braidwood, early 1900s, photographer unknown.277 
(Source: Historical Australian Towns, https://historicalaustraliantowns.blogspot.com/2018/02/braidwood-rich-and-diverse-
history.html accessed 24 November 2019.) 

Like many Canberran families, we regularly drive through Braidwood on our way to the coast. 

Braidwood is a charming heritage listed town which looks much the same as it did in this 

photograph from the early 1900s, albeit with a tarred road and cars rather than horse drawn 

carriages. I often think of Maria and Robert and Zillah as I pass through. Once, Mum and I 

stopped at the Braidwood cemetery and looked for their gravestones. I now suspect that Maria 

was buried in the cemetery at Araluen. Mum and I are planning a trip to Araluen together. From 

Araluen, we’ll take the rough short-cut road to my parents’ holiday house at Broulee and we’ll 

reflect on what it would have been like for the goldminers to make that trek on foot during the 

gold rush. 

I’ll never again be able to drive over Cox’s Pass in the Blue Mountains without thinking of 

Robert’s journey over it after disembarking from his convict ship, and his journey back over it 

to find Maria. I’ll probably reflect too on Entwhistle’s trip over it in a bullock dray and the 

disastrous consequences of the skinny dip he took afterwards to cool off. 

 
277 Historical Australian Towns, Braidwood: Rich and Diverse History, 
https://historicalaustraliantowns.blogspot.com/2018/02/braidwood-rich-and-diverse-history.html, Accessed 
25 November 2019.  

https://historicalaustraliantowns.blogspot.com/2018/02/braidwood-rich-and-diverse-history.html
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The next time we take the Appin Road through Cataract Gorge I’ll try to find a safe spot to pull 

off the road so that I can reflect on the Indigenous families who were killed there by colonists 

in 1816. Perhaps I’ll suggest to my husband and kids that we observe a minute’s silence to 

remember them. That sounds like a woefully inadequate response perhaps, but this is a blind-

spot that we are only just starting to reckon our way through, and taking time out to reflect 

seems like a sensible way to begin. 

Maria’s story has not just changed my sense of connection to place, but to community too. I 

am now a member of the Parramatta Female Factory Friends. I’d like to help them transform 

the site into a living museum and a Centre of Australian Identity. I have already provided a 

summary of Maria’s life for incorporation in one of their publications. I’ll look for an 

opportunity to bring other family members along to the next ‘Riot Day’ commemoration.  

I suspect that the process of unearthing Maria’s story has also changed the way I think about a 

range of social justice issues. I have no doubt that I will find a way to forge a new career in the 

community justice sector, notwithstanding my status as a middle-aged mum. I’ve just 

submitted an application for a job that aims to make our justice system more ‘restorative’.  . In 

my application I’ve worked hard to craft a new narrative of who I am so that my future 

employer can see me, and I can see myself, in a more expansive way. 

 

Where to from here? 
It feels good to finally hold my version of Maria’s story in my hands.  My next challenge is to 

decide what to do with it. It is important to me to find a way to send this story out into the 

world as my small contribution to the ever-growing web of narrative through which we evolve. 

While I was still researching Maria I attended a conference in Liverpool about the ‘Digital 

Panopticon’ — a project that has made digitally accessible ‘millions of records relating to the 

lives of the 90,000 convicts sentenced to transportation, imprisonment or death at the Old 

Bailey between 1780 and 1913’.278 The conference was marketed as multi-disciplinary and, 

since I was going to Liverpool anyway to research Maria’s early life there, I timed my trip so 

that I could attend it and give a presentation on my project. This is what post-graduate students 

are encouraged to do. In my presentation I argued that the real value of the Digital Panopticon 

 
278 https://www.digitalpanopticon.org/Convict_Lives, accessed 2 December 2019. 
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is that it makes archival documents about our convict past readily accessible to non-historians, 

and this allows our convict history to be considered through different lenses and 

methodologies. I argued that the subjective, bottom-up view of history that emerges through 

the methodology of genealogy/family history also has a valuable contribution to make to our 

understanding of the past. 

The other participants at the conference were predominantly history academics.  I was outraged 

when, shortly after I had given my presentation in a small side-room, a senior historian 

presenting a large ‘plenary session’ joked there was no point reading anything that had been 

written by a family historian about their convict ancestors because you knew what they were 

going to say without even reading it. The implication, of course, is that family historians are so 

predisposed to see their ancestors in a positive light that they can’t possibly have anything of 

historical value to say. 

I’ll admit that it was hard to resist seeing Maria through rose-coloured glasses. I suspect that 

my portrayal of Maria is more sympathetic to her than an historian’s more ‘objective’ 

reconstruction would have been. Yet isn’t that precisely why my story of Maria has value? For 

so long, Maria and the others of her kind were seen through the lens of ‘convict’. Yet if we 

approach them empathetically as ‘people’ then we can see different possibilities about what 

their experiences and motivations may have been. Channelling Bruner, we can better 

understand our past by considering other possible ways in which its stories can be told. 

I am also comforted by the assertion of sociologist Ashley Barnwell that:279 

[m]ore than a benign hobby practised in the dusty basements of public 
archives and libraries, genealogy research is engaged in asking provocative 
questions about identity, authenticity, history, responsibility, and 
belonging. 

Now I have come to the end, I find it is hard to let go, but I must.  I will finish by recognising 

what a collaborative journey it has been, like any family history project must be, and how 

grateful I am to the many others who have helped me along the way.  To my Nan, for passing 

on that family tea-cup, sharing its story and planting the seeds of my curiosity in my early 

 
279 Ashleigh Barnwell, ‘The Genealogy Craze: Authoring an Authentic Identity through Family History Research’, 

Life Writing, 10(3), (2013), p. 261. 
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colonial past.  To my Mum, of course, for sharing so much of this journey with me.  And to the 

many other family historians, and local history groups, who made their work and insights 

available to me online. People like the late Janet Goodchild-Cuffley, another descendant of 

Maria’s, who painted Maria’s story and made her Maria Roberts Series freely accessible on 

her website. 

In that collaborative spirit it seems fitting to end with the final painting in Janet’s  Maria 

Roberts Series.  A painting titled the ‘Knowable Unknown’, which is published on her website 

with the accompanying text: 280 

This painting references the postmodern position that we cannot truly know 
the past. Convict records show Maria's height, eye-colour and hair colour. 
But they do not show us her physical features, nor is there any record left of 
her personal feelings or thoughts. Yet something of her blood runs through 
the veins of her descendants. This is intimate, inexpressible knowing. 

 

Figure 118: ‘The Unknowable Known’ by Janet Goodchild-Cuffley. 

 
280 Janet Goodchild-Cuffley, The Maria Roberts Series, http://www.goodchild-
cuffley.castlemaine.net/Maria1.html, Accessed 23 June 2017. 
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At first glance, this painting appears to depict Maria in a manner well above her social standing.  

She is wearing a long grey dress, which is relatively plain, although the aqua velvet collar is 

suggestive of luxury.  Her long brown hair is swept up in a stylish way.  I pause here — brown 

hair.  It is clear from the accompanying text that Janet knew what the convict records reveal 

about Maria’s hair colour.  Her ticket of leave, issued in 1824, records it as ‘flaxen’.  It occurs 

to me that, in this final painting in the series, Janet may not have been painting Maria at all. 

With this idea in mind, I consider Janet’s painting again.  The figure is so large in the 

foreground she almost pops out of the painting, and the Parramatta Female Factory is in the 

backdrop, in the distant distance.  How do I recognise that building as the Factory where Maria 

spent so much time?  Because the Factory, and its surroundings, look almost identical to the 

scene in the iconic painting Female Penitentiary or Factory, Parramatta (at Figure 71).  The 

Factory is viewed from a comfortable distance.  Not from the inside, as Maria would have 

known it.  The figure holds a wattle branch, an Australian native, yet her style of dress is 

Anglo/European.  Apart from her eyes, her face and skin are a blank canvas. 

Her gaze is so direct that it locks with mine.  It feels intimate.  Like looking at myself in a 

mirror.  That figure could be me.  And my mother, and her sisters. And my grandmother, and 

my daughter.  And Janet, and her fore-mothers.  I am locking eyes with all the women, all the 

m-others, the known and the unknown, who have become, and are yet to become, part of 

Maria’s story. Her story, which is part of our story.  One strand of our intricate and interlaced, 

under-told and much forgotten, ever spiraling and evolving, herstory. 
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Loom’s End 

Howell Croft, Bolton-le-Moors, England, April 1812 

When his wife’s breathing had deepened into the steady rhythm of sleep, James Brierley 

eased himself out of the bed and lifted his coat from the hook behind the door. Closing the 

door softly behind him, he ran his fingers along the wall until he felt the railing of the stairs, 

and descended, stepping over the squeaky bottom step.  He was reaching for his boots when 

he paused, his hand hovering in mid-air.   

He’d been intending to walk the streets to clear his head, to give himself space to think, but if 

he was seen by a member of the militia they’d think he was up to no good.  After the riots 

yesterday, some of them may still be on watch.  He recalled Roger, from three doors down, 

recounting his narrow escape from a cavalry sword as he’d stood in his open doorway in the 

aftermath of the riots, trying to see what was going on.  He’d run his finger along the fresh 

scar the sword had left in Roger’s door-frame, with Roger’s voice flapping in his ear – ‘I seen 

him chargin towards me, risin in his saddle and drawin back his sword.  Had I not stepped 

back into the house he’d have cut me clean in two.’ 

 

 

 

 

“When the petition was rejected, riots broke out, and an effigy of a 

soldier and a soup kettle were dragged through the streets of 

Bolton.”  

The Burning of the Westhoughton Mill 1812,  

Westhoughton Local History Group, p.9. 

 

“Crowds assembled & intimidated several Farmers to sell their articles at reduced 

Prices, but this continued but a short time as the military were ordered out & 

assembled to protect the market…About 7 oClock PM – considerable Crowds 

collected on the sides of the Streets, and it being apprehended that some Violence 

would be attempted were they suffered to remain—I read the Riot Act, and ordered 

the Military to disperse the People” 

Letter from Colonel (and Magistrate) Fletcher to the Home Office  

describing the food riots in Bolton in April 1812 

(UK National Archives, HO 40/1/1/) 
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Figure 1: Census record for James Brierley and his family in 1811, Howell Croft, Bolton.1  

This record records James Brierley living in a house in Howell Croft that was inhabited by a single family 
comprising one male and three females.  It also records that he was a weaver.  The fact that the house was 
inhabited by three females presents a mystery. The records suggest that James and his wife, Anna Maria, had 
only one daughter, Mary.  Who was the other female?  Perhaps it was James’s mother or his mother-in-law.   

 

 
1 Great Bolton Population Returns 1811, Bolton History Centre, Bolton, UK, PGB/8/2. 

 

“In Howell Croft, there lived…a chap named Roger Haddock….[H]e took it into his yed 

that hed’ goo un stond at his dur, un see wot wur takkin place, so far as his 

observashun fro that place would allow him.  He hadn’t bin theere, heawever, monny 

seconds, afore a brave Scotch Grey…rusht tort him, surd in hond, un roisin in his saddle, 

dealt a blow that would, undeawtedly, ha cut him I’ two if it had fawn on to him, but, as 

he made a hasty slip back th caught th’ surd catcht th’ dur cheke un welly cut it in twain 

astid. Several other persons ith nayburin streets wur served th’ same way, but, luckily, 

nooane geet slowtert.” 

Re-telling of an incident in the aftermath of rioting in Bolton in April 1812,  

Staton, ‘Th’ Bunnin’ o’ Westhowftun Factory’, c. 1858. 
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James sat down on the second-bottom step, with his elbows on his knees and his head in his 

hands.  The house creaked and settled around him and he could feel the warmth of his breath 

fogging over his nose and chin.  He rubbed his hands together and tucked them into his 

armpits.  If he couldn’t walk the streets the next best thing would be to sit in front of the fire 

and gaze into its white-blue centre as it cracked and hissed.  But they had used the last of 

their coal the previous winter and could not afford to buy more.  He considered taking his axe 

to his loom, hacking its slender shafts into short lengths, piling them into the fireplace and 

setting them alight.  His loom had little other value to them now.  It had once been the envy 

of his fellow weavers.  Now, not even the pawn shops would take it. 

Pulling his coat tightly around his shoulders, he got to his feet.  There was enough moonlight 

coming through the window to make out the dim outline of the table and chairs as he skirted 

around them and through the doorway into the workshop.  Fumbling on a shelf, his fingers 

closed around a candle and flint striker.  He lit the candle on his third attempt.  Approaching 

his loom, he ran a finger along one of its wooden beams.  He sneezed, and the candlelight 

flickered wildly. 

He found himself sitting at the loom and reaching into the basket for a spool of yarn.  Despite 

the poor light he had little trouble threading the loom.  It happened almost without conscious 

thought, his body moving smoothly through a sequence of movements that was as natural as 

breathing, the yarn and the loom an extension of his body.  He lost himself in the creaking 

rhythm of the movements, the yarn threading under and over the cross strings, and his torso 

rocking forward and back as the loom firmed each new row into position.  As he worked, the 

panic and despair that had clutched at his throat ebbed away and his thoughts began to order 

themselves into neat rows.  By the time Mrs Thwait’s cock began to crow his anguish had 

been reduced to a tight pile of realisations, stacked one on top of the other. 

On the bottom row was the knowledge that petitions would achieve nothing.   If he continued 

to go to meetings while his loom stood idle, adding his name to petitions pleading for relief, 

they would continue to starve.  Their Parliament and their King cared nothing for their 

suffering.  Petitions alone would not stir them to action. 

On the second row was the knowledge that bloodshed was coming.  Some among them would 

rise up, like the frame-work knitters of Nottingham.  They would rise up to show King and 

country that they would not stand by and watch their children starve.  They would strike out 
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in protest in the only language that Parliament would understand.  They would risk 

everything.  They were talking of burning the mill and they were meeting on the moor 

tonight.  They were expecting him to join them. 

On the third row was the knowledge that he could feed his family if he became a spy for the 

Local Militia.  He’d get five shillings in his hand today, just for giving Thomas the nod and 

having his name added to Fletcher’s list.  Enough to get the doctor out to Mary. Enough to 

get meat and potatoes for their supper. Enough to get coal for their fire.  If he was careful, the 

others need never know he’d done it.  But what if he couldn’t look them in the eye?  What if 

he couldn’t look himself in the eye?  He imagined himself seated for a shave with the razor in 

his hand. 

On the fourth row was the realisation that, either way, whether he chose violence or betrayal, 

he’d have blood on his hands. 

The previous evening his wife had made her views clear.  She’d waited until Mary was 

tucked up in bed and he’d been in to wish her goodnight.  As he’d bent to kiss his daughter 

he’d noticed a new rattle in her cough that disturbed him, and so he’d stayed longer by her 

bedside than he normally did.  He’d seated himself on the floor beside the straw pallet where 

she lay and taken her icy fingers between his own and rubbed them, humming a tune that his 

maam had hummed to him when he was a lad.  Then he’d taken her coat from the floor and 

laid it over the thin blanket that covered her, tucking the edges in firmly under her.  He knew 

she didn’t like her door closed all the way, but he’d shut it anyway so the noise of her 

coughing wouldn’t follow him down the corridor.  To her thin wail of protest he’d said, 

“Hush now, Mary,” in a sterner voice than he’d intended. 

His wife was still at the table, clearing up after their meagre supper.  He came up behind her, 

put his hands on his shoulders, and bent to kiss the nape of her neck just where she liked it.  

He felt her stiffen.  She pulled away from him, hung her cloth over the back of a chair, and 

turned to face him, pinioning him with the intensity of her gaze. 

“Mary needs to see the doctor, Jamie.  She’s been coughin up blood.” 

“Blood?  Sweet Jesus!” 
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Anna held his gaze, her blue-grey eyes flickering in the candlelight.  

“We’ve no money for a doctor.” 

His lowered his gaze and sank into a chair. 

“I’ll find something to pawn.” 

She slammed her palms down onto the table, making him flinch. 

“We have nothing left to pawn, Jamie.  Unless you want to pawn that chair you’re sitting on 

and eat your supper off the floor?” 

Then she snorted, “Maybe ye should.  There’s precious little to eat anyhow.” 

He put his elbows on the table and ran his fingers through his hair, so that it stood erect 

between his fingers in sandy tufts. 

When next she spoke there was a steel edge to her voice that he’d never heard before. 

“Colonel Fletcher’s looking for men for the militia.  Maggie told me.” 

He’d felt the blood drain from his face and had been opening his mouth to reply when she 

turned and left the room.  He’d heard her footsteps disappear down the corridor and the creak 

of their bedroom door. 

After long minutes sitting rigid he’d followed her into the bedroom.  They had lain on their 

backs, not touching, for a very long time.  Then she’d rolled away from him and gone to 

sleep.  He had never felt so alone. 
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“[T]he result of our late application to Parliament is known, the reasonable 

expectations…disappointed, and little hope remain[s] that any future petition of a similar 

nature, and to the same quarter, will in future be more successful…When we consider the 

extent and severity of the sufferings of which our Petition complained…, the number of the 

Petitioners, their usefulness in society, their peaceable demeanour, the respectful language 

in which their petition was couched, and that petition altogether unconnected with party 

politics, not the unseasonable clamour of the discontented populace, but the prayer of 

starving industry…[t]his Committee are utterly at a loss to conceive on what fair ground 

Legislative interference can be improper…” 

Printed address to the signatories of a petition to the House of Commons seeking relief for the Lancashire 

weavers, dated 21 October 1811.  The address was from one of the delegates who took the petition to 

London. 7,000 of the signatories were from Bolton.  

(UK National Archives, HO 40/1/1/) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Henry Cross of Bolton…weaver maketh oath & saith… that ralph Fletcher Esqr. 

Colonel of the Bolton Local Militia, sent for the deponent…and asked Deponent 

if he knew anything about the unlawful meetings…Mr. Fletcher then said he 

knew Deponent lived in the midst of the people who twisted in and said ‘We 

can place confidence in you…that you may find out these people.’…Col Fletcher 

said Mr. Warr we will give him (Deponent) liberty to be twisted in, and allow 

him to twist in other people, until he gets into the midst of them…& protect 

him if he would attempt it...”’ 

Sworn statement provided to the UK Home Office in mid-1812,  

(UK National Archives, HO 42/132/, p 733.) 

 

 

“…a country man was passing with two weavors…he said 

he wished the King and all the family was in hell and all 

the damd parlement no good…the man kept going on in 

this way — one of the women said he would be taken up 

— he swore he did not cair he might as well be hanged 

as starved to death” 

Information from informer ‘B’ provided to Colonel (and 

Magistrate) Fletcher in March 1812 

(UK National Archives, HO 40/1/1/, p. 54) 

(UK National Archives, HO 40/1/1/ 
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Luddite Roots 

In the winter of 1812–13 my ancestor, James Brierley, was transported to the Colony of New 

South Wales on board the convict ship, the Fortune.  He was one of eleven weavers and 

textile workers from the Bolton area of Lancashire to be transported on that ship.   

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Convict Indent for the 11 Lancashire ‘Luddites’ transported on the ship Fortune (2) in 1812–3.2 

They were transported for their involvement in the Luddite uprisings which culminated in the 

burning of the Westhoughton Mill.3  A ‘special assizes’ had been held at Lancaster Castle to 

 
2 Ancestry®, Convict Indent for James Brierley, ‘New South Wales, Australia, Convict Indents, 1788-1842; 
Bound Indentures 1801-1814’, State Archives of NSW, Kingswood, NSW, 

https://www.ancestry.com.au/search/collections/2024/. 
3 ‘Trials of the Rioters &c. At Lancaster Castle’, Lancaster Gazette, 6 June 1812. 

https://www.ancestry.com.au/search/collections/2024/
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try them.4  The four Luddites convicted of burning the mill were hanged, including a teenage 

boy who was reported to have cried out for his mother from the scaffold.5 

James Brierley, and most of the other Bolton Luddites transported with him, were convicted 

of the lesser offence of ‘having aided and consented to the administering of an unlawful 

oath’.  Just as being a member of a ‘terrorist organisation’ is unlawful today, in England in 

1812 it was an offence to swear an oath of allegiance to the Luddites, or to administer the 

swearing of such an oath by another person. 

It was alleged that at about one o’clock in the morning on 19 April 1812 – five days prior to 

the burning of the mill – James Brierley and his co-accused were crossing Deane Moor, on 

the outskirts of Bolton, with a mob of Luddites.  They were intending to meet up with another 

group of Luddites in the nearby village of Chowbent and then march together to 

Westhoughton to burn the mill.  During the march they encountered a man called Holland 

Bowden, who was identified as a member of the local militia, and thought to be a government 

spy.  It was alleged that James Brierley and his co-accused were among a group of men who 

forced Holland Bowden to swear an oath of allegiance and secrecy to them, under threat of 

violence, in order to deter him from dobbing them in to the authorities.  After Holland 

Bowden swore the oath he was set free, and the mob continued towards Chowbent but did not 

find the other group of Luddites they had expected to meet there.  The attempt on the mill 

that night was abandoned.  James Brierley and his co-accused were arrested ten days later — 

five days after the Westhoughton Mill was burned. 

My curiosity about what my ancestor, James Brierley, experienced on the night of his alleged 

offence has driven me to write a fictionalised account of it.  Since I have been unable to find 

any account of that night given by my ancestor, this story is predominantly based on an 

account given by one of his co-accused, John Heys,6 and is also told from John Heys’ 

perspective.  John was tried with James at Lancaster Castle, but acquitted. 

The circumstances in which John Heys gave his account lends weight to its veracity.  It was 

given a few months after his acquittal.  Parliament had passed an Unlawful Oaths Act which 
 

4 Edward Greaves, The Trials of All the Prisoners at Special Assizes for the County of Lancaster, Commencing 
May 23, 1812, at the Castle of Lancaster, Lancaster, 1812. 
5 Westhoughton Local History Group, The Burning of the Westhoughton Mill 1812, ‘A Local History Booklet to 
mark the bi-centenary of the burning of the mill’, 2012, p. 25. 
6 Declaration made before a Justice of the Peace on 7 October 1812 by John Heys, National Archives, Kew, UK, 
HO 42/128, at p 417. 
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increased the penalties for making or administering unlawful Luddite oaths. It also offered to 

indemnify against prosecution any person who came forward within a three-month period and 

confessed to having taken an unlawful oath, provided details of the manner in which it was 

taken, and took the oath of allegiance to His Majesty.  The declarations of 17 weavers from 

the Bolton region (including John Heys) were taken just two days before the expiry of the 

offer of indemnity.  I found these declarations in the UK Home Office records. 

These Bolton weavers must have been fearful of prosecution, knowing that some of their 

comrades — including my ancestor, James — had been sentenced to transportation for 

administering the illegal oath to Holland Bowden.  They would also have known from the 

evidence given at their trial that their ranks had been infiltrated by spies.  I suspect they 

resolved to all go together to make their declarations, so that all whom they incriminated 

would also be present, and also indemnified.  These unique circumstances also gave this 

group of weavers the opportunity to talk openly to the authorities about the events they had 

witnessed on the night of James Brierley’s alleged offence.  

My fictionalised account of that night also incorporates details from declarations given at the 

same time by four of the other Bolton weavers.7  It also draws upon eight other eye-witness 

accounts,8 including statements given by Holland Bowden, and other witnesses who gave 

evidence at the trial. 

Another source of inspiration for my story is the historic re-telling of the Bolton Luddite 

uprisings by Bolton newspaper editor, J.T. Staton, in his serial titled Th’ Brunnin’ o’ 

Westhowftun Factory.9  That account was first published in the Bowtun Luminary between 

1853–1864,10 and was therefore written at a time when the Luddite uprisings of 1812 would 

 
7 Declarations made before a Justice of the Peace on 7 October 1812 by the following weavers from Bolton-le-
Moors: Richard Eckersley, Robert Fong, Michael Bentley, and Robert Waddington, National Archives, Kew, UK, 
HO 42/128, pp. 413, 416, 417 and 421-422, respectively. 
8 These eye-witness accounts include: (1) witness statements given by spies Abraham Kay, John Wood and 
William Orrelle on 28 April 1812 (UK National Archives, PL 27/9); (2) witness statement given by Holland 
Bowden on 29 April 1818 (UK National Archives, PL 27/9); and (3) evidence recorded as having been given at 
the trial on 27 May 1812 by Holland Bowden, and the following eight spies: William Orrill, Lawrence Harwood, 
Abraham Kay, John Wood, Peter Grundy, Thomas Heywood, Simon Stones and John Stones (Greaves, “The 
Trials…Commencing May 23, 1812, at the Castle of Lancaster…”, pp. 13-24). 
9 This story has been republished in: Luddites and Blackfaces, or ‘Th’ Bunnin’ o’ Westhowftun Factory’, A Re-
Issue of the Story Published in the Bowtun Luminary by J.T.Staton, Westhoughton, 1901. This publication is 
available for viewing at the Bolton History Centre. 
10 Chetham’s Library, ‘James Taylor Staton’, http://chethamslibrary.blogspot.com/2013/07/james-taylor-
staton.html, Accessed 13 June 2018. 

http://chethamslibrary.blogspot.com/2013/07/james-taylor-staton.html
http://chethamslibrary.blogspot.com/2013/07/james-taylor-staton.html
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still have been within the living memory of some of Bolton’s old-timers.  It is therefore likely 

to have been based on their stories, or at least to have drawn upon the local folklore about 

those events which had developed over the intervening 40–50 years.  Staton’s account was 

written in the Lancashire dialect which would have been spoken by Luddites from the Bolton 

region — a dialect which has been referred to as ‘Language in its Working Clooas’.  I have 

incorporated into my story some short extracts from a Luddite speech included in Staton’s 

account, and some of the mannerisms and turns of phrase that he attributed to the Luddites.11 

  

 
11 The material from Staton’s Th’ Bunnin’ o’ Westhowftun Factory that I have extracted and adapted for the 
purpose of my story is copied from pp. pp. 144-146 of the 1901 reprint. 
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Imagining the ‘twisting in’ of Holland Bowden 

10pm–2am, 18–19 April 1818, Dean Moor, on the outskirts of Bolton 

For as long as he could remember, John Heys had been afraid of the dark.  He’d been a sleep 

walker as a lad and had often woke up in odd places in the dead of night, not knowing where 

he was nor how he’d got there.  His mam always said he’d grow out of his fear of the dark, 

but here he was, near thirty years of age, and still looking over his shoulder whenever he 

crossed the moor at night.  In days gone by he’d have stopped for a drink or two at the pub to 

fortify his nerves before the crossing.  When he’d set out this morning he’d been hopeful he 

could have done so tonight. 

He wondered what the worst thing was about coming home empty handed.  Was it having to 

walk past the glowing windows of the pub, hearing familiar voices laughing and carousing 

inside and not having the nerve to go in without the money for a single drink?  Or would it be 

worse seeing his wife when he got home, watching her pretend that it didn’t matter, hearing 

her humming a 

bit too loudly as 

she fixed his 

supper?  If she’d 

managed to get 

any poor relief today there might be some bread.  His stomach 

growled and he quickened his pace. 

He’d seen Martha fingering her wedding ring last night as she was undressing for bed.  She’d 

not known he was watching her, thinking him already asleep.  She’d pushed the ring slowly 

around her finger, studying it intently from all angles as if trying to commit every detail to 

memory.  It was then that he’d resolved to go out again today looking for work, resolved to 

walk further afield than he’d ever walked before, to swallow his pride and go cap in hand 

from door to door from dusk till dawn.  That ring had been his grandmother’s. 

What was that? 

There was a rustle in the grass and John leapt back as there came a blur of movement across 

the track in front of him, a flash of yellow eyes, the whip of a white tail tip, and it was gone.  
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He cursed as his left boot sank into the mud off the side of the track.  Just a bloody fox.  His 

heart was hammering and he felt like a fool.  He pulled his boot out and wiped it on a 

tussock.  The bottom of his breeches were wet and the wind whipped them against his shin.  

He set off again at a brisk march, eager to get home now, come what may, take off his wet 

boots and collapse into his chair by the fire. 

What was that? 

He strained to see through the darkness along the track ahead of him.  There it was again.  

Voices on the wind.  Now he could see the outline of two figures walking towards him.  It 

was an odd time to be seeing others out on the moor.  It must be ten o’clock.  As they drew 

nearer he looked for the pale orbs of their faces but could not make them out.  An uneasiness 

settled in the pit of his stomach as they approached to within a few metres.  Their faces were 

black. 

He nodded to them and mumbled, “Evenin’”.  His voice was hoarse on account of not having 

used it for so long, and he cleared it. 

They were just a metre away from him now, two abreast, blocking the narrow path and 

looking him over.  They weren’t negroes — their hands and necks were pale and their eyes 

looked unnaturally large with circles of black around them.  There was a flash of teeth as one 

of them spoke, 

“It’s late for a stroll, mon.  And you don’t smell like you’ve come from the pub.  Where ye 

headed?” 

“I’m headin home.  Been out all day, lookin for work.” 

“Ah, you’d be a weaver then?  It’s tough times for weavers.” 

John nodded. “Aye. Right enough.” 

“You should come with uz, mon.  We’re on our way to a meetin of weavers on the far side o 

the moor.  It’s a meetin to decide what’s to be done to save the workin people of this country 

from starvin.” 
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John cleared his throat.  “Thanks for the invitation, to be sure, but I’d best be headin home.  

I’ve been out all day and my wife ‘ll be wonderin what’s become of me.” 

Now the second man stepped forward, so that John could see the gleam of his eyes. 

“Ye didn’t find any work, did ye?” 

John looked down at his boots. 

“And that’s why you must come to the meetin.  It’s time for somethin to be done.” 

“I hear what yer sayin, mon.  I do.  But I’m dead tired un won’t be any good to yer.  I best be 

headin home.” 

John took a small step forward but the two Blackfaces stood their ground, blocking his way. 

The second man shook his head slowly. 

“I’m afraid we can’t be lettin you do that.  Not now you’ve seen us, disguised as we are, an 

knowin where we’re headin.  The militia are patrollin tonight and we can’t be runnin the risk 

that you bump into em and give uz away.” 

John shook his head and stammered, “No, I swear, I wouldn’t do that mon.” 

 “You’re comin with uz.  Un yer’d best come of your own accord, so we don’t need to hurt 

ye.” 

Within 

momen

ts, John 

found 

himself walking back the way he’d come, flanked by the two Blackfaces.  

Despite the cold, a trickle of sweat ran down his back.  He’d heard 

rumours of secret Luddite meetings and promised to avoid them.  His old Da had said no 

good would come of them.  And yet, the adrenaline from the encounter coursed through him 

now, bringing a new energy. Amidst his fear throbbed a vein of curiosity, a wicked thrill.  

Funny how, no matter what kind of thrill it was, he always felt it coming on between his legs.  
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He’d not had any kind of thrill for a good while now.  And not for want of trying neither.  His 

faith had been shaken, thinking the good Lord could’ve at least left him the pleasures of the 

flesh.  His spirits lifted with the thought that, if he could just manage to keep out of trouble at 

the meeting, he might just manage to get home with something worth sharing with Martha.  

And a tale to tell, besides. 

They 

turned 

left at 

a track junction and headed up to a high point on the moor.  

A lone figure was silhouetted by the moonlight, at the top of the rise.  John figured the man 

must be standing sentinel, for as his escorts approached within his ear-shot they said the word 

‘Nottingham’, which must have been a password of some kind.  The Sentinel had his collar 

drawn up, and his cap drawn down, but John could make out the pale glow of his nose and 

cheeks as he motioned for them to pass.  Why was the Sentinel’s face was not blackened, like 

the faces of his escorts?  They joined a group of about twenty other men assembled a short 

distance away, talking amongst themselves.  None of them had their faces blackened either. 

John recognised the voice of a weaver he knew, a neighbour called Richard Eckersley, and he 

walked over to greet him.   

“John?  Is that John Heys?  I’d not expected to see you here mon!”  

“I’d not been expectin to be here neither.” 

He’d been about to whisper the circumstances of his attendance when Eckersley was pulled 

back into a conversation about the whereabouts of the Scotch Greys, the high price of food 

and the difficulties of obtaining any poor relief from the poor law overseers. 
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More people 

continued to arrive in 

groups of twos and 

threes.  John’s rush 

of adrenaline began 

to fade.  He pulled 

his coat more tightly 

around him, crossed his arms over his chest and tried to ignore his 

growling stomach. 

He looked around, assessing his chances of edging away into the darkness, but he caught 

sight of the two Blackfaces a short distance away.  One of them was facing in his direction 

and seemed to be keeping an eye on him.  It wasn’t worth the risk.  Not yet.  Besides, that 

worm of curiosity was still squirming inside him wondering what would happen next.  He 

surveyed the crowd around him.  In the darkness, it was hard to get a good sense for the 

number of people there.  To keep his mind off his hunger and the frozen toes inside his wet 

boot, he started counting them.  He estimated there were about fifty men gathered now. 

An expectant murmur ran through the crowd and John looked around to see another group of 

men joining them.  There were at least ten of them, and all were in some form of disguise.  

Some had their faces blackened, others had handkerchiefs tied around their faces.  John saw 

the gleam of a pistol as it was handed to one of the clean-faced men.  A shiver ran through 

him.  Why would they be bringing pistols to a meeting?  What were they planning to do 

tonight?   

One of the newly arrived Blackfaces climbed up on top of a hillock of sods that looked like it 

had been piled up for the purpose.  He cleared his throat and raised his hands and a hush fell 

over the crowd. 

“Fellow workin men.” 

John 

was 

jostled 

closer to 
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the speaker, as the crowd formed a tight circle around him.  John tried to stick as close as 

possible to Eckersley, and winced as someone trod on his foot.  The speaker’s voice rose 

deep and resonant amongst them.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 All extracts on this page from Staton, ‘Th’ Bunnin’ o’ Westhowftun Factory’, c. 1858. 
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The man on the hillock was finding his rhythm now.  All was silent, except for his voice and 

the murmur of wind through the grass.  As he spoke his eyes, rimmed in their circles of black, 

roamed over the faces in the crowd. 

 

 “Hear him!” 

“The misery is greatest in Lancashire, for so many of uz are weavers.  The price of a cut has 

fallen so low that it dunna matter how hard un long we work, we canna afford to feed our 

wives un our children.” 

“Hear him!  Hear him!” 

“For years now, the factories with their steam looms av been floodin the market with their 

inferior cuts.  And for years, uz weavers av been petitionin Parliament for a minimum wage.  

For years we’ve bin petitionin th’ King for some relief from our sufferin.  And what av they 

done to help uz, their fellow countrymen?  What av they done?” 

“Nothin”. 

 
 

Staton, ‘Th’ Bunnin’ o’ Westhowftun Factory’, c. 1858. 
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“Did I hear ye say nothin’?  Well I say they done worse than nothin!  The King keeps raisin 

our taxes to fund his war — his war that’s disruptin the cotton trade un forcin our wages even 

lower!” 

“Hear him!” 

“Un our Parliament — they done worse than nothin too.  Instead of givin uz a minimum 

wage, they’ve outlawed our associations.  They told uz we cannot meet together to demand 

better conditions.  Un you know why that is?  Because together we are strong!” 

A huge cheer erupted from the crowd, and John found himself cheering along with them. 

“Our brothers in Nottingham un Cheshire un now in Lancashire are risin up to show our 

oppressors that they will not stand by un watch their children starve.  They’re showing our 

oppressors they will not tolerate the tyranny un the oppression any longer.  Un they’ve asked 

uz weavers from Bolton to join them.  And what’ve we said?” 

A shout came from the Blackfaces, “We will!” 

“We’ve said we will rise up with our brothers and help save the workin people of this nation 

from oppression!  Most of yer know this already, but we have some newcomers amongst uz 

tonight, so I’m coverin’ some old ground so we all know where we stand.  We formed a 

council to decide what should be done to play our part.  Un our council’s decided we should 

burn the factory at Westhoughton.  The factory with its steam-looms that is addin to our 

struggle un our sufferin.” 

John felt the hairs stand up on the back of his neck.  Burn the factory?  They’d all be hanged.  

Just to be here, at this meeting, listening to this talk, was dangerous.  Was he committing 

treason just by being here?  He was forced here, right enough, but the cavalry would never 

believe that.  They were likely to shoot first, and ask questions later.  He began edging his 

way to the back of the crowd. Was it his imagination, or were there others edging their way 

back too?  The mood of the crowd seemed to have changed from the collective fervour of a 

few moments before.  There was still cheering and clapping, but John noticed that most of it 

was coming from the Blackfaces now. 
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The speaker’s voice droned on. 

“Burnin the factory is the only kind o language our oppressors ’ll understand.  At our last 

meetin, it was agreed we’d burn the factory tonight.” 

More cheering and clapping came from the Blackfaces and shouts of ‘Hear him’. 

 

 

“I’ll not speak no more.  If we are to rise up as one tonight, all must be given the opportunity 

to speak now, and to speak freely.  Who else wishes to speak?” 

Staton, ‘Th’ Bunnin’ o’ Westhowftun Factory’, c. 1858. 
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A few men raised their hands, or called out.  John was surprised to see that his friend, 

Eckersley was amongst them.  The worm of curiosity squirmed inside him once more.  What 

did Eckersley wish to say?  What did he make of all this? 

 “Only one mon speaks at time.  And may every word spoken be but the shadow of the action 

to come.” 

The Blackfaces in the crowd cheered loudly as the speaker stepped down.  John kept his eye 

on Eckersley who was pushing his way through the crowd in the direction of the hillock.  A 

small man got there before him.  By contrast to the earlier speaker, his face glowed pale in 

the moonlight, and something was glistening, catching the light, as he turned his head to 

survey the crowd.  He was wearing spectacles.  John saw him reach into his pocket and take a 

pinch of snuff before lifting his head once more and addressing the crowd. 

“My fellow weavers.  I agree with much o what’s been said about the dire state o this 

country, un the hardships that have befallen uz weavers due to the war, the depression o 

trade, 

our low 

wages, 

un the 

high 

prices 

o food.  We all know this to be true.  Un I agree that we must mus work 

together to save ourselves from starvation.  But I don’t agree with the action that’s been 

proposed.  If we burn the mill the militia un the cavalry un the magistrates will all come for 

uz.  They’ll come thick as the blackberries in Billy Gantlin’s cloof.” 

Some sniggers ran through the crowd at this. 

“If we burn the mill the only ones that’ll save themselves from starvation will be those that 

get themselves hanged instead.  No good can come of it.” 

A voice rang out from the crowd. 

“What would ye have uz do then?” 
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“There’s another way forward.  We must force them to raise our wages to the price o 

provisions so we can feed ourselves un our families.  There’s a gentlemen in Bolton, a 

lawyer, says he’ll help uz.” 

There was jeering from the Blackfaces, and one of them called out, 

“The gentlemen are too busy gorgin themselves to bother helpin uz.” 

But then came another shout, which John recognised it as Eckersley’s, 

“Let him finish!  Let him speak!” 

“There’s an old Act of Queen Elizabeth that empowers the magistrates to raise wages to the 

price o provisions.  We should apply to Lord Ellenborough for an order — for a Mandamus 

— to force the magistrates to do their duty by uz under that Act, an not just stand by un watch 

uz starve.  There are those of influence in Bolton willin to help uz.  They say Lord 

Ellenborough is sympathetic to uz too.” 

Declaration of John Heys 
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One of the Blackfaces stormed on top of the hillock, and the small man with the spectacles 

beat a hasty retreat. 

“This talk of using the law to help uz is all damned nonsense!  No justice will be done unless 

we get it for ourselves.  We have spent time enough petitionin.  We have spent years 

petitionin.  As you all know, its come to nought.  Our brothers in Nottingham, in Yorkshire, 

in Stockport and in Middleton — they all say enough is enough.  It is time for uz to rise up 

together un show our rulers our power un our anger and our desperation. It is time for uz 

weavers o Bolton to play our part in the uprisin un that means burnin the weavin mill at 

Westhoughton.  We must burn the mill!” 

This announcement was met with cheers from the Blackfaces, and some of them took up the 

chant “Burn the mill!  Burn the mill!” 

Richard Eckersley made his way on top of the hillock, and exchanged a word with the 

Blackface speaker, and drew himself up to his full height to address the crowd. 

“My fellow weavers.” 

The chanting and the chatter began to quieten. 

 “My fellow weavers.  I now take my turn to speak.  I’ve not been to any of your meetins 

before, but I heard about this meetin and I’ve come to warn ye— the cavalry are out patrollin 

tonight.  I’ve heard tell from a reliable source.  They’ll be on their way now from Bolton.  

They’ll be patrolling the mill — to be sure!  I advise ye all to get home while ye still can.” 

 

The crowd erupted into animated discussion at this, with many of the men looking over their 

shoulders, across the moor, as if expecting the cavalry to come upon them at any moment.  

John began pushing his way towards the centre of the crowd, towards the hillock, towards 
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Eckersley.  Now that he knew Eckersley also meant to get himself home, John resolved to 

stick close to him.  If Eckersley knew about the cavalry patrol he’d be bound to know better 

than John which way to get home so as to avoid meeting up with them. 

“My fellows, now is not the time to go weak at the knees!” 

It was the black-face who had spoken first, now back on the hillock trying to stem the 

obvious panic that had broken out amongst the crowd. 

“If it’s true the cavalry are on patrol from Bolton then it’s not safe fer ye to be goin home 

now to yer beds.  Ye’d likely run into the cavalry on yer way back to Bolton and they’d arrest 

ye on suspicion of havin been at a Luddite meetin’.  No!  We must stick together.  We must 

not lose our heads!” 

The crowd had quietened again, but John felt as skittish as a cornered rabbit, and some of the 

clean-faces around him were looking skittish too, looking nervously about them all the while 

the black-face was talking. 

“It’s too late for uz to back out now.  Un you know why?  Our brothers are relying on uz.  

Two-hundred men are coming to meet uz at Chowbent, tonight — they’re comin to join 

forces with uz un burn the mill.” 

 

There were some cheers — mostly from the direction of the Blackfaces, standing in a group 

to his right. 

“We must play our part to save ourselves un the other workin men o this nation from 

oppression!  I’d rather risk my neck fightin for what’s right, than wait to die of starvation.” 
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There was more cheering.  John had almost reached the hillock now but he could no longer 

see Eckersley.  He thought he saw him moving through the crowd to his left, and headed after 

him. 

“We should go to Chowbent un meet our brothers, wait till after the military have been 

dismissed for the night, un then make our way to the mill.” 

Another black-face called out:  

 “Two men have been sent to Westhoughton to see if the mill’s bein guarded.  If it is, they’ll 

come to Chowbent to warn uz.  If they don’t come to Chowbent we’ll know it’s safe to go 

on.” 

 

There were more cheers from the Blackfaces and cries of, “What are we waitin for?”, and 

“Come on lads!” 

“We must act as one!  The time to act is now!  You’re either with uz or you’re against uz.  

Raise yer hand if you’re with uz.” 

William Orell - testimony at trial 
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The hands of all the Blackfaces shot into the air with more cheers.  The clean-faces were 

looking at each-other uncertainly.  Some were putting their hands in the air.  John turned and 

saw the black-face on the hillock glaring out at them.  He was bellowing,  

“Are ye with uz or against uz?” 

John saw a flash of Eckersley’s red hair at the edge of the crowd and lunged towards it.  He 

broke through the last of the men and found Eckersley crouching behind the crowd, 

apparently re-tying his boot-lace, although John suspected it was more to avoid being seen 

from the hillock without his hand raised.  John crouched beside him and whispered, 

“Richard, it’s John.  I wanna get home.” 

Eckersley grabbed John’s arm and whispered back.  “That mon’s as cracked as my granny’s 

old mug!  Let’s go together.” 

There came a cry from the hillock.  “All are with uz!  Come on lads — let’s go to Chowbent 

to meet with our brothers!” 

As the crowd began moving, John and Eckersley stood up amongst them.  The crowd was 

heading back down the track towards the road that bisected the moor. 

Eckersley whispered in John’s ear, “Keep to the far right — we’ll break away when we get to 

the rocks just before the road”. 

As they neared the rocks, they moved off the track towards them but paused as they heard 

someone coming up behind them.  John turned and saw it was the leader with the blackened-

face.  Something in his right hand was gleaming in the moonlight.  A pistol.  The man was 

pointing it at Eckersley, who had also turned to face him.  The man held Eckersley’s gaze for 

a long moment, ignoring John, and then spoke in a low voice, almost a growl, 

 “By God I'll blow yer brains out if ye attempt to go back.”  
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John could feel his pulse pounding in his ears.  He dared not even look at Eckersley.  He 

turned and began picking his way over the uneven ground back to the track.  He stumbled on 

a rock and Eckersley narrowly avoided falling on top of him.  A small group of Blackfaces 

were waiting for them at the track and gestured for them to go ahead.  John realised the 

Blackfaces had formed a rear-guard and wondered if they were all armed.  He wiped his 

hands on his breaches.  By the time they had threaded through the narrow gap in the hedge 

and onto the road they’d caught up with the last of the stragglers.  John nodded a greeting to 

the man with spectacles, the man who had spoken out against the burning of the mill. 

After they’d been walking for another mile or so, and were out of hearing of the rear guard, 

Eckersley suggested they walk faster, as they’d have more chance of slipping away if they 

could distance themselves from the Blackfaces.  John pushed aside all thought of his aching 

feet and grunted his assent.  He must stick with Eckersley.  They increased their pace, but 

gradually, so as not to draw any undue attention.  Every time John’s right foot contacted the 

ground he felt a stabbing pain in his right knee, his weak knee, but he gritted his teeth against 

the pain and focussed all his efforts on keeping up with Eckersley. 

They were overtaking small groups of men, walking in twos and threes, their voices apparent 

long before the dim shapes of their bodies emerged out of the darkness.  John was vaguely 

aware of Eckersley exchanging greetings with some of the men as they passed.  He was 

slipping behind, straining to keep Eckersley in sight, and was relieved to see him stop to 

speak to someone, giving John the chance to catch up.  John was limping badly now, trying to 

avoid putting too much weight through his bad knee, and his left hip was hurting too, damn it.  

He must look like an old man.  He consoled himself with the thought that he had been on his 

feet for hours.  He moved his fingers as he counted them.  Fifteen hours, at least, with barely 
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a rest stop taken in between.  And he’d not eaten a decent meal in a weak, not since the stew 

Martha had made last Sunday with that rabbit he’d snared.   

Eckersley introduced his friend as Bentley, and he kept pace with them for a while as they 

continued their march down the road.  Their conversation was a welcome distraction from the 

pain.  Bentley was planning to make a break for home too, as soon as he found an 

opportunity.  Perhaps when they reached the junction at Lane Ends. 

But when they reached the junction they found two figures stationed there.  John thought he 

recognised their voices as belonging to the Blackfaces that had escorted him onto the moor.  

They continued on. 

He could hear the hubbub of hushed conversation ahead, and realised they had nearly caught 

up to the main body of their party.  He could make out some movement, just beyond the pale 

walls of the Hutton Arms.  The Hutton Arms.  Hard to believe it was just a few hours ago that 

he had passed it.  It was long closed now — there was no longer a welcoming glow in the 

windows.  Where were those Blackfaces?  Perhaps they could slip around the far side of the 

pub and wait for the rear-guard to pass.  But before he’d had the chance to voice this 

suggestion to Eckersley he heard a scuffle on the road ahead — the scrape of boots on gravel 

and a muffled cry. 

It was hard to make out what was going on in the dark at this distance, but he could tell from 

the pale orbs of several faces that some of them had stopped and turned.  Damn.  If they made 

a dash for the pub now they might be seen.  A dash?  Who was he kidding.  He could barely 

move one foot in front of the other.  He dug the nails of his right hand into his palm to 

distract from the pain in his knee.  At least the kafuffle ahead might give them reason to stop 

awhile.  He could tell from the tone of their voices that a heated conversation was underway 

but it wasn’t until John drew almost level with them that he could make out what was being 

Declaration of Michael Bentley 
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said.  One of the men was trying to convince another to join them on the march to Chowbent.  

He was holding him by the arm to prevent him moving off in the opposite direction. 

“Come on, mon.  Yer a weaver — yer one of uz.  Come with uz.” 

”I told ye.  I need to get home to get the horses ready.  I’m workin as a chaise driver for the 

Clares now — I’ve gotta get to Manchester by 3 o’clock.” 

 

Two other men were whispering to each other in urgent tones, and John caught the words “he 

must not pass”. 

“What’s up lads?” said Eckersley. 

The men stopped their whispering and looked at Eckersley.  One of them was holding a long 

stick with a gleam of metal at the top.  A pike?  He gestured with it in the direction of the 

man who was trying to get home and said, 

“Just met this mon on the road.  Henry and Joseph both know him.  Henry knows him as a 

weaver, but Joseph says he’s a Sergeant in the Local.  Reckons he’s a spy.” 

“Too right, he is.  Damn him!  He’s seen uz and he knows uz.  We cannot let him past.  We’ll 

have to twist him or puff him.” 

“Did ye hear that, mon?” said the pike holder, using his other hand to grab the arm of the 

alleged spy and staring him in the eyes.  

William Orrell - testimony at trial 
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”Ye must swear an oath of allegiance to yer fellow weavers, or we’ll have to puff yer.” 

The alleged spy shook himself free of the grasp. 

“I’ll not swear no oath.” 

”Aye?  We’ll see about that,” said the other, positioning the tip of his pike a few inches from 

the man’s throat and saying, 

“Joseph — go get the General.  He’s just ahead of uz.  We’ll stay here and make sure the spy 

doesn’t get away.” 

John wondered who the General was.  He couldn’t be the black-face with the pistol who’d 

threatened Eckersley, for he was back in the rear guard.  The wind came up and he shivered.  

He could feel the sweat from his recent exertions icy cold on his back and his neck.  He 

wondered if he should force himself to keep moving, despite the pain and fatigue, to keep the 

cold at bay.  Yet there seemed little choice now but to wait with the pike holder for the other 

man to return.  A quick glance at Eckersley confirmed he was of the same mind.  Best not 

draw undue attention to themselves. 

 

William Orrell - testimony at trial 

Holland Bowden - testimony at trial 
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John could hear voices approaching, their words carried towards them on the wind. 

“You’d best do the twistin — your face is so black even the devil wouldn’t know yer.” 

“I can’t, mon.  I don’t know the words.  I have the paper, but I can’t see to read it in the 

dark.” 

”Gah!  I’ll do it then.  Give me yer handkerchief.” 

A few moments later they were joined by about ten 

men who formed a circle around the pike bearer and 

the alleged spy.  John noticed the spy had taken his cap from his head and was kneading it in 

his hands.  He could see his forehead gleaming in the moonlight, below his receding hairline.  

Something about him was familiar.  He tried to think what it was but he was feeling weak and 

dizzy, it was an effort just to stand. 

A man with a handkerchief tied around his face moved into the centre of the circle and 

addressed the spy. 

“What’s yer name?” 

William Orrell - testimony at trial 

Lawrence Harwood - testimony at trial 
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“His name’s Holland Bow—” but the questioner snapped round to Joseph and said, 

“I know who you say he is, but you can’t take the oath for him.” 

He turned back to the prisoner. 

“What’s ye name” 

“Holland Bowden.” 

Bowden.  That’s right.  Bob’s older brother.  John remembered being cuffed over the head by 

him as a lad as he’d reached under the tea-towel for one of Mrs Bowden’s scones.  He 

swallowed.  What he wouldn’t give for one of those scones, steaming in the middle and 

lathered with butter and jam. 

“Is it true you’re a militia mon?” 

John could see Bowden kneading his cap before answering. 

“Aye, I’m a member of the Local.” 

A murmur ran through the crowd around him, and John had to strain to make out Bowden’s 

voice above it, 

“ — but I swear to ye, I’m not here on militia business.  I’m not here to spy on yer.” 

“Then what the hell are ye doin here in the wee hours of the morning?” yelled Joseph. 

More murmurs ran through the group. 

“I told ye.  I’ve been out runnin an errand for Mrs Clare, from Hutton Arms.  I’m on my way 

home now to ready the horses for a trip to Manchester.” 

The man with the handkerchief tied around his face shook his head and said, 

“I’m sorry, mon, but we can’t let ye go without twistin ye in.  Not with ye being a militia 

mon.  If ye take the oath and swear you’ll not tell another livin soul you’ve seen us tonight 

we’ll not harm ye.” 
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John saw Bowden glance around at the faces encircling him.  His gaze came to rest on the 

sharp blade of the pike a few feet away.  He slowly nodded his assent. 

 

“Alright then.  Repeat the words of the oath after me.” 

Bowden turned back to face the man with the handkerchief, and the pike bearer moved closer 

so that he held the pike over the top of Bowden’s head. 

 

 

 

 

John strained to hear the words of the oath over the whining of the wind, and gave a silent 

prayer of gratitude that he’d not been made to swear it when he’d arrived at the meeting. 

 

 

 

 

Holland Bowden - testimony at trial 

Holland Bowden’s witness statement 

Lawrence Harwood’s evidence at trial 
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I, Holland Bowden, do declare and solemnly swear 

I will never reveal to any person under the canopy of heaven 

the names of any persons who compose this secret Committee 

their secret proceedings, meeting place, dress, features, connections 

or anything else that may lead to their discovery 

under the penalty of being sent out to the world 

by the first brother who shall meet me 

never to be remembered but with contempt and abhorrence 

I furthermore do swear 

Abraham Kay’s witness statement 

Holland Bowden’s evidence at trial 

Group declaration as to wording of 

Luddite oath, 7 October 1812. 
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that should any traitor rise up amongst us 

I will pursue him to the verge of Nature 

with unceasing vengeance 

So help me God 

Assist me to keep this oath inviolate, 

Amen. 

 

In the pause at the end of the oath-taking John could hear the marching of feet approaching. 

A voice behind him called, 

“Let him go now, lads.  The others are here.” 

The pike bearer lowered his weapon, growling, 

“If ye betray us, you’ll be crucified.” 

Group declaration as to wording of Luddite 

oath, 7 October 1812. 



421 
 

 

The crowd parted to let Bowden through.  The man who’d identified Bowden as a weaver, 

the man called Henry, stopped Bowden with a hand to his shoulder, and then shook hands 

with him, saying, 

”The oath’ll do ye no harm, mon.” 

 

As John turned to watch Bowden disappear into the night, he thought suddenly of Martha, 

alone in their bed, listening out for him.  He ached to be lying beside her, curling his body 

around the warmth of hers, burying his cold nose in her hair.  He swayed on his feet and 

Eckersley grabbed his arm to steady him. 

“Ye alright?” 

 

 

 

 

William Orrelle’s evidence at trial 

Holland Bowden’s evidence at trial 

Abraham Kay’s evidence at trial 

John Wood, testimony at trial 
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John was swept forward with the crowd as they made their way down the road towards 

Chowbent.  He was so far gone with cold, hunger, fatigue and pain that he could barely keep 

moving one foot ahead of the other.  He was vaguely aware of the rear-guard at his back.  

Eckersley made no attempt to urge him on, but after a few minutes John waved his friend 

forward,  

“Go ahead, mon”.   

Eckersley hesitated a moment before moving off.  His red hair melted into the darkness. 

With the rear-guard at his shoulder, and Eckersley gone, John gave up any hope of escaping 

before they reached Chowbent.  He retreated deep within himself, trying to separate from all 

sensation.  He found himself silently reciting The Lord’s Prayer, over and over, and was 

surprised to find he was united with the rest of the group again.  They were stopped at a bend 

in the road. 

John 

lifted 

his 

head 

and scanned the crowd for Eckersley.  He couldn’t see him.  

The crowd seemed smaller now, a shadow of its former size.  He recognised the voice of the 

black-faced leader rallying them, urging them on to the market cross in Chowbent where 

they’d meet their brothers. 

They were moving off again.  Someone was pushing his shoulder, urging him on.  The Lord’s 

Prayer resumed its vigil inside his head, matching its rhythm to his limping gait. Our Fa/ther, 

who-art-in hea/ ven, hall-owed be/thy, name. 

He was vaguely aware of the village of Chowbent growing up around him as he walked.  

Small things entered his consciousness.  A stone-wall brushing against his left arm.  The 

gleam of a window beyond his elbow.  Stepping over a gutter.  Cobblestones under his feet.  

He cursed as his left shin smacked into something hard.  His hands groped along its length.  

A bench.  There were voices in the open space around him.  The voice of the black-faced 

William Orrelle’s evidence at trial 
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leader, but others too.  He could make out the shadowy movement of the mob around the 

obelisk of the market cross.  The movement of their shadows in the gloom reminded him of 

mossy tendrils around bridge posts in the murky depths of the River Croal. 

A pistol shot cut through his underwater reverie.  The crowd was cheering.  Shadowy shapes 

were splitting away from the obelisk.  Feet were pounding towards him, past him.  Shoulders 

and elbows were jostling against him in their haste to get past.  He slid down onto on the 

bench, seeking refuge from the pressing mass.  Someone tripped over his foot. 

“Hey!” 

”What’s happening?” 

“We’re goin home.” 

A figure raised his arm skyward as he passed and fired a pistol.  The crack of it sounded 

painfully in John’s right ear.  Reverberating through him.  He curled into a ball, covering his 

head with his hands. 

Someone was shaking him.  “Get up, mon.”  The voice sounded distant, distorted. “Get go-

in.”  As if it were travelling through water.  “Be-fore-the-mi-li-tia-come.”  He was sinking 

like stone. 

John woke at dawn, stiff with cold, on a bench in the Chowbent market place.  Some traders 

were setting up their stalls.  His first thought was that he’d been walking in his sleep. 

 

 

Declaration of John Heys 
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When the Bolton Magistrate, Colonel Ralph Fletcher, wrote to the Home Office in London to 

convey news of the Luddite activities that night he was in such haste to catch the mail that his 

letter is barely legible.  Yet his words provide an epilogue to the fragmented, and often 

conflicting, eye-witness accounts about the events of that night, which are fuzzy on the 

reasons for the mob’s dispersal in Chowbent, and on the actions and fate of the Luddites 

during their dispersal:12 

 
Only two persons joined before they arrived at Chowbent—though the General had expected 300 who 
when joined together were to have undertaken the destruction of the Westhoughton Factory 
aforesaid; but finding themselves disappointed it was proposed by someone of the Company to break 
the Church Windows — which however was declined — and after giving 3 Cheers and firing off 3 
Pistols they were ordered to disperse.  Several of them had their Faces blacked. 
A Part in returning passed the House of the Revd James Hampson (a magistrate) alarming him & his 
family by firing off 3 pistols near his door at about 2 oClock A:M of Monday—making use of 
threatening Words at the same time—but doing no other mischief. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the Interval I had taken a party of 36 Local towards Westhoughton — to intercept any Stragglers — 
but they having passed along Byeways eluded us. 

 

 

 

 

A group of over fifty Luddites burned the Westhoughton Mill on 24 April 1812.  Records 

suggest that the Luddites responsible for burning the mill came from Chowbent rather than 

Bolton — perhaps from the group that the Bolton Luddites had failed to meet up with in 
 

12 Colonel (and Magistrate) Ralph Fletcher to the Home Office, letter, 22 April 1812, National Archives, Kew, 
UK, HO 40/1/1, p. 87. 
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Chowbent on the night that Holland Bowden was twisted in.  I suspect that the Chowbent 

group somehow got wind of the fact that the Bolton Luddites had been infiltrated by spies 

and decided to give them the slip and act independently of them. On their way to burn the 

mill the mob set fire to the mill owner’s house.  I would have been a traumatic event for the 

people working at the mill that day, especially for mill worker William Roscoe, who was 

reportedly threatened by the mob while he tried to salvage what he could from the burning 

mill.  I have used various eye-witness accounts13 as the basis for re-imagining that event from 

William Roscoe’s perspective. 

  

 
13 Many of these accounts were given by witnesses who gave testimony at the trial.  There was great public 
interest in the trial, and the authorities were keen to publicise it to make an example of those who were 
convicted to deter other Luddites from rioting.  The testimony that was given at the trial was recorded by the 
High-Sherriff and published in a booklet: Edward Greaves, The Trials of All the Prisoners at Special Assizes for 
the County of Lancaster, Commencing May 23, 1812, at the Castle of Lancaster; before Sir Alexander Thomson, 
Knight.and Sir Simon Le Blanc, Knight, Lancaster, printed and sold by William Minshull, 1812. 
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Imagining the burning of the Westhoughton Mill 

24 April 1812, Westhoughton 

William Roscoe watched the last of the Scots Greys disappear around the bend in the road.  

The thudding of their hoof beats was soon lost under the droning of the mill behind him.  He 

felt a hand on his shoulder, 

“Ye did the right thing in fetchin them. Ye had it on good advice the mob would come.” 

He sighed and turned to face Henry, 

“Ye know, I was almost hopin the mob would come.  I felt such a fool!” 

He watched as Henry bent down and picked up a hat from the ground.  He recognised the hat 

as his own, and vaguely recalled hurling it to the ground as the Greys were leaving.  It had 

fallen close to a pile of dung left by one of the cavalry horses.  The horses had spent the last 

hour pacing back and forth in front of the mill, tossing their heads and rattling their reigns, 

while their red-coated riders had exchanged crude jokes and scratched their balls.  Henry beat 

the cap against his leg a couple of times, and handed it to William. 

“Come on.  We’d best find out what the boss wants uz to do now.” 

“I’ll go.”  William looked down the street.  “You stay and keep a look out.  They will come 

today.  I know it.” 

 

As he was turning to go he heard the pounding of running feet. 

 

“I received orders on Thursday to stop [the mill], but gave the men liberty to continue working, if 

they would protect the mill; but on Friday morning we were very much alarmed with an account 

of a mob being prepared against us…Between one and two o’clock, a party of the Scots Greys 

came, and as there was no appearance of a mob about the mill, they went away again…” 

   Mill Manager, Joseph Kay, testimony at the trial of the Luddite rioters. 
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“Mr Roscoe, Mr Roscoe —” 

It was Tom, his next-door-neighbour’s son, bent with his hands on his knees in an effort to 

recover his breath. 

“Tom!  What is it lad?” 

“Ma sent me — to tell you — a mob’s gatherin — in Chowbent.” 

William exchanged a glance with Tom. 

“How does she know?” 

“She went — to the market — she saw them — sixty or more — some had weapons — she 

heard — they’re plannin — to burn the mill.” 

 

 

 

 

 

William set off for the manager’s office at a run.  It was on the top floor of the mill and he 

took the stairs two at a time.  He charged in without knocking, and slammed the door shut 

Between about one and two o’clock on the day the mill was burnt…I met 

about forty or fifty people coming from Chowbent.  They were going to a 

field…I saw Job Fletcher there, who stopt me, and said, clapping his hand on 

my shoulder, ‘Take notice if yonder devil is not of a fire before three hours are 

over’. I said, ‘What devil?’.  He said, ‘Yonder weaving factory, at west 

Houghton.’  He appeared to be leading up these people; and were going along 

the road. 

A farmer, William Winward, testimony at the trial of the Luddite rioters. 

 

I live at Chowbent…On the 24th of April last, I saw a number of people pass 

my house, between three and four o’clock; there perhaps might be from 

fifty to a hundred.  They were coming from the Market-place, and going in 

the direct road leading to West Houghton.  Some were armed with bills, 

others with pitch-forks, one or two with scythes laid straight in the pole, 

and some with sticks. 

A constable from Chowbent, Joseph Warburton, 

 testimony at the trial of the Luddite rioters. 
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behind him so he could be heard over the droning of the looms.  Mr Kay jumped up from his 

desk so quickly that his chair clattered backwards onto the floor.  William barely paused for 

breath as he shared the news, and then asked, 

“Shall I ride after the Greys, Sir?  I could try to bring them back.” 

Mr Kay shook his head. 

“No.  They said they’d not come back again unless I go to Bolton myself to fetch them.” 

William hung his head. 

“I’m sorry, Sir.  I shouldn’t have fetched them so early.” 

“It’s alright William.  I left you in charge and you acted as you thought best.  Before we call 

the Greys out again we must see the mob for ourselves and make certain they’re coming.” 

“I’ll ride to Chowbent then Sir.  I can take Mr Sutton’s mare.  She’s still saddled up from my 

ride to Bolton.” 

Before Mr Kay had time to respond there was a pounding on the door, and Henry burst in 

with a wide-eyed boy about fourteen. 

“They’re coming!  The mob’s coming!” cried Henry, gesturing for the lad to continue. 

“The Luddites are coming down Green Fold.  They’re marchin four deep.  Must be fifty of 

em.  They’re not ten minutes away.” 

Mr Kay grabbed the boy by the shoulders. 

“How do you know?” 

“I work for Mr Lockett.  The mob came through Daisy Hill and set fire to the Hall.  I rode 

here to warn ye.” 

“God help us!” 
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Mr Kay’s face was ashen and small beads of sweat were forming on his upper lip.  He closed 

his eyes and took a deep breath.  When his eyes reopened a moment later, the panic in them 

had been replaced by a steely determination.   

“We’ve got to get everyone out.  Henry, shut down the machines.  William, tell each foreman 

to send his workers home.” 

“You should go for the Grey’s, Sir!” said William. 

“Not till I see everyone safely out and the doors locked.” 

Henry and William were moving towards the door when Mr Kay called,  

“Wait!  Tell everyone to leave the back way, through the engine house.  I’ll barricade the 

front doors.” 

William ran from one foreman to the next, spreading the word, yelling over the sound of the 

looms until the engine cut off.  As the news got out there were exclamations of alarm from 

some of the workers.  Many of them were women and children.  William managed to position 

himself near the corridor to the engine room before the stampede began.  He yelled until he 

was hoarse, 

“Stay calm!  Form a line!  Don’t push!” 

He threw out an arm to steady a boy who stumbled and almost fell under the legs of the 

panicked workers who were jostling behind him.  As the gush of workers slowed to a trickle, 

he hurried to help Mr Kay and Henry position another large crate in front of the door.  Then 

Mr Kay was shouting, 

“That’ll do!  Get out!  Get out!” 

Mr Kay was fumbling with the keys in his haste to lock the rear door when William heard the 

mob approaching.  He could hear distant jeers and a deep rhythmic chanting.  He was 

straining to make out the words when Mr Kay finished locking the door and thrust the keys at 

him,  

“Take the keys, William.  Hide them.  I’ll go for the Greys.” 
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William dropped the keys into his pocket and grabbed Mr Kay’s arm. 

“Take Mr Sutton’s mare.  I’ll take ye to her!” 

He led Mr Kay across the road to the stables of The White Lion, and heard the horse whinny 

as they approached.  The chanting was loader now.  He could make out the words, “Burn the 

mill, burn the mill, burn the mill!” chanted in time to marching feet.  He tightened the girth 

strap, grabbed the mare’s bridle and led her out of her pen. 

“There’s a good girl, steady girl.” 

He held her reigns while Mr Kay swung up into the saddle.   

”Her name’s Old Grim.  But she can still keep up a good clip.” 

As Mr Kay dug his heels into the horse, and urged her out 

of the stables, William could hear that the mob was almost 

upon them.  The only exit from the stables was on Mill 

Street.  The mare reared in terror as she stepped onto the 

street and saw the mob approaching.  Mr Kay lurched in 

the saddle but managed to retain his seat. 

William heard someone shout, 

”There’s the mill 

manager!  He’s 

goin to fetch 

Greys!  Stop him!” 

He saw a group of 

Luddites charge 

towards Mr Kay.  

One of them was brandishing a pike — drawing it back to knock Mr Kay from the horse.  Old 

Grim gave an ear-piercing squeal and took off down the road, away from the mob, with Mr 

Kay bouncing wildly in the saddle. 

At four o’clock, in consequence of receiving a further alarm, I locked up the mill, 

and went to Bolton for the military, which is about four miles from the mill.  When I 

was going to start I saw a considerable number of suspicious persons about the 

building…As I was mounting my horse, a number of them cried out, ‘Knock him off, 

kill him, he’s going to fetch the Greys’. 

Mill Manager, Joseph Kay,  

testimony at the trial of the Luddite rioters. 

 

Joseph Kay locked up the mill and 

mounted the mare “Old Grim”, 

which belonged to the White Lion 

Inn, to go to Bolton to fetch the 

Cavalry. 

Westhoughton Local History 

Group, The Burning of the 

Westhoughton Mill, p. 16. 
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William dropped into a 

crouch behind a bale of 

hay.  He could feel his 

heart hammering.  He 

wiped his palms on his 

breeches and felt the 

bulge of the keys in his pocket.  The keys!  He must get them away.  He peered over the top 

of the bale and could see a large group of people standing around the mill.  Some of the men 

were kicking at the main door.  A woman pushed her way through the crowd.  She was 

carrying two collier’s picks and there was a cheer from the crowd as two men took them from 

her and began hacking at the door.  He heard the smashing of glass and turned to see a man 

throwing stones at the windows. 

William turned and 

made a dash for the back 

door of the pub.  It was 

deserted inside, its 

occupants having either 

fled for safety or run 

outside to watch the 

tumult at the mill.  

 

He crossed to the far end of the bar 

and slipped out a door into a side 

street.  Home was just two streets 

away. He didn’t stop to catch his 

breath until he’d hid the keys under 

the step to the privy.  No-one 

would find them there. 

He walked upon an armed crutch on one side, and a heavy 

hand crutch on the other…he threw many times; leaping 

backwards and forwards wherever he saw a stone lie, and 

picking it up, and throwing it at the windows.  He continued 

doing this for a considerable time whilst the windows were 

breaking, and whilst they were breaking in the door also… 

 Mill Employee, William Roscoe,  

testimony at the trial of the Luddite rioters 

We found the door heavily barricaded.  A woman was standing with 

two colliers picks at a little distance.  I called out for them – she gave 

them up, and we almost cut the door to matches, and still could not 

get in. 

Anonymous account of one of the Luddite rioters, thought to be Bold 

Howarth, reproduced in The Burning of the Westhoughton Mill by the 

Westhoughton Local History Group, pp. 16-21. 

I had been at the mill all night, but had left it twice during the day.  I 

remember the military coming to the mill, between one and two, and going 

soon after…About five o’clock the mob came, which might consist of about 

40 or 50 grown persons, who carried arms with them, some with pitch-forks, 

some with scythes laid straight in the pole, one with a sword, and many with 

hedging bills.  I saw the mob advance on the mill. 

Mill Employee, William Roscoe,  

testimony at the trial of the Luddite rioters 
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What to do now?  He 

had no idea where 

Henry had gone.  He 

decided to return to 

his vantage point 

behind the hay bale where he could see what was happening at the mill.  Not wanting to risk 

being identified as a mill worker, he took off his coat, rolled up his shirt sleeves, and swapped 

his shoes for an old pair of gardening boots he kept in the tool shed.  Then he headed back to 

the stable yards the same way he’d come, this time skirting around the back wall of the pub. 

It took just one look over the hay bale for him to realise that the Greys would never arrive in 

time to save the mill.  As he watched, the main doors of the mill, or what was left of them, 

were pushed open by someone from the inside.  They must have gained access through a 

window and cleared the barricade.  The mob clapped and cheered and rushed in.  William ran 

around to the far side of mill, and positioned himself beside a window where he could 

observe the goings on inside.  Men were swarming over the looms in a frenzy, hacking at 

them with axes and picks.  They were unfurling the bolts of cloth and ripping them to pieces 

with pikes and other tools.  He felt sick and dizzy and had to bend over with his head between 

his knees to regain his composure.  What was there of value in the mill that he might be able 

to save? 

He peered back through the window and saw one of the men climb onto a pile of broken 

loom fragments.  He 

punched his fist in the air 

and cried out, 

“The egg is broken, let us 

burn the shell!” 

Moments later a man came 

in carrying a shovelful of 

coals which he must have 

taken from a house nearby.  He shoved the coals into a roll of cloth and there were more 

cheers from the mob as it caught alight. The men piled splintered loom fragments around the 

flames.   

I saw Radcliffe, just before the factory was set on fire, at the corner of 

the public house.  A many people were there besides, of spectators. 

Mill employee, Robert Ibbert,  

testimony at the trial of the Luddite rioters. 

The looms were made of wood, and all the cloth was cut off, wrapped 

round the beams, and strapped in three places.  A cleaner or more 

beautiful place I had never seen; and I must own that I felt a pang as the 

work of destruction rapidly proceeded.  In about ten minutes, the 

broken materials lay strewn about like swathes of grass – every loom in 

the place being broken to pieces.  John Seddon came up to me and said, 

‘the egg is broken, let us burn the shell’. 

Anonymous account of one of the Luddite rioters, thought to be Bold 

Howarth, reproduced in The Burning of the Westhoughton Mill by the 

Westhoughton Local History Group, pp. 16-21. 
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A boy ran in with an armful of straw which he’d taken from the stable yard, and it was 

thrown onto the flames.   

If William was going to 

save anything, he’d have 

to do it now.  He ran 

along the outside wall of 

the mill and then in 

through the front doors.  

Most of the people 

inside were standing around cheering as they watched the flames engulf the growing bonfire 

of loom fragments piled in the centre of the room.  A few of the women were holding hands 

and dancing a reel around the flames.  In all the chaos it was easy for William to get past 

them without attracting undue attention to himself.  He headed for the store-room.  Earlier in 

the week he’d helped to carry a box of replacement engine parts in there, and he knew they’d 

been acquired at considerable expense.  If he could save those parts then maybe the steam 

engine could be rebuilt.  Maybe he could save their jobs.   

He pushed open the door to the 

storeroom and found the box 

just inside.  He could not carry 

it by himself but he found he 

could move it by pushing it along the floor.  As he pushed it out of the store room, the smoke 

made his eyes stream. 

He heard a man yell, 

Abraham Charlson gave up the scythe to some other person, and ran towards 

a barn belonging to the public house, the White Lion, which is about thirty 

yards from the mill.  I saw him come out of the stable door which opens to 

the road, having straw in his arms, and run towards the factory.  He let some 

of it fall as he ran, and scrambled it again from the ground, swearing at the 

same time that they would burn it down.  He ran in at the door within it… 

 Mill Employee, William Roscoe,  

testimony at the trial of the Luddite rioters 

I went into the building when it was on fire. 

 Mill Employee, William Roscoe,  

testimony at the trial of the Luddite rioters. 

Some of them came to my house for fire, but I would not let them have any, and they went 

back again, and fresh ones came, and I told them my house did not belong to the factory.  

They shouted out of the factory, and said the next house to mine belonged to it.  They broke 

it open and took fire out of it, and into the factory yard, through the big door.  After fire was 

set to the building, some of the mob said they wished the factory people were all in the 

blaze. 

Resident at the house next to the mill, Alice Lee,  

testimony from the trial of the Luddite rioters. 



435 
 

“Every man to his tent, O Israel!”. 

Through the thickening smoke he could 

see people fleeing through the open door.  

He pushed the box over to a window that 

had been smashed, put his face close to the 

opening and sucked in a lungful of fresh 

air.  Then he pushed the box along to the 

next window, took another breath, and 

repeated this procedure until he could see 

daylight through the main entrance doors.  

He glanced over his shoulder and saw the 

flames licking the ceiling.  Summoning the 

last of his strength, William made a final 

push towards the doors.  His legs and arms 

were screaming with the strain, the smoke 

was searing his throat.  He gritted his teeth and just — kept — pushing — pushing — 

pushing towards those doors until, at last, he was through.  He was bent over the box, rasping 

for air.  Someone was yelling. 

William looked up through streaming eyes to see a group of men approaching him.  He 

abandoned the box, scrabbling on all fours to get to his feet, and made off towards The White 

Lion.  He was coughing so hard he could barely move.  By the time he reached the road he 

was bent double.  A hand grabbed the back of his shirt and hauled him upright. 

 

 

 

I saw the Greys come, and believe the roof had fallen 

in nearly three quarters of an hour before. 

Resident at the house next to the mill, 

testimony from the trial of the Luddite rioters. 

A number of women proposed to dance a reel round 

the burning heaps, we did so, and I then cried out, 

‘Every man to his tent, O Israel’, and proceeded to 

make my escape from the building.  The number that 

came from Chowbent might probably be 60 or 70, but 

there were now several hundreds round the mill.  I 

went through the back window and crossed the dam or 

lodge that supplied the engine; and I recollect leaning 

on a gate and wiping the sweat from my forehead.  I 

then crossed the fields and got home, and found that 

Job Fletcher and others, who had talked the most, had 

not been to the mill, but had stopped a little before 

they got there. 

Anonymous account of one of the Luddite rioters, thought 

to be Bold Howarth, reproduced in The Burning of the 

Westhoughton Mill by the Westhoughton Local History 

Group, pp. 16-21. 

 

One of the employees of the mill, William 

Roscoe, went into the building when it 

was on fire, to try to salvage what he 

could, but he was threatened by the 

mob, and lucky to get out alive. 

Westhoughton Local History Group, The 

Burning of the Westhoughton Mill. 
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There was a shout from further up the 

road,  

“The horse are coming!” 

He threw out an arm to break his fall as he was shoved to the ground.  There were running 

feet all around him, then searing pain as a boot came down on his fingers.  He pulled his 

knees into his chest, cradling his fingers, sucking lungfuls of air past his raw throat.  There 

was an ear-splintering crash from the direction of 

the mill and the air was suddenly thick with 

embers.  He could see them from where he lay.  

One danced over him and came to rest on his coat 

sleeve.  He became aware of the thrumming of 

hoofbeats.  He felt them before he heard them, thrumming nearer and nearer.  He knew he 

should try to get up but was unable to summon the will to do so.  What did it matter?  They 

were too late.  The mill was lost. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I returned to the mill about dusk, after being 

at Bolton, and found it destroyed; it was on 

fire, some of the timbers being then burning. 

Mill Manager, Joseph Kay, testimony at 

the trial of the Luddite rioters. 

There is an innkeeper…at Swinton, and I was at his house on Sunday night, a day or two 

after the factory was burnt down.  I saw Adam Bullough there…he asked for a pint of beer; 

and asked me if the weavers were afraid in that part of the country.  I said, they were not.  

He then asked the company if they had heard that the West Houghton factory was burnt 

down?  I told him I had, and he said he was the man that kindled the fire, and set it on fire.  

He had carried two bundles of straw from the public-house, and had put some calico pieces 

upon it. He had broke a door down, and thrown a gun into the fire, and soon after he heard 

it go off.  He said he would burn a great many more down in that week, and that he was one 

of Ludd’s men, and knew how they were going on in all parts of England. 

A weaver from Swinton, eight miles from West Houghton. Joseph Robinson,  

testimony at the trial of the Luddite rioters. 

Several cried out ‘The horse are coming.’ 

 Mill Employee, William Roscoe, testimony at the 

trial of the Luddite rioters. 
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My trip to Westhoughton 

When I arrived in Westhoughton in September 2017 to research this story, I was excited to 

find The White Lion still standing.  It is diagonally opposite the eerily vacant site where the 

Westhoughton Mill once stood.  There is a plaque on the wall of The White Lion telling of the 

Luddite destruction of the mill in 1812, and the fate of some of the rioters. 

 

 

 

Figure 3: My photographs of The White Lion, a plaque commemorating the burning of the Westhoughton Mill, 
and the site where the mill stood. 

The plaque was unveiled on 24 April 2012, in commemoration of the bi-centenary of the 

burning of the mill.  The Westhoughton Local History Group also organised a re-enactment 

of the burning on the site where it had occurred, with local actors in period costume 

dramatizing the actions of the Luddites and mill workers, and school children dressed up as 

Scots Greys.  The re-enactment culminated in the burning of a cardboard replica of the mill. 
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On the day of my visit to Westhoughton, with my mother and an old family friend who was 

showing us around the village, we had a serendipitous encounter with passionate local 

historians.  After reading the commemorative plaque on the wall of The White Lion, and 

visiting the site where the mill once stood, we wandered up the main street and saw a sign to 

the local library.  We decided to pop in and were delighted to find that the Westhoughton 

Local History Group was running an exhibition in the library that day.  We introduced 

ourselves as Australian descendants of one of the transported Luddites, and were treated like 

guests of honour.  We were given free copies of their materials on the Luddite uprisings, 

which included a paragraph on James Brierley and each of the other local Luddites that had 

been transported or hanged.  They even took a photograph of us for their newsletter.  It felt 

like a homecoming, of sorts. 

 

Figure 4: The Chairperson of the Westhoughton Local History Group presenting me with a recording of their re-
enactment of the burning of the mill.  Mum is on the right and another member of the History Group on the left 
(September 2017). 

One of the historical booklet’s given to us that day reveals the dire consequences that burning 

the mill had for the local community.  It claims that the ‘destruction of Westhoughton Mill 

retarded the industrial development of the area’ and provides evidence that the economically 
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depressed situation of the village persisted for at least fifteen years afterwards, with 

disastrous consequences for the local people:14 

The colliery owner and magistrate, William Hulton, giving evidence to the 
1827 Select Committee on Emigration, spoke of cases of distress, which “I 
could not have conceived to exist in a civilised country”.  It was “almost 
incredible,” he said, to see the difference between the comfortable state of 
the miners in Hulton and the misery of the handloom weavers, who lived 
“over the hedge” in the adjoining town-ship of Westhoughton, there half of 
the 5,000 inhabitants were “totally destitute of bedding and nearly so of 
clothes” and six per cent were in a state of famine.  

“Mrs Hulton and myself, in visiting the poor, were asked by a person 
almost starving to go into a house. We there found on one side of the fire a 
very old man apparently dying; on the other side a young man about 
eighteen with a child on his knee whose mother had just died; and evidently 
both the young man and the child were suffering from want; of course, our 
object was to relieve them, and we were going away from the house when 
the woman said “Sir, you have not seen all.”  We went upstairs, and under 
some rags we found another young man, the widower, and on turning down 
the rags, which he was unable to remove himself, we found another man 
who was dying and who did die in the course of the day.  I have no doubt 
that the family were actually starving at the time”. 

“I found a young man of sixteen in such a state of exhaustion that I was 
obliged to send a cart to bring him home and he is now under my care and 
we have hardly been able to maintain him in life.  We found many families 
who had not made a meal in 24 hours”. 

It is clear that the burning of the mill did nothing to improve the economic situation of the 

local hand-loom weavers.  Indeed, by destroying the main driver of the village’s economy, 

the Luddites effectively robbed the local parish of the donations it needed to provide 

charitable relief to them.  The burning of the mill made the economic situation worse for all 

working class citizens of Westhoughton, not just the mill employees who lost their 

livelihoods at a time when other jobs were difficult, if not impossible, to come by.  The 

owners of the mill escaped the attack relatively unscathed — they successfully claimed 

£7,000 in redress and moved away to set up another factory elsewhere.15 

 
14 Westhoughton Local History Group, The Burning of the Westhoughton Mill 1812, p. 36. 
15 Westhoughton Local History Group, The Burning of the Westhoughton Mill 1812, p. 36. 
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The hunt for the perpetrators 

In the immediate aftermath of the burning of the mill, the pressure on local authorities to 

arrest the arsonists must have been intense.  The Home Office had been funding Colonel 

Fletcher’s extensive spy network at considerable expense, and may well have asked him to 

explain why he hadn’t received forewarning of the attack on the mill, and prevented it.  The 

fact that only four Luddites out of such a big mob were convicted of burning the mill 

suggests that intelligence and evidence about the identity of those perpetrators was 

embarrassingly difficult for Colonel Fletcher to come by.  Colonel Fletcher broadened his 

net. 

A letter from Colonel Fletcher to the Home Office dated 29 April 1812 reported: 

I have ordered the arrest of upwards of 20 persons concerned in, or present 
at, the administering of the illegal Oath to Serjeant Bowden of the Local 
under my Command. These were seized in their Beds this morning at 3 
oClock by a detachment of the Local. 

Colonel Fletcher’s subsequent letter to the Home Office, dated 30 April 1812, names James 

Brierley as ‘one of the persons committed on 29 April’ and refers to those who have been 

apprehended as ‘Jacobins’.16  He later proposed to the Home Office that all the Luddites be 

tried together at a special session of the Lancaster Assizes. 

Colonel Fletcher was one of the members of the jury that found James Brierley, and most of 

his co-accused, guilty.  The comments made by the judge in sentencing James Brierley and 

his co-accused were reported in the Lancaster Gazette on 6 July 1812, and I have reproduced 

relevant extract from that report here.  I have resisted the urge to transcribe the newspaper 

article here, for something of the aura of the past would be lost if I did.  You will notice that, 

as was a common practice at the time, the letter ‘f’ is often substituted for the letter ‘s’.  To a 

modern reader, this gives the sentencing judge a terrible lisp, and perhaps provides some 

comic relief from the gravity of his words. 

  

 
16 Colonel (and Magistrate) Ralph Fletcher to the Home Office, letters, 22 April 1812 and 30 April 1812, 
National Archives, Kew, UK, HO 40/1/1. 
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The article goes on to include the comments made by the judge when issuing death sentences 

to the four Luddites convicted of burning the Westhoughton Mill (and to four others). 

 

[Omitted: Sentencing comments relating to the 

four condemned prisoners who were convicted of 

other offences, unrelated to the burning of the 

Westhoughton Mill.] 
 

Figure 5: ‘Trials of the Rioters &c. at Lancaster Castle’, Lancaster Gazette, 6 July 1812.17 

When I was reading this article in the Lancaster Gazette I couldn’t help but notice a poem 

that was published on the same page, a couple of columns to the left.  It was probably the title 

that caught my eye: Pretty Little Dick with the by-line Elegiac Stanzas on the untimely Death 

of a Young Lady’s favourite Canary Bird.  It was about a young lady who accidentally 

stepped on her pet canary whilst engaged ‘in merry dance So lovely, light and quick’. To my 

twenty-first century sensibilities it seemed absurdly insensitive to publish that poem 

alongside news of the death sentences of eight people, including a woman convicted of 

stealing potatoes and a sixteen year old boy. 

  

 
17 British Library Newspapers, © British Library Board. 
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Luddite Executions 

The boy’s name was Abraham Charlson and you’ll see from the article that he was one of the 

four Luddites sentenced to death for burning the Westhoughton Mill.  Neither the newspaper 

article, nor the sentencing judge, made any reference to his age. The Return of Prisoners for 

Lancaster Castle records his age as sixteen, but his family claimed he was only twelve.18  He 

was convicted largely on the testimony of mill employee, William Roscoe, who said he’d 

seen Abraham carrying hay from the stables of The White Lion into the mill, for use as 

kindling. 

I wonder what thoughts ran through the mind of the clerk as he penned those words in the 

Lancaster Return of Prisoners book: ‘Abraham Charlson’, ‘16’, ‘executed’.  Was he thinking 

of his supper?  He was a public servant, just as I was, and he was only doing his job.  The 

names of James Brierley and his co-accused are recorded on the same page, alongside their 

sentence of seven years transportation.  

   

Figure 6: Prison record for the Lancashire ‘Luddites’ who were were tried at Lancaster Castle in May 1812.19 

It records the names, ages and executions of the four Luddites convicted of setting fire to the 

Westhoughton Mill; and the names, ages and transportation of the five Luddites (including James 

Brierley) convicted of administering an unlawful oath. 

 
18 Westhoughton Local History Group, The Burning of Westhoughton Mill, p. 25. 
19 Lancaster Assizes Annual Return of Prisoners, A Return of the several Prisoners Committed for Trial at a 

Sefsion of pleas of the Crown held at Lancaster in the Month of May 1812, National Archives, Kew, UK, PL 

28/5. 
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James may well have shared a cell with young Abraham in Lancaster Castle.  We know the 

Luddite rioters shared cells there because one prisoner who was acquitted of burning the mill 

gave the following account of the reaction of the four condemned Luddites upon their return 

to the cells after being sentenced:20 

Our trials commenced about seven o’clock in the morning, and closed 
about eleven o’clock at night.  Job Fletcher, James Smith, Thomas Kerfoot, 
and Abraham Charlson were found guilty; myself, with seven others, not 
guilty.  The Manchester and Middleton rioters were tried after us, and 
during that time, those who had been found guilty were speculating upon 
the probable amount of punishment they would get; and I believe it never 
entered the mind of any of them that they should get more than three or six 
months’ imprisonment.  They were called upon to receive their sentences, 
and I shall never forget the look of horror on the face of Job Fletcher; I was 
getting some dinner ready for him when he went, and he came back in a 
few minutes, grasped me by the collar in a frenzied manner, “oh, dear! 
dear!” he cried, “I must be hanged!”  Others came in who had received the 
same sentence, and the most heart-rending scene took place that it is 
possible for the mind to conceive — some threw themselves on the floor, 
others tore the hair from their heads — bitterly cursing the witnesses who 
had appeared against them, and lamenting they must never more see their 
families.  They were taken from us to the condemned cells, and I never saw 
any of them more. 

I wonder if James and his co-accused were made to watch the executions of the Luddite 

rioters.  It would have been a huge public spectacle.  The tour guide at Lancaster Castle said 

the Head Master of the local Grammar School used to give the school boys the afternoon off 

school so that they could go and watch executions at the castle.  Would it have given those 

school boys a thrill to see a young lad about their own age being hung by the neck until he 

was dead?  The tour guide said that sometimes spectators, if they were feeling charitable, 

would hang on to the legs of those being hanged to help them die quicker.  In those days the 

executioner did not use a ‘long drop’. 

The families of the four condemned Luddites sent a cart to Lancaster Castle to bring their 

bodies home for burial, but the authorities did not release their bodies.  The day before the 

executions, Magistrate William Hulton hastily scrawled a letter advising that, in order to 

avoid ‘tumult and disorder’, ‘the bodies of the men to be executed…cannot be 

presented…[to] the people intending to assemble to meet the bodies’, but should instead be 
 

20 This eye-witness account, which was thought to have been given by Bold Howarth, is extracted in 
Westhoughton Local History Group, The Burning of the Westhoughton Mill, 1812, p. 21. 
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‘privately interred at Lancaster’.21 It was reported that ‘[a] troop of the Royal Horse Guards, 

blues, attended at the place of execution, and four companies of the Berkshire Militia were 

under arms during the awful scene; but not the least symptom of tumult appeared.’22   

There may not have been any violent protests from the weaving community, but the harsh 

sentences imposed on the Luddites were deeply etched into local memory, as evidenced by 

the way those events have been immortalised in local stories and ballads.  The following 

account of the execution of young Abraham was first published in a Bolton working-class 

newspaper about fifty years after the event.  It is written in the Lancashire working-class 

dialect and would have been based on oral accounts that had passed into local folklore. 

 

Figure 7: Excerpt from Th’ Bunnin’ o’ Westhowftun Factory regarding the hanging of a Luddite child.23 

In 1882, to mark the 70th anniversary of the Luddite uprisings, a ballad was published in the 

Bolton Journal titled: A Tragedy: The Burning of the Westhoughton Cotton Mill in 1812.  The 

penultimate stanza reads: 
 

21 Letter extracted from Westhoughton Local History Group, The Burning of the Westhoughton Mill, 1812, p. 
24. 
22 Greaves, The Trials of All the Prisoners at Special Assizes for the County of Lancaster, Commencing May 23, 
1812, p 65. 
23 Staton, Th’ Bunnin’ o’ Westhowftun Factory, in ‘Luddites and Blackfaces…’, p. 152. 
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The fatal morn, the summons calls, 

The gallows scowls from the Castle walls, 

Four hempen ropes suspended high 

Proclaim the fact all four must die. 

The execrations of the crowd 

Found vent in groans, long, deep and loud. 

Amid excitement, fierce and wild, 

They cried, “Could nothing save the child?” 

A thousand hearts sent up the prayer, 

To stay his doom, his life to spare, 

No! The blot must stain the historian’s page, 

“They hung a lad twelve years of age.” 
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The duplicity of Colonel Fletcher and the ‘Blackfaces’ 

The evidence on which my ancestor, James Brierley, was convicted was given by men who 

had witnessed the ‘twisting in’ of Holland Bowden.  Men who had blackened faces on the 

night in question and who had been acting as spies.  One of those spies, Lawrence Harwood, 

began his testimony with the following words:24 

On the night of Sunday the 19th of April I was ordered by Mr War the 
adjutant — I went in disguise as ordered — we were to go and watch what 
they did — I never heard of any pay or any thing for every head we bought 
to Lancaster 

Another spy testified: ‘I had my face blacked and a black handkerchief over my head — I 

was desired to appear so by an officer in the Bolton Militia’.25  Colonel Fletcher had not only 

been the local magistrate; as his title suggests, he was also the commander of the Bolton 

Militia. 

The testimony of the spies at the trial of James Brierley would have been given to a packed 

court room in Lancaster Castle.  Although Lancaster Castle was over forty miles from Bolton, 

some relatives and friends of the accused may have managed the journey.  I wonder if 

James’s wife, Anna Maria, somehow managed to make it.  Imagine their gasps when the 

identities of the spies were first revealed. 

One of the spies, John Stones, was known in the Bolton community as having been one of the 

most active recruiters of Luddites.  He may even have administered the unlawful oath to 

some of the men accused of administering the oath to Holland Bowden.  Indeed, the Home 

Office records include a statement from one of James’s co-accused, John Greenalgh, claiming 

that John Stones had tried to twist him in, and that when he had refused, John Stones had told 

him ‘the time was fast approaching when every one who was not twisted would be looked 

upon as enemies, and treated as such’.  Imagine the outrage felt by James Brierley and his co-

accused when they realised that John Stones’ group of spies were the witnesses giving 

evidence against them for administering an illegal oath — especially in circumstances where 

 
24 ‘Imperfect copy of the Trial of the “Twisters in” at Lancaster, Home Office: Domestic Correspondence, George 
III. HO 42. Letters and papers, National Archives, Kew, UK, HO 42/132 at pp. 738-744. 
25 William Orelle, ‘Imperfect copy of the Trial of the “Twisters in” at Lancaster, Home Office: Domestic 
Correspondence, George III. HO 42. Letters and papers, National Archives, Kew, UK, HO 42/132 at pp. 738-744. 
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most of them had merely been present while the oath was administered rather than actively 

administering it, as many of the spies themselves had been known to have done. 

After the identity of Colonel Fletcher’s spies were revealed at the trial, and word got out in 

the local community about the extent of their duplicity, those spies became known as 

‘Blackfaces’.  There was a public outcry regarding their conduct from the inhabitants of 

Bolton, rich and poor.  Historical records show that ‘a deputation of Gentlemen [from 

Bolton], who had taken pains to inform themselves on the subject, repaired to London’26 and 

spoke to some Members of Parliament.  One of those gentlemen was a man called Dr Robert 

Taylor later wrote a letter to the [townspeople of Bolton] outlining the content of the 

information he had given to the Parliamentarians.  He claimed that his objective had been ‘to 

unmask the detestable system of espionage which is now known to have been so active in 

tormenting and encouraging those very disturbances which it was its pretended object to 

prevent…’.  His letter went on to make the following claims: 

[D]uring the period of the disturbances in the neighbourhood of Bolton, the 

hired spies were more regular in their attendance on the nocturnal meetings, 

and more active in raising recruits than any other persons — That they were 

the only persons who were in the habit of attending these meetings ARMED 

— That these spies did frequently recommend, and vehemently urge the 

perpetration of unlawful and felonious acts, such as the destruction of 

property by burning, and even private assassination — That they were the 

persons who organized the meetings, who divided them into classes, and 

who appointed Captains or Representatives of the Classes — That they did 

themselves act as Captains of Classes, under feigned names, such as 

Whitbread, Grey and Wardle, thereby giving to these insignificant and paltry 

meetings, an air of magnitude and importance, and political feeling, too 

which they had otherwise no pretension — That they fixed the times and 

places of future meetings, and gave out the pass words and countersigns, as 

sent notices or summonses to individuals to attend these meetings, 

assailing, with loud reproaches and violent threats those who expressed any 

disinclination to attend them — That the spies were also active in collecting 

the miserable two-penny subscriptions, so much talked of, and in furthering 

the administration of the unlawful oath, and in distributing copies of the 

said oath, for the purpose of setting it a going in distant places — That they 

encouraged the attendance on the meetings, by making false reports of the 

number of recruits raised, and by intimating that arms would be provided 

for all who should be in want of them, and also by exhibiting fire-arms, with 

which they declared their determination to shoot any constables who should 

come to disturb or to disperse them — That they did, by violent reproaches, 

 
26 Robert Taylor, Letters on the subject of the Lancashire riots, in the year 1812, The Making of the Modern 
World, Bolton, 1813, p. 5. 
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and the exhibition of fire-arms, and threats of instant death, compel 

individuals to remain at the meetings, who, through fear, or dislike of the 

proceedings, wished to retire from them — That they did, in several 

instances, go so far as to lend or distribute fire-arms amongst their deluded 

associates, for the avowed purpose of being employed in the perpetration of 

unlawful acts — That these spies were in general men in the lowest stations 

of life, several of them paupers, and that it therefore becomes a matter of 

serious enquiry how, or where, or by whom, they were furnished with fire-

arms for these purposes — That, for the purpose of better carrying on the 

deception, these spies proposed to attack and destroy the house of their 

reputed employer, M. Fletcher, and pointed out times when the absence of 

the military seemed to offer a favourable opportunity for effecting this — 

That one of the spies has repeatedly gone the length of proposing the 

assassination of Mr. Fletcher himself, and has actually produced pistols for 

this pretended purpose, in the execution of which he himself offered to assist 

— That the spies were, by some persons yet unknow, supplied very lavishly 

with money, which was often expended in giving free drink to those whom 

they wished to seduce from their duty — That the wages of these spies, 

which have been publicly stated at from 30s. to 50s. per week, have, in some 

instances, been paid at the rate of from 12s. to 15s. per night! — That these 

extravagant wages are not rendered necessary by any supposed danger to 

the lives of the spies, from the vengeance of the rioters — That there is not 

the slightest ground for this crafty insinuation, as they go abroad publicly, 

and at all hours, and apparently without fear; and some of them, by their 

habitually riotous conduct, and the very peculiar insolence of their 

deportment, show that they feel confident of impunity and protection — That 

at the Meeting on Dean Moor, on the 19th of April, (on which so much stress 

has been laid) when there was a talk of destroying the West Houghton 

factory, the spies attended in such numbers, as, according to their own 

account, to constitute upwards of one-fourth of the meeting; and there is 

reason to believe that the proportion of spies was in reality even greater than 

this! — That they appeared on this occasion armed, and disguised with 

blackened faces, so as to excite much attention and curiosity — That when 

there was as attempt to ascertain, whether the strength of this meeting was 

competent to its object, some of the spies shewed their pistols, and offered 

themselves to be counted two or three times over, so as to give the 

appearance of greater numbers than were really present, thereby 

encouraging the meeting to proceed to the perpetration of its intended 

mischief — That when some person wished to retire, on finding the wicked 

and dangerous service the meeting was proceeding upon, they were 

prevented from so doing by a Rear-guard, formed chiefly of the armed spies, 

and were marched by force towards West Houghton, where a considerable 

detachment of  military are said to have been in ambuscade, waiting their 

approach — That on this occasion the spies were provided with white caps, 

to put on their heads when they should meet the military, that they might be 

recognised! — That it was given out that the military were called suddenly to 

a considerable distance, thereby affording to the riotous meeting an 

uncommonly safe opportunity for the execution of their project! — That the 

military had, in fact, proceeded by a circuitous and unusual route to West 

Houghton : the direct road from Bolton to West Houghton lying over Dean 
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Moor, where the meeting was held — That if the object of those who directed 

these matters had been solely to protect the Factory, the military would, of 

course, have been ordered to proceed to West Houghton by the usual road, 

and would thereby have saved the Factory, and dispersed the meeting, by 

one and the same movement; but it is said that the circuitous route was 

chosen for the express purpose of not alarming the mob!  Though it is not 

supposed that the military body thus sent was acquainted with the plans of 

the spies, or would condescend, knowingly, to act in concert with them, yet 

there is strong reason to suspect, from the conduct of the spies on this 

occasion, that it was their intention to lead their deluded associates into 

contact with the military.  How the White Caps were to be made a protection 

to the spies themselves, is, of course, known only to a chosen few.  It 

appears, however, that this judicious, and extraordinary, and loyal, and 

manly scheme failed, owing to the cowardice or want of discipline in the 

white-faced part of the nocturnal meeting, which could not, either by 

encouragements, or threats, or the exertions of the rear-guard, be brought 

near the intended scene of action.  The military slang, introduced by the 

spies, did not suffice to inspire the weavers with military courage, and 

desertion (or a disposition to lag, as it was termed) was so prevalent in the 

ranks, that ultimately the black-faced part of the meeting appears to have 

been left alone.  A detachment of Local Militia, which was sent from Bolton, 

in the middle of the night, for the apparent purpose of picking up stragglers, 

or fugitives, or wounded, succeeded in making prisoners a considerable 

number of the supposed Luddites; but lo! When the captives came to be 

examined, every man of them was proved to belong to the Corps of the 

Black-faced Spies!...These farcical transactions were so metamorphosed in 

certain reports to Government, as to be thought of the highest national 

importance. 

These allegations about the shocking complicity of government spies in the uprising of the 

Bolton luddites are supported by some of the Home Office records I have found in the 

National Archives.  It seems that, after the public outcry — and unfortunately for James, after 

his transportation — some attempt was made by the authorities to look into the allegations of 

impropriety.  A cluster of Home Office records which date from around July 1812 are 

organised under headings such as ‘Cases shewing the manner in which arrests are made in the 

night by the Bolton Local Militia of which Mr. Fletcher the Magistrate is the Colonel’, 

‘Outrages committed by the Bolton Volunteer Cavalry’ and ‘Cases of Oppression’27.  Under 

the latter heading are a series statements taken from people about the conduct of Colonel 

Fletcher’s spies which are consistent with Dr Taylor’s assertions. 

 
27 Home Office: Domestic Correspondence, George III. HO 42. Letters and papers, 01 January 1813 – 31 March 
1813, National Archives, Kew, UK, HO 42/132, pp. 722-730. 
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The bitterness with which the ‘Blackfaces’ were remembered by the Bolton working class is 

evident from the extract below, published in the Bowtun Luminary about 45 years after the 

Luddite hangings. 

 

Figure 8: Excerpt from Th’ Bunnin’ o’ Westhowftun Factory showing community bitterness towards the 
magistrates and ‘Blackfaces’28 

It is unclear to what extent Colonel (and Magistrate) Fletcher was complicit in the acts of 

violence and intimidation that were committed by his spies.  Had he ordered the spies to act 

in that manner, or suspected that they were acting inappropriately and turned a blind eye? It is 

clear that Colonel Fletcher oversaw the arrest of the Bolton Luddites and the gathering of 

witness statements from those involved.  At some point he must have become aware (or at 

least suspected) that his spies had been complicit in inciting the very conduct that the 

authorities were trying to prevent.  And yet he proceeded to push ahead with the 

prosecutions, and even formed part of the jury that found them guilty. 

Dr Taylor wryly observed in his public letter that ‘[a]nti-jacobinism had been a very thriving 

trade, and that those who were fattening upon it were unwilling to relinquish it’.29 The 

 
28 Staton, Th’ Bunnin’ o’ Westhowftun Factory, in ‘Luddites and Blackfaces…’. 
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English government had cried poor when the starving handloom weaving communities had 

petitioned for government help so they could survive the massive social upheaval, and loss of 

livelihood, caused by the industrial revolution.  Yet, with the guillotines of the French 

revolutionaries still ringing in its ears, the English government had very deep pockets indeed 

when it came to subduing any perceived threat of revolution.  When the desperation of the 

handloom weavers fuelled the Luddite uprisings, the task of subduing those uprisings became 

an industry in its own right and those who had learned how to make a good living from it, and 

how to advance their power and status on the back of it, had a vested interest in prolonging 

the unrest.  Was Colonel Fletcher one of those who crossed the line?  Had he been complicit 

in the business of stoking the fires of Luddism, and sending men to the gallows, in order to 

keep feathering his own nest?  Had he even been a ringleader in that enterprise? 

A simple google search reveals that ‘Colonel Ralph Fletcher’ became ‘the first Deputy Grand 

Master of the Grand Orange Lodge of England’.  The ‘Orange Order’ still exists today,30 and 

their website provides a copy of the following obituary which apparently appeared in The 

Gentleman’s Magazine: 

Ralph Fletcher Esq. February 22 at his house, the Hollins, near Bolton, 
aged 74.  His death has occasioned the deepest grief to an affectionate 
family; the most unfeigned regret to a numerous circle of friends and 
acquaintances; and a severe loss to the public, for whose benefit his 
valuable life was principally spent.  In 1797 he undertook the arduous 
situation of a magistrate.  In times of difficulty and danger, he was always 
at his post, and mainly contributed, by his foresight and firmness, to the 
repression of violence, and the preservation of the public peace.  Nor did 
he, while protecting the privileges and property of the rich, overlook the 
claims of the poor, but lent to them, at all times, a ready and indulgent ear; 
exerting himself for the promotion of their interests to the best of his 
judgement and ability… 

 
29 Robert Taylor, Letters on the subject of the Lancashire riots, in the year 1812, The Making of the Modern 
World, Bolton, 1813. 
30 The Orange Order describes itself on its website in the following terms: 

“The Orange Order is a multi-cultural worldwide Protestant fraternity that exists to protect and promote 
the Reformed Faith whilst upholding the memory of King William III of Great Britain of pious and 
immortal memory. Prince William of Orange, (later to become King William III) fought for the 
deliverance of the people of the British Isles from tyrannical oppression imposed by the Roman 
Catholic Church through previous Roman Catholic Monarchs of Britain. King William III was invited 
to Britain with the aim of instigating the Glorious Revolution that brought about a fairer society and 
that we as Orange Men and Orange Women now hold dear.”  (Manchester Orange ‘About Us’, 
http://www.manchesterorange.co.uk/AboutUs, Accessed 13 April 2018) 

http://www.manchesterorange.co.uk/AboutUs
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Amongst his class, Colonel Fletcher was evidently remembered with some reverence as a 

repressor of violence, a preserver of public peace, and a promoter of the interests of the poor.  

I am reminded of the closing words of Alex Hayley’s novel Roots — ‘preponderantly the 

histories have been written by the winners’.31 

  

 
31 Alex Hayley, Roots: The Saga of an American Family, Doubleday, Garden City, 1976, p.688. 
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The transportation of James Brierley and his fellow weavers 

It is unlikely that my ancestor, James Brierley, had the opportunity to say goodbye to his wife 

or six year old daughter before he was transported, nor to collect belongings that may have 

been useful for the journey ahead.  Lancaster Castle, where he was tried and sentenced, was 

forty miles from his home town of Bolton.  Following their conviction, James and his 

comrades were taken 250 miles south to the ‘New Bailey’32 in London prior to enduring the 

75 mile trip to the prison hulk, HMS Portland, at Portsmouth.33 They are likely to have 

travelled in the back of a horse-drawn coach, in irons, and under military guard.34 

 

 

Figure 9: Marriage record for James Briarly in 1805. 35 

The relevant entry, at the bottom of this extract, is from the parish of St Peter’s, in Bolton-le-Moors, and is dated 1 
December 1805.  It reads: ‘James Briarly Bury Parish weaver & Anna Maria Armstrong this Parish’. It is not 
surprising that James’s surname is spelled differently here (‘Brairly’) to the spelling on his baptism record 
(‘Brierley’). His surname was spelled in a variety of different ways on different official documents throughout his 
life. 

 

 
32 One of the Bolton Luddites transported with James, Thomas Holden, repeatedly refers to the ‘New Bailey’ in 
the letters he send to his family about their ordeal after leaving Lancaster Castle (source: Correspondence 
relating to the trial and transportation of Thomas Holden of Bolton, Lancashire Archives, Preston, UK, DDX 140 
(7)). Of course, the London prison he was referring to is now known as the ‘Old Bailey’. 
33 Correspondence relating to the trial and transportation of Thomas Holden of Bolton, Lancashire Archives, 
Preston, UK, DDX 140 (7). 
34 In a bundle of Home Office records investigating the conduct of the Bolton Local Militia in the aftermath of 
the burning of the Westhoughton Mill there is an eye-witness account of ‘the Manchester Coach, loaded with 
prisoners for Lancaster Castle, [and] guarded by a party of the Bolton Cavalry’ passing through the town of 
Chorley (National Archives, Kew, UK, HO 42/132 at p. 723).  The letters from Thomas Holden suggest the 250 
mile journey from Lancaster Castle to London was undertaken over three days (between 19-21 June 1812), 
which would have been impossible on foot.  Staff at Lancaster Castle advise that prisoners were transported in 
chains. 
35 Bolton Parish Church Registers Marriage Transcripts 1805-1815, R 19/29, 1805, Bolton Record Office, 
Lancashire, England. 
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Figure 10: Birth record of Mary Brierley in 1806.36 

 

This record reads: ‘Mary daughter of James & Anna Maria Brierley of Bury born March 22nd 1806 and baptized 
May 8th in the same year’.  The village of Bury is six miles from Bolton.  James and his wife, Anna Maria, had 
moved to Anna Maria’s home town of Bolton-Le-Moors by the time by of the 1811 census (see Figure 1). 

 

It is unclear whether James was literate, and able to write letters of farewell to his loved ones.  

Even if he was illiterate, it is possible that he found others, like fellow weaver, Thomas 

Holden, to write letters for him.  Many of the letters that 21 year old Thomas wrote to his 

loved ones in Bolton have survived to this day.  They shed light on the conditions endured by 

James Brierley and his fellow Luddites during their transportation, and also on the pain of 

separation. 37  The eleven Bolton Luddites on the Fortune were aged between 21 and 42, and 

it is likely that most of them had wives and young children at the time they were transported. 

In an undated letter written from their convict ship, the Fortune, prior to its departure, 

Thomas Holden provides some insights into the conditions on board:38 

Dear Honord father and Mother I think it Proppor to inform you what situation I am in as 

you Desired to know…the Plase that I am in is like unto that which Mr. Fletcher put us… my 

Beddin is as Bad or worse — and we are allowed to go on deck aboute one hour Per Day and 

some times more…we have Been 3 weeks without Cleane Shorts and we asked the Capn. For 

shorts and he said they could not be dirty yeat and I weare Irons on boath legs as we did 

Before at the hulks  Dear Honord father and Mother if you Cannot do nothing for me and 

very soon I am sure you will never see me alive again… I have Eaten nothing for 3 days not 

one penney worth of meate… 

 
36 England Births & Baptisms 1538-1975, FindmyPast®, https://www.findmypast.com/, Accessed 27 February 
2018. 
37 Correspondence relating to the trial and transportation of Thomas Holden of Bolton, Lancashire Archives, 
Preston, UK, DDX 140 (7). 
38 Thomas Holden to Molly, John and Ellen Holden, letter, undated, Lancashire Archives, Preston, UK, DDX 140 
(7). 

https://www.findmypast.com/
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The convict mortality rate for the crossing was a relatively low two per cent — four deaths out of 

200 convicts, with two of those deaths being from drowning.39  One of those who died was the 

Bolton Luddite, John Burney, who is reported to have died as the Fortune reached the port of Rio de 

Janiero.40  The cause of his death is unknown.  His death, being one of only two non-drowning 

convict deaths on board, may indicate that, as a result of their long ordeal prior to transportation, 

the Bolton Luddites were in relatively poor physical condition relative to the other convicts on board.  

Indeed, the Holden letters reveal that Thomas Holden was unwell during the journey.41  The 

surviving 196 convicts disembarked from the Fortune in Sydney on 18 June 1813 after a 180 day 

journey from England, and approximately 208 days on board.42 

 

Figure 11: Newspaper report of the Fortune’s arrival in Sydney, Sydney Gazette and New South Wales 
Advertiser, Saturday 12 June 1813, p 3. 

 
39 Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, 12 June 1813, p 3. 
40 Westhoughton Local History Group, The Burning of the Westhoughton Mill 1812, p. 26. 
41 Thomas Holden’s parents write to their son in Sydney on 1 April 1814, ‘we are sorry to hear [your journey] 
was attended with sickness’ (Source: Correspondence relating to the trial and transportation of Thomas 
Holden of Bolton, Lancashire Archives, Preston, UK, DDX 140 (7)). 
42 The first letter from Thomas Holden on board the Fortune is dated 22 November 1812, and his letter 
suggests that he and the other Bolton Luddites may have embarked some days earlier (Source: 
Correspondence relating to the trial and transportation of Thomas Holden of Bolton, Lancashire Archives, 
Preston, UK, DDX 140 (7)). 
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Shortly after their arrival in Sydney, Thomas Holden received a letter from his wife explaining that 

the ‘Bolton wives’ had collectively petitioned the Prince Regent to allow them to follow their 

husbands to Sydney, but the petition had been denied.  Records show that most of those broken 

families, including the family of James Brierley, were never reunited.43 

Although Thomas Holden’s story had a happy ending — after receiving a pardon he managed to 

return home to his family in 181744 — his letters during his time as a convict articulate the trauma of 

separation that would have been felt by many convicts.  I conclude with some excerpts from his 

letters which articulate his ongoing sense of loss; from his initial shock in Lancaster Castle at first 

learning of his sentence — ‘To be sent from my Native Country perhaps never to see it again 

distrefses me beyond comprehension’ —  through to his simple request, two years after his arrival in 

Sydney: ‘P:S: Kifs my Dear little Wife & Child for me my Dear Mother…’. 

 

Figure 12: Excerpt from a letter from Thomas Holden from Lancaster Castle on 1 June 1812 telling his wife he 
has been sentenced to seven years transportation.45 

It reads (in part):  

…To be sent from my Native Country perhaps never to see it again 
distrefses me beyond comprehension and will Terminate with my Life if so 
very soon and to part with my Dear Wife & Child parents and friends to be 
no more cut off in the Bloom of my youth without doing the least wrong to 
any person on Earth O my hard fate may God have mercy on me… 

 
43 Westhoughton Local History Group, The Burning of the Westhoughton Mill 1812, pp. 26-31. 
44 Westhoughton Local History Group, The Burning of the Westhoughton Mill 1812, p 27. 
45 Correspondence relating to the trial and transportation of Thomas Holden of Bolton, Lancashire Archives, 
Preston, UK, DDX 140 (7). 
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Figure 13: Excerpt from a letter from Thomas Holden from Lancaster Castle on 18 June 1812, the night before 
his long journey south to the hulks.46 

It reads (in part):  

…so I know bid Farewell to all but you with whom I hope never to part So 
may the Lord take you all under is Perpetial Care & Keep now from all 
Dangers & Fears so in tears I Conclude your Ever Affectinate Husband till 
Death Shall Part us… 

 
46 Correspondence relating to the trial and transportation of Thomas Holden of Bolton, Lancashire Archives, 

Preston, UK, DDX 140 (7). 
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Figure 14: Excerpt from a letter from Thomas Holden from the Fortune on 22 November 1812, prior to his 

departure from England.47 It reads (in part):  

…Dear wife it dose not trouble me so much Being Confined hear as Being 
parted from you and my dear Child Dear wife we are among a Deal of 
Diffrond Soarts of people But if I live to See my time oute as I trust In god 
I Shall you may Depend upon it I Shall Return to Ingland and then I hope 
we Shall Spend the Remander of our Days in this world in love and 
happiness togeter… 

  

 
47 Correspondence relating to the trial and transportation of Thomas Holden of Bolton, Lancashire Archives, 
Preston, UK, DDX 140 (7). 
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Figure 15: Excerpt from an undated letter from Thomas Holden to his parents and brother prior to his departure 

from England.48 

It reads (in part):  

I have kissed this Letter a thousand times and I hope you will do the same 
and may the Loard blefs you all… 

 

 

Figure 16: Excerpt from an undated letter from Thomas Holden to his parents prior to his departure from 
England.49 

It reads (in part):  

But my Spirits is low with thinking How I am Sent from my Natiff Contrey 
and I am Innasint Dear mother I do not think of Seeing you in this world 
any moar… 

 

 
48 Correspondence relating to the trial and transportation of Thomas Holden of Bolton, Lancashire Archives, 

Preston, UK, DDX 140 (7). 
49 Correspondence relating to the trial and transportation of Thomas Holden of Bolton, Lancashire Archives, 
Preston, UK, DDX 140 (7). 
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Figure 17: Excerpt from a letter from Thomas Holden to his parents from Sydney dated 23 April 1815.50 

It reads (in part):  

P:S: Kifs my Dear little Wife & Child for me my Dear Mother… 

  

 
50 Correspondence relating to the trial and transportation of Thomas Holden of Bolton, Lancashire Archives, 
Preston, UK, DDX 140 (7). 
 



463 
 

Bibliography 

Bailey, Brian, Luddite Rebellion, Sutton Publishing Ltd, UK, 1998. 

Bains, Edward, History of the cotton manufacture in Great Britain, H. Fisher, R. Fisher 

and P. Jackson, London, 1835. 

Chetham’s Library, ‘James Taylor Staton’, 

http://chethamslibrary.blogspot.com/2013/07/james-taylor-staton.html, Accessed 13 

June 2018. 

Darvall, F.O, Popular Disturbances and Public Order in Regency England, Oxford 

University Press, London, 1934. 

Hayley, Alex, Roots: The Saga of an American Family, Doubleday, Garden City, 1976. 

Manchester Orange: Information portal about Orange Order history and heritage in 

Greater Manchester, Lancashire and Cheshire, ‘About Us’, 

http://www.manchesterorange.co.uk/AboutUs , Accessed 13 April 2018. 

Navickas, Katrina, Loyalism and Radicalism in Lancashire 1798–1815, Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, Oxford, 2009. 

Radcliffe, William, Origin of the New System of Manufacture Commonly Called "Power-

Loom Weaving", J. Lomax, Stockport, 1828. 

Staton, J.T., “Th’ Bunnin’ o’ Westhowftun Factory”, A Re-Issue of the Story Published in 

the Bowtun Luminary by J.T.Staton, Westhoughton, Clough, ‘Excelsior’ Printing Works, 

1901. 

Walton, John, Lancashire: A Social History, 1558–1939, Manchester University Press, 

Manchester, 1987. 

Westhoughton Local History Group, The Burning of the Westhoughton Mill 1812, ‘A 

Local History Booklet to mark the bi-centenary of the burning of the mill’, 2012, copies 

available from the Westhoughton Local History Group and the Westhoughton Library, 

Westhoughton, UK. 

Archival sources 

Bolton Parish Church Registers Marriage Transcripts 1805–1815, Bolton Record Office, 

Lancashire, UK, R 19/29 1805. 

Correspondence relating to the trial and transportation of Thomas Holden of Bolton, 

Lancashire Archives, Preston, UK, DDX 140 (7). 

http://chethamslibrary.blogspot.com/2013/07/james-taylor-staton.html
http://www.manchesterorange.co.uk/AboutUs


464 
 

England Births & Baptisms 1538-1975, Findmypast®, RG4/2432, 

https://www.findmypast.com/, Accessed 27 February 2018. 

Great Bolton Population Returns 1811, Bolton History Centre, Bolton, UK, PGB/8/2. 

Greaves, Edward, The Trials of All the Prisoners at Special Assizes for the County of 

Lancaster, Commencing May 23, 1812, at the Castle of Lancaster; before Sir Alexander 

Thomson, Knight and Sir Simon Le Blanc, Knight, Lancaster, William Minshull, 1812. 

Home Office: Disturbances Correspondence. HO 40. The Luddite riots – reports. 

Cheshire, Lancashire, Yorkshire, 01 March 1812 – 30 June 1812, National Archives, Kew, 

UK, HO 40/1/1. 

Home Office: Domestic Correspondence, George III. HO 42. Letters and papers. 

Supplementary. 01 September 1811 – 30 November 1811, National Archives, Kew, UK, 

HO 42/117. 

Home Office: Domestic Correspondence, George III. HO 42. Letters and papers, October 

1812, National Archives, Kew, UK, HO 42/128. 

Home Office: Domestic Correspondence, George III. HO 42. Letters and papers, 01 

January 1813 – 31 March 1813, National Archives, Kew, UK, HO 42/132. 

Lancaster Assizes Annual Return of Prisoners, A Return of the several Prisoners 

Committed for Trial at a Sefsion of pleas of the Crown held at Lancaster in the Month of 

May 1812, National Archives, Kew, UK, PL 28/5. 

New South Wales, Australia, Convict Indents, 1788–1842; Bound Indentures 1801-1814, 

Ancestry®, State Archives of NSW, Kingswood, NSW, 

https://www.ancestry.com.au/search/collections/2024/. 

Palatinate of Lancaster: Crown Court: Depositions, 1811–1825, National Archives, Kew, 

UK, PL 27/9. 

Taylor, Robert, Letters on the subject of the Lancashire riots, in the year 1812, The 

Making of the Modern World, Bolton, 1813. 

Newspapers 

Bowtun Luminary (Bolton, UK, 1853–1864). 

Bolton Journal (Bolton, UK, 1871–1893). 

Lancaster Gazette (Lancaster, UK, 1801–1894). 

Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser (NSW 1803–1842). 

https://www.findmypast.com/
https://www.ancestry.com.au/search/collections/2024/

	revised intro pages - 19.10.2020
	Thesis - FINAL FOR PRINTING - updated 19.10.2020
	2. Creative component - FINAL FOR PRINTING - updated 19.11.2020
	3. Appendix to thesis - FINAL FOR PRINTING - 13.10.20




