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Abstract 

This thesis situates the transportation of convicts to Western Australia within the 

context of global flows of coerced labour migration in the period 1829-1868. It examines 

the role of European, Chinese and Indian indentured servants; Aboriginal Australian 

people; juvenile emigrants from Britain; and child and adult convicts who were amongst 

the extraordinary range of labourers who travelled to, and helped build, the Swan River 

Colony. Previous research has examined these forms of labour separately and within 

their local context. Instead, this thesis analyses the connections and entanglements 

between these different experiments in labour importation and extraction. It also shows 

how social categories – including age, gender, ethnicity, and ‘criminal status’ – affected 

the development of labour systems and the experiences of various kinds of labourers. 

By examining the relationships between these differing practices this thesis overturns 

presumptions about a clear shift from free to unfree labour in Western Australia in 1850, 

when convicts were first transported. Instead it reveals a much longer process of the 

introduction of new and increasingly controversial forms of unfree labour from 1829 

until Swan River became a penal colony. In so doing it renders visible the work of those 

hidden from histories of Western Australia’s foundation. 
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Introduction 

Creating a Labour Force in Western Australia 

This thesis provides a framework through which to understand the functioning and 

entanglement of coerced labour systems, and the experience of labourers in Western 

Australia, between the years 1829 and 1868. In this pursuit, it contributes to two fields 

of scholarship: the history of British colonisation in Western Australia, and labour 

history. This thesis challenges the traditional narrative that Western Australia was 

founded on the work of ‘free’ European settlers until coerced labour was introduced to 

the region in the form of convicts in 1850.1 This research challenges two assumptions of 

the foundation of the colony: first, the idea that the introduction of convicts represented 

a definitive shift in the colony’s workforce from ‘free’ to ‘unfree’ labour; and second, the 

notion that coerced labourers were passive vessels for British imperial interests. Instead, 

the research presented within this thesis demonstrates that the European settlement of 

Western Australia had been heavily reliant on the use of coerced labourers for twenty-

one years prior to 1850. These labourers enacted various forms of agency that shaped 

society in the colony’s early years. Overall, this thesis sheds light on the complexities of 

labour systems that existed along a continuum from free to unfree labour, and their 

legacies within Western Australia.  

The use of convicts as colonisers in New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land, 

and the systems of labour extraction and control that developed around them have 

tended to dominate understandings of the role of coerced labour in the Australian 

context. Using Western Australia to challenge this model this thesis highlights the 

colony’s inventive experiments in various forms of unfree and coerced labour 

exploitation, as precursors to convict labour. This challenges the presumption that 

                                                           
1 W. B. Kimberly (Comp.), History of West Australia: A Narrative of her Past, Together with Biographies 
of her Leading Men (F. W. Niven & Co. Printers and Publishers, Melbourne, 1897); J. S. Battye (ed.), 
Cyclopedia of Western Australia: An Historical and Commercial Review, Descriptive and Biographical 
Facts, Figures and Illustrations, An Epitome of Progress, Vol I (Hussey & Gillingham Ltd, Adelaide, 1912); 
F. K. Crowley, Australia’s Western Third: A history of Western Australia from the first settlements to 
modern times (University of Western Australia Press, London, 1960); C. T. Stannage, People of Perth, A 
Social History of Western Australia’s Capital City (Perth City Council, Perth, 1979).   
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convict labour was an inevitable, and antithetical form of labour to settler labour, 

analysing it instead as part of a continuum of relative ‘coercion’ and ‘unfreedom’. 

This approach compels us to consider how connected the colony was to the rest 

of the British Empire. It positions the establishment of Western Australia, in 1829, as 

part of a broader ‘“mighty experiment”’ to transition from ‘unfree’ enslaved labour to 

other forms of coerced, but ‘nominally free’, labour across the British Empire in the 

1830s.2 Therefore, this study positions convict labour in Western Australia as part of a 

‘continuum of unfree labour practices that underpinned European expansion’. 3 My 

research creates a new global history of Western Australia, charting the global 

movement of people and ideas, and the influence of trajectories of power and 

governance that stretched across the British Empire, and their impact on the 

development of the colony of Western Australia. The implications of this work extend 

beyond Western Australia or even the British Empire as it provides a new and illustrative 

exploration of the impact of colonial connections and networks for understanding local 

labour systems.4 

The first European settlement in Western Australia was established at King 

George Sound in 1826. It was a small convict outpost under New South Wales 

administration, set up mainly due to fears of French interest.5 The Swan River Colony 

was established in June 1829 on the banks of the Swan River in the South-West corner 

of what was then called New Holland (See figure 0.1), following the enthusiastic reports 

of Royal Navy Captain James Stirling in 1827. New Holland was the European name for 

mainland Australia until the British settlement in Sydney in 1788 when the territory to 

                                                           
2 Kate Boehme, Peter Mitchell and Alan Lester, ‘Reforming Everywhere and All at Once: Transitioning 
from Free Labor across the Empire 1837-1838’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 2017, Sussex 
Research Online: http://sro.sussex.ac.uk/68393/ accessed 11 October 2017.  
3 This builds on the work of Clare Anderson and Hamish Maxwell Stewart, ‘Convict Labour and the 
Western Empires, 1415-1954’, in Robert Aldrich and Kristen McKenzie (eds), The Routledge History of 
Western Empires (Routledge, London, 2017), pp. 102-117.  
4 Alan Lester, ‘Imperial Circuits and Networks: Geographies of the British Empire’, History Compass, Vol. 
4, No. 1 (2006), pp. 124-141; Taylor Sherman, ‘Tensions of Colonial Punishment: Perspectives on recent 
developments in the study of coercive networks in Asia, Africa and the Caribbean’, History Compass, Vol. 
7, No. 2 (2009), pp. 659-677; Kerry Ward, Networks of Empire: Forced migration in the Dutch East India 
Company (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2009). 
5 Historical Records of Australia, Series I, Vol. 12, p. 215. The outpost was not however very successful 
and the garrison was withdrawn in 1831 

http://sro.sussex.ac.uk/68393/


3 
 

 
 

the east of the continent was renamed New South Wales. This left only the western part 

as New Holland until 1832 when the territory was officially renamed Western Australia.  

 

Figure 0.1: Map demonstrating the first settlements in New Holland (Western Australia). 

 

From its establishment Western Australia was a crown colony ruled by governors 

who were responsible to the British Government. Unlike New South Wales, Tasmania, 

Victoria and South Australia which were fully self-governing by 1856, the governors of 

Western Australia were required to work with a Legislative Council, which was mainly 

made up of officials who were subject to their authority, rather than elected 

representatives, until 1870 (for a list of governors see figure 0.2). As Brian De Garis 

notes, the reason for this prolonged period of ‘political tutelage’ was due to the colony’s 

financial dependence on Britain and its limited population.6 

Western Australia was the first British colony in Australia to be founded 

exclusively for free settlers on the basis of a land grant system.7 By the end of 1830  

                                                           
6 B. K. Garis, Political Tutelage 1829-1870 in C.T. Stannage (ed.), A New History of Western Australia 
(University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1981) p, 299. 
7 Pamela Statham, ‘Swan River Colony, 1829-1850’, in C. T. Stannage (ed.), A New History of Western 
Australia (University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1981), p. 181. 
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Governor From To 

Captain James Stirling  
(Lieutenant-Governor) 

December 1828 February 1832 

Captain James Stirling March 1832 January 1839 

John Hutt January 1839 January 1846 

Lieutenant Colonel Andrew 
Clarke 

January 1846 February 1847 

Lieutenant Colonel Frederick 
Irwin (acting governor) 

February 1847 August 1848 

Captain Charles Fitzgerald August 1848 July 1855 

Sir Arthur Kennedy  July 1855 February 1862 

Dr John Hampton  February 1862 November 1868 

Sir Benjamin Pine November 1868 September 1869 

Sir Frederick Weld September 1869 January 1875 

Figure 0.2: Table of Governors and Lieutenant-Governors of Western Australia. 

‘Swan River Mania’ had attracted almost 2,000 British settlers to the shores of Western 

Australia. However, despite the initial enthusiasm, accounts of the colony’s ‘arid’ and 

‘unwelcoming land’ resulted in a sharp decline in the number of free migrants that 

arrived from 1830 onwards.8 From the start the administrators and settlers at Swan 

River were overwhelmed with labour difficulties that restricted the colony’s economic 

and social growth. 

Internal and external factors caused the Western Australian economy to struggle 

in the early years, in particular a severe shortage of labour and access to viable markets 

with which to trade. Unlike New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land, which were 

established by the British government as fully funded penal colonies, the conditions of 

settlement for the Swan River colony were selected to minimise government spending.9 

As a result of these terms there were several shortcomings which seriously hindered the 

colony’s early development. Namely, as Pamela Statham points out, the ‘liberal 

interpretation’ of the value of assets that entitled settlers to large grants of land.10 By 

encouraging settlers to bring physical assets in exchange for land the regulations not 

only endorsed the system of indenture, as indentured servants were included as such, 

                                                           
8 ‘Swan River’, The Times, 22 December 1830. 
9 House of Commons Parliamentary Papers, (hereafter HCPP), 1829 (238) Swan River Settlement, Copy 
of Old Terms, Swan River, p. 7. 
10 Statham, ‘Swan River Colony, 1829-1850’, p. 184. 
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it also created a framework in which the need for money was overlooked, reducing the 

size of the colony’s domestic market. As a result Western Australia’s landed elite began 

to consider the introduction of convicts as a solution to their labour and financial 

problems from as early as 1834.11  

Despite fears concerning the moral degradation of the colonists, as encapsulated 

by the conclusions of the 1837-8 Parliamentary Select Committee on Convict 

Transportation in New South Wales and Van Diemens’ Land, the transportation system 

had proven itself effective as a tool of economic expansion in the Eastern colonies, 

compelling Western Australia to consider the same. Colonists quickly began to recognise 

the benefits of introducing convict labour, despite the drawbacks.12 Regardless of the 

founding conditions that explicitly forbade the introduction of convicts, Australia’s first 

private settlement became its last officially constituted penal colony in 1850. Over the 

next eighteen years Western Australia received around 9,720 convicts, perpetuating a 

system which other colonies had long rejected. 

The transportation of convicts to far-flung colonies had been practised within 

the British Empire since 1615, initially to the Americas.13 The flow of convicts to the 

American colonies was initially very low, though numbers gradually increased as the 

benefits of using exiles as forced labourers was established.14 However, convict labour 

had not been used specifically to colonise a foreign territory until the founding of New 

South Wales in 1788 and Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania) in 1806. Prior to this, convict 

labour had been directed to work in existing industries rather than towards colonisation 

efforts. Between 1788 and 1840, 80,000 convicts were transported to New South Wales, 

3,000 to Moreton Bay and the Port Phillip District in 1846-1850, and Van Diemen’s Land 

received around 69,000 convicted felons between 1850 and 1868.15 The lands which 

                                                           
11 State Record Office of Western Australia (hereafter SROWA), Cons. 42/1, Petition to the Governor 
James Stirling for the introduction of convicts to Swan River, Perth, 26 November 1834. 
12 The Perth Gazette and Western Australia Journal, 25 February 1837, p. 856.  
13 Emma Christopher and Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, ‘Convict transportation in global context, c.1700-88’ 
in Alison Bashford and Stuart Macintyre (eds.), The Cambridge History of Australia (Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 2013) p. 71. 
14 Ibid. An estimated 56,000 convicts are reported as having been transported to the Americas during 
the years 1660-1775. 
15 S. Nicholas and P. Shergold, ‘Transportation as Global Migration’ in Stephen Nicholas (ed.), Convict 
Workers: Reinterpreting Australia’s Past (Cambridge University Press, New York, 1988), p. 30. 
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these convicts, their guards and a handful of government officials came to settle, 

belonged to and were inhabited by Indigenous peoples in Australia, who were violently 

dispossessed through the colonisation effected by convict settlers.16 

The colonisation of Western Australia by the British Empire stands apart from 

other Australian narratives of colonisation because it was initially established as a free 

colony, with a long delay before the introduction of convicts. As a consequence, where 

Western Australia is incorporated into the broader story of convict transportation to the 

Antipodes, it appears in the historiography as little more than an afterthought to the 

Eastern Australian colonies, if at all. Robert Hughes’ bestselling text The Fatal Shore 

dedicates just seven pages to Western Australia, A. G. L Shaw’s Convicts and the Colonies 

relegates the colony to a postscript and Leslie Lloyd Robson’s The Convict Settlers of 

Australia makes no mention of the colony at all.17 On the other hand, in local histories 

of Western Australia convict labour has overshowed other forms of coerced labour 

which were used within the development of the Swan River colony, falsely positing a 

clear divide between, and transition from, ‘free’ to ‘unfree labour’ in 1850.18 This thesis 

shows that indentured servants, Aboriginal peoples, juvenile emigrants and adult 

convicts were amongst the range of labourers utilised by the colonial officials of Western 

Australia and its settlers during the early colonial period. This thesis makes two key 

arguments. First, I argue that it is necessary to situate the transportation of convicts to 

Western Australia within the context of the earlier flows of coerced labourers from 

across the world to the colony between 1829 and 1850. This broader comparative 

                                                           
16 Tom Lawson, The Last Man: A British genocide in Tasmania (I. B. Tauris, London, 2014); Henry 
Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier: Aboriginal resistance to the European invasion of Australia 
(Penguin Books, Ringwood, 1982). 
17 A. G. L. Shaw, Convicts and the Colonies: A Study of Penal Transportation from Great Britain and 
Ireland to Australia and other parts of the British Empire (Faber and Faber, London, 1966); Robert 
Hughes, The Fatal Shore: The Epic of Australia’s Founding (Knopf, New York, 1987); Leslie Lloyd Robson, 
The Convict Settlers of Australia: An Enquiry into the Origin and Character of the Convicts Transported to 
New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land 1787-1852 (Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1976). 
18 A selection of convict based histories: Rica Erickson, The Brand On His Coat: Biographies of some 
Western Australian convicts (Hesperian Press, Western Australia, 2009); F. Bush, The Convicts’ 
contribution to the built environment of colonial Western Australia between 1850-1880, unpublished 
PhD Thesis, Curtin University, 2012; Alexandra Hasluck, Unwilling Emigrants: A study of the convict 
period in Western Australia (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1959); Pamela Statham, ‘Origins and 
achievements: Convicts and the Western Australian economy’, Westerley, Vol. 3, 1985, pp. 37-44;   
Cherry Gertzel, The Convict System in Western Australia, 1850-1870, Unpublished PhD Thesis, University 
of Western Australia, 1949; A. Blake, J. Sheriff (ed.), ‘Building a Colony: The Convict Legacy’, Studies in 
Western Australia, Vol. 24, 2006. 
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framework is crucial because these labour regimes overlapped in time and space. They 

were also differentiated by the state and settlers on the basis of social categories 

including race, age, gender and ‘criminality’. By examining the relationship between 

these differing practices this thesis establishes that the ongoing process of introducing 

new and increasingly controversial forms of unfree labour ultimately shaped the 

decision to make Swan River a penal colony in 1850. I therefore challenge the 

presumption of a clear transition from free to unfree labour that persists in global 

histories of labour extraction and particularly in that of the context of the Swan River 

colony. Instead I argue that coercion and control were integral to the colonisation and 

development of the Swan River Colony from its inception.  

The second argument is that despite being bound by exploitative practices the 

labourers ultimately proved instrumental in determining the production and utilisation 

of future coerced labour systems within Western Australia. This thesis shows that each 

of the differing forms of unfree labour formed just one link in a continually evolving 

series of coercive practices, and that each system had a direct influence on the 

treatment of successive labourers introduced to the colony. The pages that follow 

investigate and demonstrate the diverse ways in which these labourers were perceived, 

represented, utilised, resisted, and managed, contextualising them within their global 

movement as well as within the local Australian environment.  

This detailed study of Western Australia’s experiments with different forms of 

labour – involving people of different ethnicities and origins, ages and genders – shows 

that the colony was located at the intersection of global flows of coerced labour, and 

ideas about how to manage labour. This research contributes to discussions about the 

racial, moral and imperial discourses that informed colonial attitudes regarding the 

introduction of coerced labour systems.19 Furthermore, this thesis demonstrates that 

economic and geographic expansion in Western Australia was reliant on labour 

exploitation, long before the arrival of convicts. More particularly this study makes an 

original contribution by articulating the agency and experience of labourers who are 

                                                           
19 Clare Anderson, ‘After emancipation: empires and imperial formations’, in Catherine Hall, Nicholas 
Draper, Keith McClelland (eds), Emancipation and the remaking of the British imperial world 
(Manchester University Press, Manchester, 2014) pp. 113-127. 
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rendered largely invisible in the colonial archive and subsequent histories, despite their 

instrumental role in laying the foundations for European settlement.  

This thesis draws upon and enriches a number of themes from different fields. It 

is influenced by methodologies of studies of forced labour, migration and convict 

transportation, and incorporates literature on peoples from different regions of the 

world, including Indigenous peoples of Australia and Asians. The following literature 

review considers several related sub-fields: first, the colonial history of Western 

Australia; second, Indian Ocean studies; third, global histories of coerced labour 

migration, and fourth Australian convict studies. This thesis brings these areas of 

scholarship into dialogue to show interconnections between different forms of coerced 

labour on a global scale. 

Western Australia: The Cinderella Colony  

In 1894, Edmund Stirling, co-founder of the colony’s first printed newspaper, made one 

of the first attempts to write a history of the settlement of Western Australia.20 Stirling’s 

A Brief History of Western Australia reflected his experience as one of the first colonists 

to arrive in Swan River. His account was written against a background of growing public 

concern regarding claims that convicts were responsible for triggering the colony’s 

growth. Instead, Stirling emphasised the achievements of the pioneering free settler.21 

In doing so, he drew on a longer-standing narrative of Swan River’s establishment that 

brought to the forefront the achievements of a relatively small number of free settlers, 

at the expense of other forms of labour. As early as 1839, Nathaniel Ogle valorised the 

achievements of pioneering settlers in a manual aimed at potential emigrants to the 

colony.22 This representation underpinned later histories that emphasised free over 

unfree labour.  

The insistence of the local government in efforts to compile ‘official and other 

reliable information’ during the late nineteenth century helped to strengthen this 

                                                           
20 Edmund Stirling, A Brief History of Western Australia: from its earliest settlement, Vol. 1 (Sands and 
MacDougall, Perth, 1894). 
21 Ibid, p. 12. 
22 N. Ogle, The Colony of Western Australia: a manual for emigrants, 1839 (John Fraser, London, 1839). 
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pioneer narrative.23 The journalist Francis Hart’s publication of datasets for the years 

1891 and 1893 demonstrates the colonial government’s desire to maintain this belief: 

These early immigrants, by their social standing, by their individual 
character, their aims, their virtues, and even their weaknesses, moulded 
to a great extent the fortunes of the country and maintained its 
development within those lines which have made its history so strangely 
singular.24  

The influence of the state on Western Australia’s ‘official’ history continued with the 

publication of Phillip Mennell’s The Coming of the Colony in 1894.25 Though the Western 

Australian government did not fund Mennell’s project, by his own admission its content 

relied heavily on the ‘personal observations’ and ‘revisions’ of key government 

officials.26 These included Sir John Forrest, the first premier of Western Australia, Sir 

Thomas Cockburn Campbell, president of the Legislative Council and Sir James George 

Lee Steere, speaker of the Legislative Assembly.27 Mennell’s text marked the 

consolidation of Western Australia’s ‘Cinderella story’: a narrative in which the hard 

work of the first pioneers and the gold rush of the 1880s, culminated to ensure what he 

described as ‘marvellously rapid growth’.28 

This interpretation of the colony’s early history continued with the arrival of 

American writer, Warren Bert Kimberly. After gaining government encouragement in 

1896, Kimberly and his assistant, J.J. Pascoe researched, wrote and published the History 

of West Australia in just eighteen months.29 Like Hurt and Mennell, Kimberly’s efforts 

were required to reflect the opinions of those who supported his project. Though 

Kimberly’s account of Western Australia was more inclusive than Stirling and Hart’s 

pioneer construct, the book’s emphasis was no less driven by contemporary events. 

                                                           
23 Francis Hart, Western Australia in 1891 (Government of Western Australia, Perth, 1891); Francis Hart, 
Western Australia in 1893 (Government of Western Australia, Perth, 1893). 
24 Ibid. p. 5. 
25 Phillip Mennell, The Coming of the Colony. Practical Notes on Western Australia (Hutchinson, London, 
1894). 
26 Ibid, p. viii. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid, p. 56; J. S. Laurie, The Story of Australasia Its Discovery, Colonisation and Development (Osgood, 
McIlvane & Co, London, 1896), p. 342. Both highlight ‘Westralia’ as “The Cinderella of the Australian 
group’’ due to the colony’s later fortunes.   
29 W.B. Kimberly ( Comp.), History of West Australia: A Narrative of her Past, Together with Biographies 
of her Leading Men (F.W. Niven & Co, Melbourne, 1897). 
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Written during the negotiations for Australian federation between 1887 and 1901, the 

volume highlights the advancement of Western Australia’s economic progress as a free 

settlement. The beneficial effects of the gold mines, as well as the economic stimulus 

that the convict system encouraged were highlighted throughout the volume as proof 

of this progression.30 This ‘fairy tale’ narrative of the colony’s past continued into the 

early twentieth century with the publication of James Sykes Battye’s A History of 

Western Australia in 1924.31 The first chief librarian of the Victoria public library, Battye 

was well versed in the controversies regarding the depiction of the colony’s history. 

However, due to his dependence on the colonial government for funding, Battye’s work 

was predictably similar in tone and structure to Kimberly’s.32  

For the state’s centenary celebrations, the government was eager to outline the 

progress of Western Australia so they arranged for Hal Colebatch, ex-Premier of 

Western Australia, and former editor and proprietor of local newspaper the Northam 

Advertiser, to compile and edit what it called a reliable version of the colony’s first 

hundred years.33 An array of government employees were required to assist Colebatch 

in compiling his history, which the government believed Western Australians would be 

proud to publicise.34 It is in the foreword that the colonial government’s influence is 

most striking. As Colebatch writes: 

The story of our hundred years cannot fail to be inspiring. Few colonising 
enterprises have been embarked upon in the face of greater natural 
difficulties – none has resulted in more complete success … In large 
measure the good fortune that has attended Western Australia is due to 
the enterprise, the courage, and the patient endurance of its first 
settlers.35 

                                                           
30 Ibid, especially chapters 14, 15, 16, 17, 19, 20, 21 and the appendix. 
31 J.S. Battye, A History of Western Australia (Clarendon Press, London, 1924). 
32 Geoffrey C. Bolton, ‘Western Australia Reflects on its Past’, in C.T. Stannage (ed.), A New History of 
Western Australia (University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1981), P. 682.  
33 Hal Colebatch (ed.), A Story of A Hundred Years, Western Australia 1829-1929 (Government Printer, 
Perth, 1929), p. ix. 
34 These included:  A. O. Neville, Chief protector of Aborigines; S. L. Kessel, Official of the Mines 
Department; F. Aldrich, Chief Inspector of Fisheries; G. L. Sutton, Director of Agriculture; P. G. 
Hampshire, State Dairy Expert; C. G. Morris, Under Secretary for Lands; J. S. Battye, Public Librarian; F. 
W. H. Stileman, State Engineer-in-Chief; S. Bennet, Government Statistician. 
35 Hal Colebatch (ed.), A story of A Hundred Years, Western Australia 1829-1929 (Government Printer, 
Perth, 1929), p, ix. 
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Marginalised members of society continued to be ignored in favour of topics that 

promoted the positive features of the state’s history, such as Floral Glory, Fruit 

Cultivation, Dairying and Fascinating Fauna.36 And, despite having a chapter reserved 

solely for the settlers’ contact with Aboriginal peoples, years of social conflict and 

emotional distress were reduced to just a few short sentences: 

Perhaps one of the chief mistakes in early day treatment was that every 
effort was directed from a charitable standpoint. The native was 
pauperised. He was fed and clothed, and provided with medicines, but 
little if anything was done to teach him to be self-supporting, and self-
respecting.37 

This view served to promote not only the benevolence of the pioneers but, more 

importantly, to pardon any wrongdoing on their part. The rest of the chapter followed 

a similar narrative, as descriptions of the ‘natives’ and their ‘primitive methods’ were 

interwoven in a narrative predicated on the understanding that the white settlers had 

ultimately helped to prolong their existence.38 These accounts gave free white settlers 

all the credit for the expansion of European settlement, whilst erasing the genocidal 

impact it had on Indigenous Australians, as well as the roles played by Aboriginal people, 

alongside others, in their burgeoning economies. These authors all contributed to the 

narrative that ‘free’ labour alone was responsible for Western Australia’s colonisation, 

with striking neglect of the incorporation of the role of coerced labourers into the 

founding story of Western Australia. 

As the century progressed, alternative interpretations of Western Australia’s 

past slowly began to emerge, penned by a new generation of historians who were less 

willing to accept traditional or self-aggrandizing accounts. Paul Hasluck, a founding 

member of the Western Australian Historical Society and lecturer at the University of 

Western Australia during the 1940s, was one of the first to engage with controversial 

                                                           
36 Ibid, see contents page for examples of the books chapter titles. 
37 Ibid, p. 119. 
38 Ibid, p. 118. This idea that Aboriginal people were a ‘doomed race’, who would inevitably become 
extinct after contact with European peoples because they were biologically inferior, and that white 
settlers showed their benevolence by helping ease their passing, was prominent from the 1880s, and is 
discussed at length by Russel McGregor in Imagined Destinies: Aboriginal Australians and the Doomed 
Race Theory, 1880 – 1939 (Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1998).  



12 
 

 
 

subjects, such as the colony’s policy of Indigenous segregation.39 Hasluck’s passion for 

the issue of access to the rights and opportunities of Australian citizenship for Aboriginal 

peoples culminated in his work Black Australians in 1942.40 Black Australians was highly 

influential in Australian history as it engaged with the social conflict and attitude of 

white settlers towards Indigenous peoples, encouraging others to analyse how that 

attitude ‘affected the history of contact’.41 Edmund Foxcroft also carried out a similarly 

critical assessment of state policy, influenced by contemporary concerns over 

Indigenous welfare in Victoria in 1941.42 These revisionist works helped to alter previous 

interpretations that sought to demean the culture and intelligence of Aboriginal 

peoples. 

 In 1947, A. O. Neville, following his retirement from the role of Chief Protector 

of Aborigines in 1940, published Australia’s Coloured Minority: Its Place in the 

Community.43 Although Neville’s arguments are frequently seen as flawed, patronising 

and as Mitchell Rolls argues ‘sometimes offensive’, his work was amongst the first to 

acknowledge Aboriginal people ‘as the real owners of the land, its first possessors’.44 

There was no immediate successor to these works in Western Australia, but an array of 

material on Indigenous matters began to appear elsewhere in Australia. This included A. 

P Elkin’s third edition of The Australian Aborigines: How to understand them, published 

in 1954, which clearly acknowledged and engaged with frontier atrocities.45 

 The appointment of F.K Crowley to the University of Western Australia led to the 

publication of the next history of the state, Australia’s Western Third, in 1960.46 Crowley 

was critical of the persistence of pioneer myths, and his study favoured an analysis of 

                                                           
39 Geoffrey Bolton, ‘Obituary: Sir Paul Hasluck’, Independent, 15 January 1993. 
40 Paul Hasluck, Black Australians, A Survey of Native Policy in Western Australia, 1829-1897 (Melbourne 
University Press, Melbourne, 1942). 
41 Ibid, p. 9. 
42 Edmund Foxcroft, Australian Native Policy: Its History Especially in Victoria (Melbourne University 
Press, Melbourne, 1941). 
43 A. O. Neville, Australia’s Coloured Minority: Its Place in the Community (Currawong Publishing Co. Pty. 
Ltd., Sydney, 1947). 
44 Neville, Australia’s Coloured Minority: Its Place in the Community, p. 22-23, cited in Mitchell Rolls, 
‘Why didn’t you listen: white noise and black history’, Aboriginal History, Vol. 34, (2010), pp. 11-33. 
45 A.P. Elkin, The Australian Aborigines: How to Understand Them, 3rd edition, (Angus & Robertson, 
Sydney, 1954). 
46 F. K. Crowley, Australia’s Western Third, A History of Western Australia from the first settlements to 
modern times (University of Western Australia Press, London, 1960). 
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structural factors – particularly the state’s role – in the colony’s progress, rather than 

heroic narratives of certain individual ‘pioneers’. This decision led other historians to 

criticise the book for its lack of interpretation and insight.47 However, the pioneer 

narrative persisted due to the popularity of historical biographies during the 1950s and 

1960s, for example, social historian Alexandra Hasluck’s accounts of the lives of Swan 

River colonists Georgiana Molloy and Thomas Peel.48 Yet Hasluck did help to shift the 

narrative away from settlers by also giving attention to those who were excluded from 

the pioneer myth.  Moved by a series of letters written to William Sykes, a convict 

transported to Western Australia in 1867, Hasluck’s biographical narrative of his life 

demonstrates a shift in interest towards convicts and their contribution to colony-

building.49  

 It was the growing historical consciousness of the 1970s that saw the most 

striking developments in Western Australian historiography. During this period, 

historians turned from grand narratives towards more inclusive histories that brought 

formerly marginalised perspectives into colonial histories. In the historiography of 

Western Australia, these new approaches rekindled an interest in the state’s 

relationship with the Aboriginal population. Silvia Hallam was among the first to 

acknowledge and document the people she called the ‘First Western Australians’, 

highlighting how much the first Europeans settlers owed to Aboriginal communities.50 

Major historical revisions followed with works such as Peter Biskup’s Not slaves Not 

citizens in 1973.51 Biskup developed Hasluck’s work to provide crucial information on 

the discussion of European-Aboriginal relations from the establishment of the colony to 

                                                           
47 Geoffrey Bolton, Western Australia Reflects on its Past, in C.T. Stannage, A New History of Western 
Australia (University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1981) p. 685. 
48 Alexandra Hasluck, Portrait with Background: Life of Georgiana Molloy (Oxford University Press, 
Melbourne, 1967). Alexandra Hasluck, Thomas Peel of Swan River (Halstead Press, Sydney, 1965). 
49 Alexandra Hasluck, Unwilling Emigrants, A Study of the Convict Period in Western Australia (Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, 1959). On the writing of convict lives generally, see: Lucy Frost and Hamish 
Maxwell-Stewart (eds), Chain Letters, Narrating convict lives (Melbourne University Press, Carlton 
South, 2001). 
50 Sylvia J. Hallam, Fire and Hearth: A study of Aboriginal usage and European usurpation in south-
Western Australia (Aboriginal Studies Press, Canberra, 1975). See also Sylvia J. Hallam, ‘The First 
Western Australians’, in C. T. Stannage (ed.), A New History of Western Australia, p. 35. 
51 Peter Biskup, Not slaves, Not citizens: The Aboriginal Problem in Western Australia, 1898-1954 
(University of Queensland Press, Queensland, 1973). 
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the 1954 Native Welfare Act.52 Neville Green further built upon this base in Aboriginal 

history in 1979 with his work Nyungar-The People, later followed by Broken Spears in 

1984.53 However, the most important development in this area came from Indigenous 

activists and artists, notably the playwrights, Kevin Gilbert, Robert Merritt, Gerry 

Bostock, Jack Davis, and Jimmy Chi.54 As a body of work, these texts and creative works 

express the unique and specific cultural heritages of Indigenous peoples, whilst 

demonstrating their history and survival in a colonial setting. 

In Australia, this became part of a more general turn towards ‘history from 

below’, expanding the range of historical subjects who were deemed worthy of study, 

including women, children, convicts, and non-European migrants in Australian colonial 

society.55 This move to social history was exemplified by the publication of the first 

Australian social history journal Push From the Bush in 1978. In 1976 and 1978 feminist 

methods were brought to bear on women convicts and gender relations within the 

convict system by Ann Summers and Miriam Dixson.56 Whilst Marilyn Lake brought 

                                                           
52 Ibid, p.259. 
53 Neville Green (ed.), Nyungar-The People, Aboriginal customs in the southwest of Australia (A College 
of Advanced Education, Perth, 1979); Neville Green, Broken Spears: Aboriginals and Europeans in the 
Southwest of Australia (Focus Education Services, Perth, 1984). For further works in this field see:  I. M. 
Crawford, Aboriginal Cultures in Western Australia, in C. T. Stannage, A New History of Western 
Australia. The following appear in Bob Reece, Tom Stannage (eds.), European-Aboriginal Relations in 
Western Australian History, Studies in Western Australian History, Issue 8, (1984). Christine Fletcher, The 
Battle for Pinjarra: A Revisionist Review; Howard Pederson, ‘Pigeon’: an Australian Aboriginal Rebel; 
Elizabeth Goddard and Tom Stannage, John Forrest and the Aborigines; Sheila Barley, ‘Out of Step’: The 
Failure of the Early Protestant Missions.     
54 The first commercially produced plays to be written by Indigenous playwrights include: Kevin Gilbert 
‘The Cherry Pickers’ 1968; Robert Merritt ‘The Cake Man’ 1975; Gerry Bostock ‘Here comes the Nigger’ 
1976; Playwrights and poets from Western Australia: Jack Davis ‘Kullark’ 1972; ‘The Dreamers’ 1984; ‘No 
Sugar’ 1985; ‘Honeyspot’ 1985; and ‘Plays from Black Australia’ 1989. Davis is alluded to in R. M. and C. 
H. Berndt (eds.), Aborigines of the West: Their Past and their Present (University of Western Australia, 
Nedlands, 1979); Jimmy Chi, ‘Bran Nue Dae’ (1990). 
55 Kumkum Sangari, Sudesh Vaid (ed.), Recasting Women: Essays in Colonial History (Rutgers University 
Press, New Brunswick, 1990); Patricia Grimshaw, Katie Holmes, and Marilyn Lake (eds.) Women’s Rights 
and Human Rights: International Historical Perspectives (Palgrave, Basingstoke, 2001); Special Issue of 
Australian Feminist Studies, Vol. 16, No. 36; Fiona Paisley, ‘Unnecessary Crimes and Tragedies: Race, 
Gender and Sexuality in Australian Policies of Aboriginal Child Removal’, in Antoinette Burton (ed.), 
Gender, Sexuality and Colonial Modernity (Routledge, New York, 1999); Joan Landes ‘Australian Frontier 
Feminism and the Marauding White Man’ in Clare Midgley (ed.), Gender and Imperialism (Manchester, 
Manchester University Press, 1998); Satadru Sen, Colonial Childhoods: The Juvenile Periphery of India, 
1850-1945 (Anthem Press, London, 2005); Sally Babidge, Aboriginal Family and the State: The Conditions 
of History (Ashgate, Farnham, 2010). 
56 Ann Summers, Damned Whores and God’s Police (Ringwood: Pelican Books, 1975); Miriam Dixson, The 
Real Matilda: Women and Identity in Australia, 1788 to the Present (Sydney: UNSW Press, 1976); 
Marilyn Lake, ‘Building themselves up with Aspros. Pioneer Women Reassessed’, Hecate, Vol. VII, No. 2 
(1981); Russell Ward, The Australian Legend (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1958). 
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women back into histories of pioneering, challenging the entirely male descriptions of 

pioneering, mateship and nation-building presented in Russel Ward’s 1958 account The 

Australian Legend.57 This thesis builds on these social histories in the specific context of 

Western Australia, incorporating their insights into this history, challenging accounts of 

state-building as the endeavour of white free men, instead incorporating the role of 

children, and non-white labourers in colonising Western Australia. 

 Western Australia’s 150th anniversary, celebrated in 1979, further augmented 

the number of works produced about the colony’s history, and primarily put forward a 

celebratory narrative. Along with the production of local histories of business and 

commerce, the government commissioned a fourteen-volume sesquicentenary series 

that covered a wide range of important themes.58 Published by the University of 

Western Australia Press, the topic of these works included settler colonial relations, 

agriculture, European discovery, environment, education, immigrants and mining.59 

Rather than attempting to impose another narrative on the history of Western Australia, 

the series covered a number of important themes demonstrating the government’s 

willingness to accept more controversial interpretations of its past.   

                                                           
57 Marilyn Lake, ‘Building themselves up with Aspros. Pioneer Women Reassessed’, Hecate, Vol. VII, No. 
2 (1981); Russell Ward, The Australian Legend (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1958). 
58 Examples of local histories during this period see: Early Western Australia, Studies in Western 
Australian History, Issue. 3, 1978; Rica Erickson, ‘Those Fabled Firsts of the Swan River Colony’, Early 
Days, Vol. 8, Part 3, 1979; C. T. Stannage, The People of Perth (Perth City Council, Perth, 1979); David 
Adams, ‘Superior boy’s schools in a pioneering community: the Swan River Settlement, 1829 to 1855’, 
Early Days, Vol. 8, Part 5, 1981; F. J. A. Broeze, ‘Western Australia until 1869: The maritime perspective, 
Part 1’, Early Days, Vol. 8, Part 5, 1981; Michael Nind, ‘Sails and oars on the Swan, 1829 to 1849’, Early 
Days, Vol. 8, Part 5, 1981. 
59 Ronald Berndt, Catherine Berndt (ed.) Aborigines of the West: Their Past and their Present (University 
Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1979); G. H. Burvill, Agriculture in Western Australia: 150 years of 
Development and Achievement, 1829-1979 (University Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1979); R. T. 
Appleyard, Toby Manford, The Beginning: European Discovery and Early Settlement of Swan River, 
Western Australia (University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1979); W. D. Neal (ed.), Education in 
Western Australia (University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1979); B. J. O’Brien, Environment 
and Science (University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1979); Peter Firkins (ed.) A History of 
Commerce and Industry in Western Australia (University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1979); 
Ruth Johnston, Immigrants in Western Australia (University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1979); 
Bruce Bennett (ed.), The Literature of Western Australia (University of Western Australia Press, 
Nedlands, 1979); Rex. T. Prider, Mining in Western Australia (University of Western Australia Press, 
Nedlands, 1979); Margaret Pitt Morison, John Graham White (eds.), Western Towns and Buildings 
(University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1979); J. Gentilli (ed.), Western Landscapes (University 
of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1979); Lyall, Hunt (ed.) Westralian Portraits (University of Western 
Australia Press, Nedlands, 1979); Marian Aveling, Westralian Voices: Documents in Western Australian 
Social History (University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1979). 
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This aim continues to be encouraged by the journal Studies in Western Australian 

History, which has been published since 1977.60 Through the continued efforts of its 

guest editors, the journal has played a key role in the advancement of the studies of 

formerly marginalised subjects. The establishment of the Centre for Western Australian 

History at the University of Western Australia in 1985 further highlights the 

determination of Western Australia’s academic community to engage and direct the 

future of its history by encouraging academics to produce new and often controversial 

interpretations of the past.61   

More recently, the theoretical framework of settler colonialism has been used 

to assess the impact of European invasion and colonisation of Australian land and its 

impact on Indigenous communities.62 It is now clear that settler colonists replace 

Indigenous populations with an invasive settler society that, over time, developed a 

distinctive identity and sovereignty, in this case tied to British forms of cultural identity 

and ‘whiteness’. This new approach has led to investigations in previously ignored fields 

such as the wholesale expropriation of Indigenous land in Australia.63 It has highlighted, 

for example, the colonisation strategy of creating physical dependency of Indigenous 

people on Europeans for subsistence through their dispossession from the natural 

resources on which they relied. This was connected to the employment of Indigenous 

people by settlers, usually in exchange for food, clothing and tobacco rather than wages, 

as a strategy of coercive labour extraction made possible by the uneven power relations 

of the settler-colonial state. The denial or failure to uphold Indigenous workers’ rights, 

                                                           
60 C. T. Stannage (ed.), ‘Convictism in Western Australia’, Studies in Western Australian History, Issue 4, 
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62 Lorenzo Veracini, Settler Colonialism, A Theoretical Overview (Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2010); 
Patrick Wolfe, Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology (Cassell, London, 1999); A. J. 
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3, Winter 2012; A. J. Barker and E. Battell Lowman, Settler: Identity and Colonialism in 21st Century 
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63 Patrick Wolfe, ‘Settler Colonialism and the elimination of the native’, Journal of Genocide Research, 
Vol. 8, No. 4 (2006), pp. 387-409. 
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in comparison to those of European employees, alongside the use of confinement and 

physical violence by settlers, shows how coercion functioned to discipline the 

Indigenous labour force.64 Beyond these theoretical considerations, more attention 

needs to be paid to precisely how Indigenous people participated in settler economies. 

Eastern Australia, where Indigenous populations were rapidly and deliberately reduced 

and therefore not incorporated into the economy as a labour force, followed a different 

trajectory to Western Australia, which remains largely unexplored. The exception is 

Henry Reynolds’ With the White People, which highlights the historical ‘invisibility’ of 

Indigenous people’s contribution to the Australian economy, and their work in pastoral 

industries, as stockmen and farmers, as well as for the government, as ‘native 

policemen’, trackers and telegraph assistants.65 However, despite Reynolds’ discussion 

of Western Australia within this Australia-wide account, there has been little further 

work. That which exists is included in larger studies of the politics of contact.66 Through 

careful examination of the available primary sources and literature this thesis will not 

only help to illuminate how the colonial government attempted to use Aboriginal labour, 

it will also demonstrate the ability of Indigenous people to adapt to restrictive and 

coercive circumstances of the colonial and early settler colonial periods.67 

Australia’s First ‘Free’ Colony: Histories of Forced Labour Migration to Western 

Australia 1829-1850 

The categorisation of various forms of labour along a continuum between ‘free’ and 

‘unfree’, is complex and contentious. As a category of analysis, ‘unfree labour’ needs to 

be critically interrogated by dividing into numerous ‘sub-sets’ the particular power 

                                                           
64 Patrick Wolfe, Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology, p. 29. 
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66 Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier: Aboriginal Resistance to the European Invasion of 
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relations and mechanisms that define each ‘type’ of labour extraction. There are a few 

features of ‘coercion’ or ‘unfreedom’ that feature across these various forms of labour 

in the Western Australian context. First, the lack of provision of wages. For example, 

Aboriginal workers were provided ‘subsistence’ instead of money, and indentured 

servants’ wages were used to pay back their passage to the colony. Second, the threat 

of force for non-compliance.68 For convicts, misconduct could be punished in a variety 

of ways, including flogging, whilst indentured servants could be bought or sold to other 

masters, and faced the possibility of severe punishment if they did not comply. Third, a 

limited or controlled form of mobility, either globally or locally. For example, the forced 

migration of juvenile convicts who were sent away from their families to Australia.  

Therefore, it is clear, that even though labour employment terms may have been 

entered into freely by indentured Indian labourers, compared to convicts who became 

labourers of the state because of their criminal status, there were still various forms of 

coercion and control at play in managing their labour. Despite restrictions having arisen 

from different actions, either voluntarily by accepting the terms of a contract, or from 

illegal activities, the loss of freedom for the individual was essentially the same. It is 

important to not draw too clear a binary between ‘free’ or ‘unfree’ types of labour, 

because, as Kendra Strauss notes, many workers during the nineteenth century were 

compelled to commodify their labour as they had no other means of subsistence.69 

Coerced labour can therefore be defined as a labour relationship which is entered into 

under pressure, or one that later becomes coercive by virtue of sanctions on their ability 

to move on and or seek employment elsewhere, or return to their home country.70 

 Another aspect that affects how these systems of labour extraction operated is 

who employed the labourers. As mentioned above, it was individuals who contracted 
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indentured servants and Aboriginal workers, but legislation by the government, and 

their policing and judicial system, who upheld employers’ rights in particularly coercive 

ways over these workers. In contrast, however, the convicts’ labour was owned by the 

government who also maintained the convicts, until they received their ticket-of-leave 

and were able to earn their own wages, but also had to support themselves. As a 

government system, rather than labour extraction based on individuals’ contracting 

servants, the aims of the convict system were more complex and multi-focal. Prior to 

the use of transportation many Western societies had been reliant on physical forms of 

punishment or exile. It was not until the eighteenth century that a direct link between 

punishment and labour was made as systemized transportation and incarceration 

replaced physical chastisement and exile. This enabled Britain to extract labour from 

those who were to be punished. As a result, convicts were responsible for a large 

proportion of the infrastructure which helped to accelerate the economic growth of 

numerous colonies within the British Empire. Although the importance of reforming and 

educating convicts at home increased in popularity during the nineteenth century, 

convict labour continued to be seen as a viable solution in the effort to populate and 

maximise the economic productivity of British colonies. This global context of imperial 

expansion through convict transportation was replicated on a colonial level by the 

Western Australian government’s attempt to control the mobility of convicts through 

deployment to labour depots and use of a ticket-of-leave system.  

  The conditions of settlement for the Swan River Colony that were issued by the 

government in 1829 were designed to minimise government expenditure, attract 

private investors and ensure that grants of land were effectively utilised. However, they 

also contained a number of features that, according to Pamela Statham, ‘seriously 

hindered the colony’s early development’.71 The cost of passage from Britain to Australia 

was a deterrent to the migration of independent labourers, so the government 

attempted to incentivise free colonisation by awarding 200 acres of land for every adult 
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introduced to the colony.72 However, this regulation created a system in which labourers 

were contracted to provide their services for their keep, rather than money. This limited 

the potential for the growth of the domestic market.73 In addition, although the 

occupations and skills of this initial workforce were diverse, few were agricultural 

labourers with any experience of working in this sector.74 Problems inherent in the 

conditions of settlement were intensified by a lack of capital within the colony. The 

publication of reports regarding the colony’s poor living conditions, lack of food and 

poor soil quality ensured that emigration from Britain to Western Australia virtually 

ceased in 1832 and did not resume until the following decade.75  

 In an effort to compensate for the lack of free migrants entering the colony the 

colonial government and landed elite immediately began to look for alternative labour 

solutions. The several coerced labour schemes that were introduced to the colony 

between 1829 and 1850 are the basis of this thesis. This includes schemes to import 

European, Chinese and Indian indentured servants, European child migrants and the so-

called Parkhurst apprentices. Specific studies of these form the basis of the chapters that 

follow. Numerous historical works on Western Australia’s colonial period have alluded 

to these labour movements but forced labour migration has not been their primary 

focus. Instead, much of the research published to date has focused on themes such as 

economic growth, colonialism, social conflict, law, materiality, and the convict system.76 
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Many of these studies have provided us with an improved understanding of coerced 

labour migration, yet few demonstrate the extent to which these systems were 

introduced and used by the colonial government of Western Australia. It is integral to 

this project to recognise the chronology of labour experimentation, in particular how 

different forms of labour were trialled successively and synchronously, rather than 

studying them in isolation. For example, most histories of Western Australia omit the 

role of European indentured servants during the 1830s.77 Instead, historians like P.C. 

Emmer and David Northrup discuss the ‘new’ Asian indenture system that followed the 

abolition of slavery in the British colonies in 1833.78 This lack of temporal 

contextualisation leads to errors of interpretation, for example, Northrup’s assertion 

that European indentured servants only crossed the North Atlantic Ocean. A brief glance 

at the occupation of the first settlers introduced to Western Australia during the first six 

months refutes this theory as the majority were made up of indentured servants and 

their partners.79 An exception to this omission is a recent review article published by 

archaeologist Sean Winter which examines the labour of indentured workers, convicts 

and Aboriginal people to provide a broad overview of their use during the nineteenth 

century.80   

Indentured servants signed contracts on the promise that a reliable wage, food 

and accommodation would be provided by their employers. Political manipulation was 

also a key part of the arrangement as the government ‘considered’ indentured servants 

‘as an investment of capital’, which entitled the masters to ‘two hundred acres’ of land 
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for the passage of every labouring person.81 The benefits to the employers and needs of 

workers meant these contracts tied the labourers to their masters, providing assurances 

on both sides that they were bound within a contractual framework to provide labour 

for a specific period in return for a designated wage. These obligations were then 

enforced, for the workers at least, through a variety of possible punishments, which 

included reduced wages, and even imprisonment.  

However, as Marjory Harper and Stephen Constantine have demonstrated, it 

was not only the imperial government that promoted and assisted migration to overseas 

colonies.82 To philanthropist groups, such as the Children’s Friend Society, Western 

Australia appeared not only low in population, but also high in opportunities for the poor 

children of Britain.83 As a result, 54 boys and 16 girls were removed from their families, 

workhouses, orphanages, and children’s homes and sent to Western Australia between 

1834 and 1841.84 The society was undoubtedly founded in an attempt to rescue poor 

children, but the scheme, as Geoff Blackburn notes, was unfortunately ‘hijacked’.85 

Instead of providing for, and educating those in their care, the system was used as a 

means to rid London of economically unproductive individuals, while simultaneously 

providing Western Australia’s land owners with a cheap and pliable labour source. The 

formation of the Child Migrants Trust in the late 1980s, and the release of the book and 

television documentary Lost Children of the Empire in 1989, have been instrumental in 

helping tell the stories of these children to a wide audience, both within Australia and 
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abroad.86 This study not only helps to further uncover the experience of the children 

forcibly removed from Britain, it also highlights the legacies that child apprenticeships 

had on the labour systems that followed in Western Australia. 

 The introduction of Asian indentured servants to the colony during the 1830s 

and 1840s further contradicts the dominant narrative that Western Australia was built 

on the success of free white settlers. This thesis shifts attention towards Asian 

indentured servants and encourages the re-situation of Western Australia within the 

Indian Ocean arena, rather than its traditional grouping alongside the Eastern Australian 

colonies and the attendant historiographical focus on convicts.87 Intra-imperial 

migration was an integral part of mobility in the British Empire during this period, and 

the journeys of indentured labourers from India and China linked Western Australia to 

wider global migrations. Though there are several studies of indentured labour in a 

global context, the system is rarely analysed in comparison to other forms of coerced 

labour in a specific context, like Western Australia.88 My approach in this regard draws 

from Angela Woollacott’s recent work which positions Australian settler identity as it 
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developed in connection to, and was deliberately positioned against, frontier violence 

and imperial networks of migration.89 However, this thesis diverges from Wollacott in 

its focus on labour and economy, rather than how settler identity and society more 

broadly was formed through global migration. 

The contracts of Asian labourers shared many legal similarities to those of 

European indentured servants. There were however, many differences in colonists’ 

attitudes towards them, to which I pay particular attention in chapters 3 and 4. Though 

at one level these contractual arrangements can be regarded as a voluntary agreement, 

I agree with Jairus Banaji that we must question the ‘elusive reality of consent’ in these 

agreements.90 Once they were contracted, labourers lived and worked at the whim of 

their employers. These workers then had no control over their occupation, employer or 

location.91 Scholars of Subaltern Studies have built on this transnational approach to 

explore the various methods that Indian migrants used to exert their own agency 

throughout the empire.92 Traditional interpretations that assumed indenture was a ‘new 

system of slavery’ have now been reconsidered in order to ensure that the ‘diversity’ of 

the Indian migrants experience is explored ‘over time and space’.93 As Crispin Bates 

argues, this approach must be embraced if we are to uncover the human agency at the 

centre of Indian migration.94 In addition, this analysis focuses, as David Northrup does, 

on documenting the changing perceptions of the labourers themselves, instead of 
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attempting to categorise these labour systems as free or unfree. Rather than privileging 

structural binaries, I focus on the experience of, and agency enacted in the coercive 

regimes experienced by particular migrant communities.95 Through the examination of 

these practices, this thesis demonstrates that though labourers were exploited by these 

systems, they were far from passive. They sought new ways to resist the constraints 

placed upon them. In addition, since the principal factor prompting Asian labourers to 

leave their homes was poverty, it is unsurprising that many chose to endure hardship in 

the hope of a better life in Western Australia.96 

 The introduction of Parkhurst Apprentices to Western Australia to 1842 

highlights the increasing variety of labourers’ trialled by the colonists. Parkhurst 

Apprentices were juvenile offenders transported from the Isle of Wight's Parkhurst 

Prison to Western Australia between 1842 and 1849.97 The British government gave 

juveniles pardons under certain conditions, such as the undertaking of apprenticeship 

in the colonies.98 Most general histories of Western Australia completely overlook the 

introduction of juvenile convicts, arguing that no convicts arrived until adult felons were 

transported in 1850.99 Paul Buddee was the first to discuss the subject, in 1984, but the 

most in-depth studies of this system are those of Andrew Gill.100 In particular, Gill’s 

recognition that apprentices were the first convicts to arrive in the colony raise 

uncomfortable questions regarding how a relatively minor experiment in the 
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transportation of convicted juveniles led to the conversion of Western Australia’s ‘free’ 

status in 1850. 

 This thesis expands upon Gill’s argument through broader comparisons with 

other labour forms. It will demonstrate that it was the increased power to manage these 

‘apprentices’ that inspired Western Australia’s elite to seek an even greater supply of 

coerced labour in the late 1840s. In contrast to other forms of labour migration, convicts 

remained the property of the state, either assigned for the term of their sentence to 

private masters or sent to work on infrastructure projects. Bringing the lens of migration 

to the study of coerced labour connects this subject to a much larger global picture and 

situates smaller imperial circulations and larger metropolitan flows of labourers to 

Western Australia within this broader frame. The existence of these multiple and co-

existing networks highlights the complexity of the British Empire as a transnational 

phenomenon.101 By using a networked approach to coerced labour, it is possible to 

consider the multiple trajectories of colonial governance, rather than putting forward 

one overarching ‘colonial project’ that emanated from metropole to so-called colonial 

peripheries.102 A focus on a colonial state’s experimentation in labour regimes, often 

originating from settlers’ demands, which results in global and intra-imperial mobilities, 

helps challenge conceptualisations of power as a ‘colonial project’ dictated by London 

to its colonies.103 This approach also posits mobility and a modulated degree of agency 

within the colonial world, as colonists, convicts and non-white labourers constructed 

their own networks of interaction and communication regardless of the metropole.  

Whether these networks were constant or fleeting, intra-imperial contact and 

connection allowed ideas, policies and beliefs to spread around the globe, connecting 

geographically distant sites. This thesis reflects on multi-directional flows of various 

types of coerced labourers who were introduced to the colony, assessing their 
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experiences, and influence on Western Australia. For the first time, this study brings 

together all forms of coerced migrations into one historiographical framework to 

conclusively deconstruct the Eurocentric pioneer myth of Western Australian history. 

Western Australia and the Indian Ocean World: Asian Migration 1838-1850 

In 1828, Scottish Naval Officer Captain James Stirling lobbied the British Government to 

establish a colony on the banks of the Swan River because he was convinced that New 

Holland would be a suitable outpost from which to carry out trade with India, China, and 

Southeast Asia. Stirling’s proposed name for the colony – ‘Hesperia’, which translates to 

‘a land looking west’ – reflected his belief that the Western coast of New Holland would 

be a strategic location to ‘command India and the Malay Islands’ (modern day South and 

Southeast Asia).104 However, as the following chapters will demonstrate, Stirling’s vision 

fell significantly short of this ambition. Swan River was overwhelmed with labour 

difficulties that restricted its economic and social growth, and therefore its ability to 

conduct foreign trade throughout the early colonial period. These economic difficulties 

produced societal anxiety, as many of the founding settlers felt abandoned by the British 

government, which they claimed had done little to ease their most pressing concerns. 

The colony’s physical distance from both Britain and the other colonies in Australia 

strengthened and lent urgency to this belief.105  

This study focuses on Western Australia’s role as a node within the British 

Empire, but it also recognises the importance of its geographical situation: being both 

remote from other Australian colonies and facing outwards to the Indian Ocean. As 

already noted, traditional histories of the colony have been constructed primarily as 

local and national narratives.106 Although Western Australian history has shown a 
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readiness to accept controversial and disturbing interpretations of its past since the 

1980s, much of what has been written continues to be largely self-contained. The 

movement and utilisation of Asian labourers in the process of settling Western Australia 

has, therefore, frequently been ignored during the colony’s first two decades. By 

incorporating all forms of coerced labour employed within the colony, this thesis re-

situates Western Australia’s history within a more global framework.107 The relationship 

which eventually emerged between Western Australia and the Indian Ocean World, 

arose from the colony’s proximity to other imperial routes and spaces.  

Chapters 3 and 5 of this thesis explore the introduction of Indian and Chinese 

Indentured labourers to Western Australia, with a particular focus on racial assumptions 

regarding Asian immigration as a precursor to ‘white Australia policies’, which put into 

place immigration restrictions against Chinese migrants from the late nineteenth 

century. The hostility that these racialised depictions created culminated in the passing 

of the Immigration Restriction Act on 23 December 1901. The statute was used as 

means to justify the exclusion of Chinese immigrants.108 The book that accompanied the 

colony’s centenary celebrations vividly illustrates the continuation of this approach.109 

Non-Europeans, including the Indigenous population, are noticeably absent in the 

photographs and literature that accompanied the events. Figures 0.1 and 0.2 

demonstrate the typical demographic trend of those who were encouraged to 

participate.  
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Figure 0.3: Busselton Centenary Ball, 1929, State Library of Western Australia, BA559/1298 

Influential historians in the early twentieth century, such as John Battye, barely 

acknowledged the existence of Asian immigrants, alluding simply to their role as menial 

labourers in the colony.110 This marginalisation continued in Crowley’s work despite 

being published thirty-two years after Battye’s first appeared. Although Indian and 

Chinese ‘coolies’ do appear in Crowley’s book they are only briefly referenced as a poor 

alternative to the juvenile immigrants who were introduced into the colony during the 

same period.111  
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Figure 0.4: The Civic Luncheon at Perth Town Hall, 12 August 1929, State Library of Western 

Australia, b3473421_1 

This interpretation of Asian migrants as menial servants was not, however, 

limited to the continent’s western state. During the early to mid-twentieth century 

historians throughout Australia chose to adhere to the same harmonious and positivist 

version of colonialism that Colebatch depicted by ignoring the presence of the colony’s 

non-white population.112 This view did not alter until the early 1990s when historians 

began to consider the transnational and global perspectives of Western Australia’s 

past.113 In a special edition of the Asia and Pacific Migration Journal editor Jan Gothard 

called on historians to develop a greater awareness of regional geography in the context 

of Western Australian history.114 This decade also saw the publication of important 

articles, such as Christine Choo’s piece on the impact of ‘Asian-Aboriginal’ contact in 

Northern Australia, and Anne Atkinson’s article on Chinese Indentured labourers in 
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Western Australia.115 This thesis builds upon the work of Atkinson, who examines the 

experience of indentured Chinese labourers in Western Australia, to place them within 

the wider flows of coerced labourers being trialled in the colony prior to the introduction 

of convicts in 1850. However, it was the opening of a new maritime museum in 

Fremantle that helped to cement Western Australia’s ‘past, present and future’ as a 

country firmly rooted to the Indian Ocean World.116   

This growing academic and public interest in Western Australia’s transnational 

history continued to gain momentum as scholars, including Devleena Ghosh and 

Stephen Muecke, highlighted the importance of comparing and contrasting the impact 

of other societies and networks within the Indian Ocean.117 This approach has enabled 

historians to rise above nationalist histories and demonstrate broader global 

phenomena in the utilisation, and inclusion of racial and colonial others.118 Moreover, 

recent studies in Australian history have tended to focus particularly on its connection 

to India, reflecting the extent to which Australia was within India’s imperial sphere of 

influence during the nineteenth century.119 Andrea Major and Reshaad Durgahee have 
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also attempted to bridge this gap in a special issue on indentured labour in South Asian 

Studies.120 This places discussions on Indian migration within wider debates about the 

impact of Indian labour within an ‘expanding post-emancipation empire’.121  

As for the rest of the Indian Ocean World, there remains a scarcity of Australian 

historical scholarship, which as Kenneth McPherson notes, suggests an uncertainty 

about Australia’s place within it.122 This thesis contributes to these ongoing debates by 

addressing the connections and impact of Western Australia’s links to the Indian Ocean 

World through the experiences of the Indian and Chinese migrants introduced under 

contract during the early colonial period.   

Australia’s Convict Labour History 

The use of convict labour to strengthen territorial acquisitions and further imperial 

objectives has a long European history.123 The dangers associated with colonisation 

meant that prior to assisted migration schemes it was often difficult to encourage and 

secure a colonial labour force.124 Thus, as Clare Anderson demonstrates, British officials 

transported convicts from across the empire to supply its colonies with a cheap source 

of coerced labour.125 As colonial rule expanded, the British increasingly perceived the 
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convict system as a form of punishment that was capable of ridding its empire of political 

opponents and criminals whilst using them to build infrastructure or tend farms at the 

front line of colonial expansion. Thus, the flow of convicts within and across the empire 

became part of a global system of forced migration, complementary to the migration of 

free European people.126 

During Swan River’s eighteen-year history as a penal colony the British 

transported around 9,720 convicts to the colony, along with several thousand retired 

veterans, administrators, wardens and their families.127 The convicts had a significant 

economic, demographic and social impact, becoming part of a settler colonial society 

that was modelled on British ideals. Yet, in comparison to the penal colonies of New 

South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land, which have both witnessed a considerable number 

of scholarly reassessments regarding their convict experience, interest in the convict 

history of Western Australia has been relatively limited. 

From the 1950s, Australian historians became interested in analysing convict 

society in depth and did so making use of colonial office archives and statistical analysis. 

However, these historians remained loyal to the idea that convicts represented a 

‘criminal class’. C.M.H Clark argued that those transported to New South Wales were 

more likely to be persistent criminals than helpless individuals who had fallen foul of 

Britain’s strict society.128 Robson’s analysis of the convict indents saw the portrayal of 

convicts in his work, The Convict Settlers, as more ‘ne’er-do-wells’ than ‘village 

Hampdens’.129 Working from a statistical sampling of convicts, Robson examined the 

convicts' records, focusing on their social and economic background, age, religion and 

occupation.130 In 1966, A.G.L. Shaw similarly described the convicts as having ‘sprung 

from the dregs of society’, claiming they had been ‘trained to crime from the cradle’ 
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distinguishing the criminal class from the working class generally.131 This trend 

continued into the late seventies and eighties with works by Humphrey McQueen, Terry 

Irving and Raewyn Connell that focussed on convicts as largely unskilled labourers, 

claiming their contribution to the economy of Australia could only ever have been 

minimal.132  

It was not until the 1980s that the idea of convicts as ‘inveterate criminals’ began 

to be effectively challenged. In 1983 Michael Sturma tackled the idea that convicts were 

‘vice-ridden’.133 In the same year, John Hirst methodically dismantled the idea that 

convicts were treated ‘like slaves’; an idea which was rooted in discourses propagated 

by the various opponents of transportation in Britain and Australia.134 In 1987, Robert 

Hughes published his huge commercial success, The Fatal Shore, which challenged Hirst 

and others for ‘normalising’ the brutal and oppressive nature of the convict system.135  

The following year, Stephen Nicholas and Peter Shergold used quantitative 

analysis to argue that convicts transported to Australia were ordinary British and Irish 

working class men and women, not habitual criminals.136 Nicholas and Shergold note 

that ingrained notions of a ‘criminal class’ determined early statistical analyses of the 

convict indents, causing historians such as Shaw and Robson to ignore any data which 

did not fit their hypotheses.137 The contributors to Nicholas’ ground breaking 1988 

collection, Convict Workers, identified the importance of recognising convict workers as 

part of a larger global system of forced migration, too, permitting scholars to move away 

from the traditional concept of viewing transportation exclusively within national 

histories of Australia.138 In stressing the age and health of those transported Convict 

Workers also demonstrated that the system was an efficient and rational system of 
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labour extraction, which involved an emphasis on incentives alongside the more brutal 

‘floggings’ and other forms of corporal punishment focussed on by historians like 

Hughes.139  

The contextualisation of Australian convict transportation within global flows of 

coerced migration is a theme picked up on in Ian Duffield and James Bradley’s edited 

collection Representing Convicts, particularly through Duffield’s focus on the 

transportation of black convicts to the Australian colonies and Clare Anderson’s 

discussion of Indian convict transportation in the Indian Ocean.140 Representing 

Convicts, as its title suggests, was a social history that read different primary sources in 

critical ways, including convict narratives, tattoos and petitions. This theme was further 

expanded upon in Lucy Frost and Hamish Maxwell Stewart’s edited collection Chain 

Letters in 2001, which sought to retrieve convicts’ lives from personal and official 

narratives that were problematic in different ways.141 A combined focus on the social 

histories of convicts contextualised within a (global) comparative perspective was 

advanced by a new generation of scholars in the 1990s and 2000s. Clare Anderson 

published extensively on convict transportation in the Indian Ocean, Caribbean and the 

Cape Colony, contextualising British and Irish flows of convicts to Australia within 

broader inter-colonial flows of transportation.142 Western Australia has yet to be 

impacted by these kinds of analysis. This thesis will build on these works to provide an 

understanding of both the discipline and control of labour created by the state, but with 

an emphasis on the experience of convicts within this system and its global context.  
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Linked to the idea of an irredeemable and inveterate ‘criminal class’ is the belief 

that unfree labour was inefficient. Some of the most ardent advocates of this argument 

can be traced back to the early nineteenth century when Adam Smith, John Stuart Mill 

and John Bright began questioning the economic efficiency of unfree labour.143 These 

first attempts to characterise unfree labour in terms of the economy concluded that 

unlike free waged labourers, ‘one who is unfree has no incentive to work well’.144 The 

works of Charles Dickens served as evidence of a criminal class, and the views of these 

nineteenth century writers pervaded academic writings of the mid-twentieth century.145 

Once more historians allowed early interpretations to cloud their hypotheses, leading 

many including Hughes and Clark to claim that convicts had an innate aversion to 

work.146   

The field of labour history prompted a re-evaluation of these beliefs, as 

innovative methods, questions and research skills were borrowed from the social 

sciences.147 Using these new techniques, John Hirst and Portia Robinson were able to 

show that the convict system was much more efficient than previously believed, 

nevertheless their labour continued to be described as being heavily reliant on the 

whip.148 The comments made by the colonists were taken by many historians at face-

value, perpetuating assumptions about crime as resulting from indolence, rather than 

from economic necessity.149  

In seeking to understand convict labour from a long term global perspective 

Christian De Vito and Alex Lichtenstein’s research has provided a framework for the 

global history of convict labour, thus avoiding Eurocentric perspectives of penitentiary-

based punishment in which labour was meant primarily to reform and rehabilitate 
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convicts, rather than exploit maximum profit from them.150 Convicts are now recognised 

as part of a labour force that was recruited to serve the projects of the various European 

empires from the fifteenth century to the twentieth centuries.151 From the very 

beginning, the economic needs of the British Empire were a driving force behind 

transportation which dispersed a labour force that operated at cost and could be made 

to work in inhospitable or remote areas of the world.152 Unlike traditional Australian 

literature that marginalises Western Australia’s convict history to an endnote, this 

research repositions the colony to emphasise that there was a longer imperial narrative 

of convict transportation which persisted until the closure of the penal colony of 

Gibraltar in 1875. 

Except for Hasluck’s Unwilling Emigrants, published in the late fifties, Western 

Australia’s convict system received only brief and mainly descriptive references in the 

aforementioned studies of Australia, such as those written by Hughes, Shaw and 

Clark.153 Even within its own histories, convictism remained a taboo subject in Western 

Australia until the late 1970s; aided by the difficulty in accessing convict records prior to 

1975.154 Prior to this period, only those who were able to prove their convict ancestry 

gained access to view the relevant records, limiting scholarly output on the topic.155 

 The 150th anniversary celebrations of Western Australia in 1979 led to a marked 

interest in the colony’s past, including its convict antecedents.156 As a result of this 

interest, a special issue on convicts in Studies in Western Australian History, edited by 
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Tom Stannage, was published in 1981.157 Alongside Pamela Statham’s ground-breaking 

investigation ‘Why Convicts’, contributions to the issue also included G. C. Bolton’s 

analysis of the last shipment of convicts sent to Western Australia, and Margaret 

Brown’s account of the system’s brutalising effects.158 These articles marked a fine-

grained approach to convict history, combining investigation into individual lives with a 

sensitivity for social backgrounds beyond their status as convicted people. More 

recently Rica Erickson and Gillian O’Mara have enhanced the statistics available for 

Western Australia through their detailed listings and short biographies of convicts.159 

There are several critical editions consisting of letters written by early settlers 

which discuss the colony’s new status as a convict destination. This includes Eliza 

Brown’s A Faithful Picture which provides valuable insight into the treatment and 

condition of convicts.160 So too do the journal entries from those who were part of the 

convict administration system.161 This thesis puts them into the wider historical context, 

analysing the larger issues that drove Swan River’s continuing search for alternative 

forms of forced labour. By placing Western Australia’s experience of convict labour 

within the larger framework of coercive labour practices this thesis highlights the unique 

nature of the colony’s penal system. 

Although academic interest in Western Australia’s convict history slowly 

declined towards the end of the twentieth century, a one day seminar entitled 

‘Constructing a Colony: The Convict Legacy’ led to the examination of new topics such 

as the use of convict labour depots and the particular policies and practices of the 
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convict system.162 The authors of these papers published their findings in the twenty-

fourth issue of Studies in Western Australian History, edited by Jacqui Sheriff and Anne 

Brake.163 Twenty years on from this first special edition on ‘convictism’, Sheriff and 

Brake’s issue on ‘the convict legacy’ similarly draws upon the work of professional, 

academic and amateur historians to explore the impact that convicts had on the social, 

economic and ‘physical fabric’ of the colony.164 Whilst Simon Stevens, Sandra Potter and 

Margaret McPherson provide specific case studies of the convict experience, 

archaeologist Martin Gibb provided a unique account of the convict system and how it 

operated beyond the prison walls.165 

The field of archaeology in particular has had a significant impact on convict 

history, as academics have used historical archaeology to investigate the everyday 

reality of labour regimes and relations.166 Convict labour has been one of the main 

concerns of historical archaeological research in Western Australia, providing a wide 

range of information related to its organisation and exploitation, and on the impact of 

convict labour on the colony’s built environment and heritage landscape today.167 In 

considering, and comparing these coerced labour schemes this thesis challenges the 

traditional historical narrative that Western Australia was built on ‘free’ labour until 

convicts arrived in 1850, demonstrating the reliance that was placed on various coerced 

labour systems in attempting to ensure the colony’s survival. This thesis also builds upon 
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these works to increase our understanding of how this exploitation was encouraged by 

the landed elite and legitimised through various official processes.  

Sources and Chapter Outline 

Each of the following chapters will examine the complex links between the interactions 

of Western Australia’s coerced labour systems, government officials in Western 

Australia and at the Colonial Office in London, as well as journalists, magistrates and the 

white settler population in the colony. Throughout this thesis I focus on sources which 

highlight the mutual organisation of British and colonial law, and culture regarding the 

treatment and control of coerced labourers. As this thesis centres on groups of people 

who, for the most part, did not leave written records of their experiences, much of what 

follows is constructed from fragmentary pieces found in the State Record Office of 

Western Australia, namely the governors and colonial secretary despatches, the Colonial 

Office records from the National Archives in London, and Britain’s House of Commons 

Parliamentary Papers. I attempt to read these official records, to borrow Ian Duffield’s 

phrase, as ‘dense micronarratives’ of the experience of convicts, or other coerced 

labourers.168 Essential to this strategy is the interrogation of the silences of colonial 

archives, and reading both along and ‘against the grain’ to recognise the full complexity 

of interactions between colonised peoples and various kinds of ‘colonizers’.169 As such, 

official government despatches and documents, parliamentary papers, satirical 

magazines, newspaper articles (both local and metropolitan), private letters, diaries, 

memorials, convict registers, almanacs, photographs and minutes from Western 

Australia’s legislative council meetings have all been used to piece together the 

experiences of these marginalised peoples within the colony, and more widely the 

British Empire. In my research, I am wary of replicating the archival invisibility and 

enforced silences of non-white labourers, including Chinese and Indian indentured 
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servants and Indigenous Australians. However, the scale of convict transportation, and 

the dense bureaucracy of the convict system necessarily has produced an imbalance of 

first-hand testimony in favour of European convicts.  

The structure of this thesis is broadly chronological. Chapter One commences 

with the establishment of the Swan River colony in 1829, analysing Britain’s earliest 

attempt to supply labour to the colony through the mobilisation and exploitation of 

European indentured servants. Its source material is British and Colonial Acts, 

correspondence between officials, and settlers’ diary entries, examined to reveal how 

anxieties around labour shortages were legislated for and experienced. This chapter also 

highlights how the shortcomings of this scheme were used to inform subsequent forms 

of labour experimentation used within the colony. 

Chapter Two examines the extent to which the Indigenous population was 

incorporated into the labour force, in the pastoral and agrarian industries, and as 

domestic servants in settlers’ homes. It pays particular attention to the racial ideologies 

that underpinned the treatment and management of Aboriginal labourers by settlers 

and the state. It uses correspondence from local missionaries and official 

correspondence, particularly from the Protector of Aborigines, to understand the 

relationship between the dispossession and their integration with settler economies.  

Following these experiments, the story of coerced labour in Western Australia 

becomes more intertwined as several schemes were introduced simultaneously, 

reflecting the colony’s increased desperation for workers. The second part of the thesis 

explores the years 1840-1850, as the landed elite turned to more controversial and 

contested forms of labour in their quest to strengthen the colony’s agricultural and 

pastoral sectors.  

Chapter Three addresses the connectedness of Western Australia to other 

colonies by exploring the racial, moral and imperial discourses that informed colonial 

attitudes regarding the introduction of Indian indentured servants. House of Commons 

Parliamentary Papers, as well as official correspondence between the colonial and home 

governments reflect the globally networked movement of both ideologies and people.  
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Chapter Four identifies the first tentative steps made by Swan River and Britain 

in transitioning from ‘free’ to ‘unfree’ labour, through a comprehensive examination of 

the juvenile and child emigrant schemes that were introduced during this period. 

Records from the guardian of juvenile immigrants, newspaper articles, shipping reports, 

private letters, and official correspondence are combined to see how youth altered how 

the state understood their ‘convicted’ status and their potential to become reformed 

and become useful colonists.  

Chapter Five discusses the increasingly polyglot system of labour extraction 

pursued in the 1840s, with multiple experiments in importing labour from Europe and 

Asia in the late 1840s. This included indentured Chinese labourers for agricultural and 

domestic work, and German immigrants to work as shepherds. This chapter uses the 

governor’s despatches, legislative meetings and local newspapers to compare the 

colonists’ responses, based largely on race, to these two different labour groups, and 

the kinds of restrictions placed on Chinese labourers in particular.  

Finally, Chapter Six ends where most histories of Western Australia begin, with 

the introduction of convicts to the colony in 1850. It discusses the dual functionality of 

regional convict depots in securing the colonial spaces of Western Australia for 

European settlement, at the expense of Indigenous peoples to whom these lands 

belonged. In this chapter, convict data and population censuses are collated, using 

quantitative methodologies pioneered by Stephen Nicholas and Peter Shergold, but 

with a focus on the local mobilities and trajectories of labour extraction in Western 

Australia.  

As shown above, the labour history of Western Australia during this period was 

one based largely on the exploitation of coerced labourers. These chapters are arranged 

to show the complexity and continuities between these various systems, and the impact 

of race, nationality, age and criminality, on how these labourers were managed and 

understood. By focussing on the mobility of labourers between British colonies, the 

Indian Ocean and other parts of the globe, and their subsequent mobility as workers 

within Western Australia, this thesis brings global and local histories into dialogue. It 

does so to understand the settlement of Western Australia as a British colony built on 
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the backs of coerced labourers, and to lay to rest the pioneer myth that privileges the 

contribution of free, male and European people to state-building. 
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Chapter 1 

Masters of Servants: An Experiment in European Labour 

On Thursday 23 April 1829, The Sydney Gazette reported on the British settlement at 

Swan River Colony, where settlement had begun earlier that month. Though it was not 

officially declared a British colony until 2 May 1829, the colonial newspaper noted that 

it was an ‘interesting project’ in the Australian context, since ‘The Colony, it appears, is 

to be free, not penal, and proposals have been made to send to it a large portion of the 

pauper population of England’.1 By the end of the following year, 1830, the generous 

terms of the Swan River Colony’s settlement conditions had attracted almost 2000 

immigrants to Western Australia.2 Intended as an idealised rural British society the 

colony’s elite attempted to secure their dominance through the control of large land 

grants. Retired military and naval men, along with various officials of the civil service and 

their families represented an integral part of this ruling class.3 Full of what one 

contemporary described as ‘hopes and expectations’ of acquiring wealth and comfort in 

the newly established colony the settler elite transported a significant number of 

European labourers along with personal effects that reflected their culture and class.4 

Neither wanting, nor indeed expecting, to take part in manual work the labour question 

was vital to the capitalists as their success depended on the availability of a cheap and 

plentiful labour force. However, despite being established as a free colony the majority 

of labourers who arrived in Western Australia during the first year were indentured for 

between three and five years to the settler elite.5 Indentured servitude is 

overwhelmingly identified with the recruitment and deployment of labourers, who were 

bonded to a particular master, throughout the British Empire during the nineteenth 

century. The system, which used European labourers from as early as the seventeenth 

                                                           
1 ‘Swan River’, The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, 23 April 1829, p. 2. 
2 Pamela Statham, ‘Swan River Colony, 1829-1850’, in C. T. Stannage (ed.), A New History of Western 
Australia (University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1981), p. 181. 
3 Penelope Hetherington, Settlers, Servants and Slaves, Aboriginal and European Children in Nineteenth-
century Western Australia (University of Western Australia Press, Crawley, 2002), p. 23. 
4 J. W. F. Blundell, ‘The Canning River and its Settlers, Western Australia’, New Monthly Magazine and 
Humorist, Vol. 87, No. 346, (Oct. 1849), p. 195. 
5 Historical Records of Australia (hereafter HRA), Ser. III, Vol. VI, Encl. No. 1a, General Muster Book. 
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century, was an early solution to the labour problems that plagued British colonies.6 In 

its most basic form indentured servitude describes a contract which commits one party 

(the servant) to be at the complete disposal of the other (the master) who in exchange 

for their work agrees to make a series of payments, to or on behalf of the servant for 

the term agreed.7 Despite many claiming that the system of indentured servitude gave 

impoverished individuals the opportunity to make a better life, others noted that the 

recruitment of poor, and often illiterate people was no better than slavery.8 This was 

mainly due to the fact that few understood the terms of the labour contract, or the type 

of labour that they were agreeing to perform. 

This chapter will therefore examine the role of indentured European labourers 

as Swan River Colony’s first coerced labour source, challenging the dominant historical 

narrative of Western Australia that the success of the colony was based on the work of 

the settler pioneers. Secondly, this chapter demonstrates that it was the laws that were 

put into place by the colonial authorities during this period that ultimately legitimatised 

the exploitation of these labourers, as the settler elite sought to re-establish their 

dominance over the labourers. Finally, this chapter examines the limits of the settler 

elites’ control as the European indentured servants utilised these laws to exert their own 

agency to ensure a better way of life for themselves and their families.   

Anticipating the Labour Problem 

In an attempt to create a guaranteed work force, several incentives were incorporated 

into the terms of the Swan River Colony settlement issued by the Colonial Office in 1828 

to encourage a system of European indentured servitude.9 This method was not without 

precedent as indentured servitude had been used by the British government as a device 

to transport European workers to the Americas since its colonisation in the seventeenth 

                                                           
6 Christopher Tomlins, ‘Reconsidering Indentured Servitude: European Migration and the Early American 
Labor Force, 1600-1775’, Labor History, Vol. 42, No. 1, 2001, PP. 5-40. 
7 Ibid. p. 6. 
8 Elizabeth Mavroudi, Caroline Nagel, Global Migration: Patterns, processes, and politics (London, 
Routledge, 2016), p. 34. 
9 House of Commons Parliamentary Papers (hereafter HCPP), HCPP 1829 (238), Swan River Settlement. 
Return to an address of the Honorable the House of Commons, dated 7 May 1829 – for copies of 
correspondence of the Colonial Department with certain gentlemen proposing to form a settlement in 
the neighbourhood of the Swan River, in Western Australia, Copy of Terms, Swan River, May 1829, pp. 
1-7. 
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century.10 In bonding a servant to a master, the servant was expected to labour for a 

specified period of time in return for food, drink, lodging and clothes, and on occasion 

wages. Using mainly children and young adults the system was believed to have a 

beneficial effect on all involved.11 Advocates of the process were also highly influential 

in their belief that this form of labour migration could be used to strengthen the empire 

whilst relieving Britain of its excess population.12 This feeling was reflected amongst the 

British colonial authorities, who wanted a programme that they believed would enable 

them to prosper.  

However, despite Britain’s previous preoccupation with encouraging emigration 

to its colonies, the government’s attitude to the process had significantly altered by the 

time the Swan River Settlement was proposed. By 1828 the Colonial Office now foresaw 

great expense in the founding of a new colony.13 As a result, despite Captain James 

Stirling and Charles Fraser’s favourable account of the Swan River region the Colonial 

Office were initially uninterested in their proposition.14 With the removal of paupers and 

the establishment of new trading posts no longer a priority for the government, Stirling 

was forced to pursue an alternative idea.15 The knowledge that several capitalists were 

interested in the venture finally persuaded the Colonial Office to agree to the settlement 

on the proviso that the British government would not incur any expense in conveying 

the settlers, or in supplying them with ‘necessaries after their arrival’.16 In return, those 

                                                           
10 Henry A. Gemery, ‘Markets for Migrants: English indentured servitude and emigration in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries’ in P.C. Emmer (ed.) Colonialism and Migration: Indentured 
Labour Before and After Slavery (Dordrecht, Martinus Nijhoff, 1986), p. 33. 
11 Marjory Harper and Stephen Constantine, Migration and Empire (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 
2010), pp. 248- 251. 
12 Thomas Robert Malthus, An Essay on the Principle of Population: Second edition, ed. by P. James (J. 
Johnson, London, orig., 1803; Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, repub. 1989), p. 346; Thomas 
Robert Malthus, An Essay on the Principle of Population: Sixth Edition, ed. E.A Wrigley and David Souden 
(John Murray, London, orig. 1826; W. Pickering, London, repub. 1986), p. 307; Edward Gibbon 
Wakefield, A View of the Art of Colonization (Clarendon Press, Oxford, orig. 1849, repub. 1914), p. 256. 
HPD, Horton’s speech in Parliament, Vol. 16, 15 February 1827, col. 480; Henry John Boulton, A Short 
Sketch of the Province of Upper Canada for the Information of the Labouring Poor throughout England 
(John Murray, London, 1826), pp. 6-30. 
13 Pamela Statham, James Stirling: Admiral and founding governor of Western Australia (University of 
Western Australia Press, Crawley, 2003). 
14 Ibid. Also see, HRA ser. III, Vol. VI, Enclosure No. 1a, General Muster Book, p. 556. 
15 R. T. Appleyard and Toby Manford, The Beginning: European Discovery and Early Settlement of Swan 
River Western Australia (University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1979), p. 110.  
16 HCPP 1829 (238), Swan River Settlement, enclosure, copy of old terms, Swan River, Colonial Office, 5 
December 1828, p.7. 
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who were willing to travel to the colony at their own cost before the end of 1829, in 

parties consisting of at least five females and six male settlers were to be allocated 

grants of land within the new colony, proportioned to the amount of capital they were 

investing.17   

The Colonial Office also included within its proposal an incentive to encourage 

settlers to take labourers with them, to ensure a guaranteed labour force on their arrival 

within the colony. All indentured labourers introduced to the colony, over the age of 

ten, were to be considered as investment capital, which entitled their masters to two 

hundred acres of land.18 The British government hoped this inducement would ensure 

the free-settlers would be willing to fund the cost of their passage. To further encourage 

the importation of workers to the colony, the terms required all land grants to have 

undergone significant improvement ‘to the satisfaction’ of the government within 

twenty-one years.19 This was later reduced to ten, following an amendment to the 

regulations in 1829.20 Any land grant that failed to comply with these stipulations would 

revert ‘absolutely’ to the Crown.21 As land was to be granted in accordance with the 

amount of capital, which included labourers, the number of indentured labourers bound 

by a settler also served to determine the amount of land they could expect. Widespread 

enthusiasm for the colony followed as Swan River’s terms provided a rare opportunity 

for those who could not afford to buy land in Britain the opportunity to acquire 

holdings.22 Many inquiries followed as these regulations were issued as a circular and 

printed in the Quarterly Review in April 1829.23 Amongst the earliest requests for 

information to the Colonial Office was a letter from H. C Sempill for a copy of the 

regulations of the settlement. With this information Sempill compiled a flattering 

description of the colony to attract prospective emigrants to sail onboard his ships (see 

                                                           
17 Ibid.  
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid.  
20 HCPP, Swan River Settlement, (238), 1829, Copy of a letter from Mr Twiss to Mr Peel, 28 January 
1829, p. 10. 
21 Ibid. 
22 ‘Swan River,’ extract of a letter from Lieutenant John Septimus Roe, Surveyor General at Swan River to 
Mr James Wood of Hobart town, 31 Oct 1829, The Hobart Town Courier, 12 December 1829, p. 2; also 
see: Westminster Review, Vol 12, January 1830, pp. 169-170.  
23 The Quarterly Review, Vol. XXXIX, Regulations for the Guidance of those who may propose to embark, 
as settlers, for the New Colony on the Swan River, April 1829 (John Murray, London, 1829), p. 315. 



48 
 

 
 

figure 1.1).24 Given the quality of the descriptions that were being published about the 

conditions in the colony it was not surprising that the colonists envisaged considerable 

advantages to their social status.25 Furthermore, in addition to the obvious attractions 

that the colony offered, Sempill’s advertisement presented the colony as a suitable 

alternative to the other Australian colonies where free settlers were forced to suffer the 

‘debasing influence’ of convicts.26 Despite the cost for a steerage passenger being £25 

many capitalists preferred to take out servants with large families, because they could 

then claim more land according to the regulations of the Colonial Office.27 

Skilled tradesmen, unskilled labourers and paupers readily responded to the 

numerous advertisements published by prospective settlers eager to acquire indentured 

servants prior to their departure. The following advertisements, published in The Times, 

in 1829, are typical examples of those placed during the build up to the establishment 

of the colony: - 

Barter- A few articles of modern household furniture, nearly new, will be 
exchanged for implements of agricultural, ironmongery, or other goods 
adapted for the new settlement, Swan River. A Competent Bailiff and a 
few farm labourers of good character required to go out to that 
settlement. Direct, Post Paid to Y.Z at Mr Hughes stationer, 23 Compton 
Street, Brunswick square.28 

Several individuals also actively sought employment in the colony by advertising their 

services in local and national newspapers, highlighting the possibilities which many 

believed the new colony would provide: -  

A Young Man, who has received a mercantile education, but is willing to 
make himself useful in any way, wishes to ACCOMPANY a GENTLEMEN 
going to the SETTLEMENT On the Swan River. Address, Post Paid, to Y. Z, 
at Mr Osmet’s, two penny post office, Kent Street, Borough.29 

                                                           
24 The National Archives, London (hereafter TNA), CO 18/4, War and Colonial Office Department, 
Original Correspondence, Secretary of State, Western Australia, 1829, H.C. Sempill's Handbill 1829, pg. 
388. 
25 These descriptions were taken from Stirling’s exaggerated 1827 report of the Swan River region, see: 
J. M. R. Cameron, ‘Prelude to colonisation: James Stirling’s examination of Swan River, March 1827’, 
Australian Geographer, Vol. 12, No. 4 (1973), pp. 309-327.  
26 Ibid. 
27 HCPP, Swan River Settlement, (238), 1829, Enclosure, copy of old terms, Swan River, Colonial Office, 5 
December 1828, p. 7. 
28 The Times, 18 June 1829; p. 1, Issue 13943, emphasis in the original text. 
29 The Times, 7 April 1829; p. 1, issue 13882, emphasis in the original text. 
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Although a number of families did opt to take trusted members of their staff, the 

majority of the labourers being hired were unknown to their employers prior to their 

departure.30 The contracts of the servants, who were primarily engaged from local 

parishes, tended to range from five to seven years in length.31 There was however, a 

considerable amount of variance in the specific terms of each bond, based on the 

requirements of the master.32 As a result, the employers gained almost complete 

control, as the servants agreed to be bound to punishing work schedules, often 

committing their ‘whole time’ for very little reward, in the hope that the new colony 

would provide them with better opportunities.33 For those who could expect to earn a 

wage, the amount again varied from £5 to £25 per annum, depending on whether the 

cost of passage, maintenance or clothing of the servant was to be included.34 Even the 

terms laid out by the Colonial Office were heavily in favour of the master, as they 

stipulated that contracts of labouring persons would be ‘strictly maintained’ on arrival 

in the settlement.35 Accounts from the first few months of the colony highlight the 

popularity of this system. The general muster book, enclosure 2a, records that 437 out 

of the 567 migrants introduced to the colony from the 8 June 1829 to the 30 Jan 1830 

were indentured labourers or servants.36  

Master and Servant Legislation 

Forced to endure months of delay before being able to travel to their grants of land left 

many of the settlers disappointed and disillusioned.37 Furthermore, this delay resulted 

in a considerable amount of inactivity amongst the new immigrants, as many were 

                                                           
30 State Record Office of Western Australia (hereafter SROWA) Cons. 42, Ser. 1, Governor’s Despatches 
to the Secretary of State, 1834, Report by James Stirling, Governor of Western Australia, to Peter Broun, 
Colonial Secretary of Western Australia, 30 January 1830. 
31 SROWA, CSR Vol. 1 137, CSR Vol. 1 156, CSR Vol. 1 160, CSR Vol. 1 162, Various Indentures from May 
1829- August 1829. 
32 Ibid.  
33 SROWA, Acc. 37, Colonial Secretary Outward Correspondence (hereafter, CSR), Vol. 1, Indenture 
Agreement, 24 August 1829, fo. 162. 
34 Ibid. 
35 HCPP 1829 (238), Swan River Settlement, enclosure, copy of old terms, Swan River, Colonial Office, 5 
December 1828, p.7. 
36 Enclosure No. 2a is a List of Persons who have claimed Land, including a Description of their Families, 
Servants and Property. See: HRA, ser. III, Vol. VI, Enclosure No. 1a, General Muster Book, pp. 638-640. 
37 State Library of Western Australia (hereafter SLOWA), Mary Ann Friend's journal of a voyage to 
Hobart with account of the settlement on the Swan River, 1829-1831, Swan River, 3 February 1830. 
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forced to sit and wait in makeshift camps.38 As a result, reports of drunken and 

disobedient behaviour rapidly increased, causing several of the colonists to express their 

regret in having brought servants with them.39 The diary of 23-year-old migrant Anne 

Whatley, a doctor’s wife and mother of two, reveals the mindset of the employers 

towards the servant class: - 

Those who are tied are sure to be discontented and think they should be 
better off than anywhere else… The indentured man we brought from 
the Cape is such a tiresome fellow, troubled with what is called ‘Dutch 
fever’ which is laziness. I do not think I ever saw him run, but once, and 
that was when the goat kicked the lid off his saucepan and was beginning 
to eat the rice that was boiling for his supper.40 

Yet, despite growing anxiety over the ‘laziness’ of these servants, there were few 

incentives to encourage them to find more suitable occupations for their time.41  In fact, 

those who had shown the initiative to find work with other employers after suffering 

lengthy periods of forced inactivity were ordered to stop or face prosecution.42  

Even after the elite had been allocated their grants of land the situation barely 

improved as many refused to work unless provided with better wages and conditions. 

Whilst the complaints made by the elite demonstrate their expectations of the servant 

class, the servant’s resistance towards the initial conditions established by the indenture 

contracts highlights their intention to re-evaluate their role within the colony.43 In an  

                                                           
38 Shane Burke, Peter Di Marco and Simon Meath, ‘The Land ‘flow[ing] … with milk and honey’: Cultural 
landscape changes at Peel town, Western Australia, 1829-1830’, Historical Archaeology, Vol. 28 (2010), 
pp. 5- 12.  
39 ‘Swan River’, The Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 12 January 1833, p. 5; SLOWA, Acc. 
326A, Diary of Mrs John Whatley, nee Anne Rutt, daughter of John Towill Rutt, 1830-1. For further 
insight into how the elite reacted to the decline of social hierarchy also see: Shane Burke, ‘The 
Archaeology of “Clarence”: A Settlers’ Camp from the 1829-30 Peel Association at Henderson’ Journal of 
the Royal Western Australia Historical Society, Vol. 13 (2007), pp. 145-163. 
40 SLOWA Acc. 326A, Diary of Mrs John Whatley, née Anne Rutt, daughter of John Towill Rutt, 1830-1, 1 
February 1830. 
41 SROWA, Acc. 36, Incoming Correspondence of the Colonial Secretary’s Office (hereafter CSR), Vol. 2, 
Fo. 66, letter to Stirling, September 1829. On using women’s diaries as a historical source, see: Sylvia 
Martin, ‘Reading Life Writing: Australian Women’s Letters and Diaries’, Hecate, Vol. 18, No. 2 (1992), pp. 
126-137. 
42 SROWA, Acc. 37, Colonial Secretary Outward Correspondence (hereafter CSO), order from Stirling to 
cease the unauthorised employment of Lieutenant Bull’s servant, 8 March 1830, fo. 70. 
43 T. W. Mazzarol, ‘Tradition, Environment and the Indentured Labourer in Early Western Australia’, 
Studies in Western Australia History, Vol. 3, (1978), 30-37.  
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Figure 1.1: H.C. Sempill's Handbill (1829), National Archives (UK), CO 18/4, p. 38 



52 
 

 
 

effort to improve the master-servant relationship, the Governor issued a further 

Proclamation in November 1829.44 The revisions were an attempt to lessen the 

workload of the servants by requiring them to only work the hours that were customary 

to their occupations. A further modification to the contracts concerned the increasingly 

common problem of non-payment. Due mainly to the system of land grants a large 

number of the settlers had arrived with very little money, leaving them unable to pay 

their labourers. As a result of these amendments settlers who found themselves in 

financial difficulties were required to discharge their labourers.45 Although this freed the 

servants to look for better employment opportunities, the settlers were not required to 

pay the wages they owed which often left them with limited financial means.46  

Whilst the colonists frequently blamed the failure of the system on the attitude 

of the indentured servants, the revisions introduced to their contracts, in 1829, highlight 

the harsh conditions that the labourers were forced to endure as the underlying cause.47 

Unlike the servants, who received severe consequences for any perceived wrong-doing, 

employers faced few penalties when they were found to be in breach of their contracts. 

Even the forced dismissal of servants was seen as a blessing by many of the settlers, 

who, due mainly to the servants behaviour, had been trying to release themselves from 

the contracts since they arrived.48 As Captain Irwin, late commander of the troops and 

acting Governor during Stirling’s brief absence from the colony between the years 1832-

34, described: - 

Although, as has been shown, the conditions of the indentures were by 
the colonial laws enforced, it will nevertheless be manifest, that no law, 
in any country, can prevent an artful and unprincipled servant (anxious 
to be rid of his engagement) from acting in so vexatious a manner, that 
some masters, in preference to keeping such a one, would forego any 

                                                           
44 SROWA, Acc. 37, CSO, Vol. 1 Proclamation, Stirling, November 1829, fo. 12. 
45 SROWA, Acc. 36. CSR, Vol. 5, Servant dismissal, 5 March 1830, fo. 104; SROWA Colonial Secretary 
Inward Correspondence, Vol. 7, Dismissal of Thomas Peel’s servants, 14 July 1830, fo. 163. 
46 Ibid. Letter states that Thomas Peel released six men from their contracts, all of whom were owed 
wages. 
47 SROWA, Acc. 37, CSO, Vol. 1, Proclamation, Stirling, March 1829, fo. 12. 
48 SROWA, Acc. 36, CSR, Vol. 9, Letter to Peter Broun, Colonial Secretary, from Henry Camfield giving 
notice to cancel his contract with indentured servant Richard Smith, 9 November 1829, fo. 156. 
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benefit the indenture might confer. Such a course has been adopted in 
the colony by some masters thus circumstanced.49 

Whilst the servants were routinely reprimanded and blamed for the problems which 

arose within the relationship, masters were primarily keen to end their contracts 

because free labour wages were considered no more expensive than the overall cost of 

indentured servants, and thought to incur fewer problems.50 Insubordination, indolence 

and negligent behaviour were all considered breaches of contract, and if proven would 

result in the immediate dismissal of servants.51 Individuals who were found facing these 

charges would then be liable to pay financial penalties, or face being imprisoned.52 More 

importantly for the masters, any breach freed them from any future responsibilities to 

their servants.  

In 1830 Stirling used these concerns to justify the appointment of a magistracy 

and a body of constables.53 He hoped that a visible display of law enforcement would 

help to control the servants, whilst also protecting 'the safety of persons and their 

property’.54 The magistrates were selected from among ‘the wealthy and prudent’ 

individuals of the colony, whilst the role of constable was given to the more ‘steady and 

respectable’ members of the working class.55 In a further attempt to render the decision 

of the magistrates more official a ‘gentleman bred to the law’ was selected to act as 

their chairman and advisor. Whilst highlighting the growing fears concerning the 

behaviour of servants, these appointments also draw attention to the perceived 

importance of maintaining class structures within the colony, reflecting the need of the 

land owners to retain their social superiority. Reporting to the Colonial Office the 

                                                           
49 Frederick Chidley Irwin, The State and Position of Western Australia; commonly called the Swan-River 
Settlement (Simpkin, Marshall and Company, London, 1835), p. 36. 
50Acc. 326A, Diary of Mrs John Whatley, nee Anne Rutt, daughter of John Towill Rutt, 1830-1. 
 SLOWA, Acc. 326A, Diary of Anne Whatley, 1830-1831. 
51 Ibid. 
52 SROWA, cons. 42, ser. 1 Governors Despatches to the Secretary of State, 1834, General report on the 
progress, condition and prospects of his majesty’s colony in Western Australia up to the 13 March 1831. 
53 Ibid, Report by from Lieutenant-Governor Stirling to the Secretary for War and the Colonies Sir George 
Murray, 30 January 1830; HCPP 1830 (675), Swan River. Extract of a despatch Lieutenant-Governor 
Stirling to the Secretary for War and the Colonies Sir George Murray dated Perth, Western Australia, 
20th January 1830, Stirling to Murray, 20 January 183, p. 3; C. Treadgold, ‘Hardships of the Early Settlers 
in Western Australia’, The Police Journal, Vol 5 (1932), pp. 500- 517. 
54 SROWA, cons 42, ser. 1, Lieutenant-Governor Stirling to the Secretary for War and the Colonies Sir 
George Murray 30 January 1830.  
55 Ibid. 
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following January, Stirling was pleased to report the success of these appointments, 

which he recorded, had led to a significant reduction in ‘drunkenness and similar evils’.56 

However, whilst these actions reduced the number of ‘irregularities’ occurring within 

the colony, the relationship between masters and servants continued to be fraught. 

Unable to hold their own land, work for others or leave the colony during the 

course of their indentures, the servants were completely beholden to their masters, as 

indentured servant Anne Tew discovered following her attempt to ‘flee’ the colony two 

years before her contract expired.57  In a desperate attempt to reclaim the cost of his 

passage money and the loss of her service, Ann’s master wrote to Governor Stirling 

requesting that she ‘may not be permitted to quit this colony (which I am informed is 

her intention) unless my claim is satisfied’.58 He believed this claim amounted to the cost 

of £135. Unable to pay such a vast sum, Ann was forced to return and complete her 

contractual obligations or face time in gaol.59 However, despite this dependence, 

quarrels were frequent, as poor living conditions led a number of the servants to seek 

‘redress’ for the treatment they had received.60 Common concerns amongst the 

indentured servants included the lack of suitable shelter, poor quality food, and non-

payment of wages. Due to the volume of these complaints the newly elected magistrates 

of the colony drafted a number of regulations to be submitted to the Governor.61 Stirling 

found the most frequently occurring complaints continued to involve 

‘misunderstandings’ over working hours and the scale of rations. 62 With no pool of 

labour to replace ‘unruly’ workers, the indentured servants found themselves in a much 

stronger position than their counterparts in Britain.63 Whilst this angered the settlers, 

                                                           
56 Ibid. 
57 SROWA, Acc. 36, CSR, Vol. 13, Letter to Governor Stirling requesting that indentured servant, Ann Tew 
be prevented from leaving the colony, 24 February 1830, fo. 40. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
60 SROWA, Acc. 36, CSR, Vol. 2, Complaint to the Colonial Secretary from Charles Chapman, 1829, fo. 
118. 
61 SROWA, Acc. 36, CSR, Vol. 5, Draft of Magistrates Regulations to Stirling, fo. 92. 
62 SROWA, Cons 42 Vol. 1, 1 Governors Despatches to the Secretary of State, 1834, General report on 
the progress, condition and prospects of his majesty’s colony, 13 March 1831. 
 63 SLOWA, Acc. 263A, Letters and Journal of George Fletcher Moore, 1830-1848, Perth, 3 September 
1831; For studies of the labourers’ ability to transcend coercive systems see: A. Gardos, ‘The Historical 
Archaeology of the Old Farm on Strawberry Hill: A Rural Estate 1827-1889, Albany, Western Australia,’ 
(M.A. Thesis, University of Western Australia, 2004). 
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Stirling soon recognised that the servants were unlikely to leave the problem unresolved 

and attempted to address the concerns in a proclamation dated March 1830.64 

Although the previous proclamation had provided partial guidance on the issues, 

the terms used within the announcement, such as ‘sufficient and customary’ were too 

vague, and therefore open to interpretation by the masters.65 In order to avoid further 

discrepancies Stirling ensured detailed scales for working hours and rations were quickly 

put into place. As a result, masters were obliged to provide specific quantities of food 

for their servants in accordance with the scales of daily rations. With the exception of a 

small number of individuals who had signed contracts to the contrary, all servants within 

the colony could now expect to receive regular rations of food.66 Working hours for 

mechanics and agricultural labourers the two most common occupations for indentured 

servants, were also specified within the notice. The proclamation ensured servants were 

no longer required to surrender their ‘whole-time’, by limiting the required working 

hours to eight in the summer. After this period the servants were expected to work nine 

hours a day as the governor took into consideration the cooler winter months.67  

Whilst the proclamation demonstrates the progress the servants had made since 

their arrival in the colony the masters were equally forceful in their attempts to try and 

remain in control. Despite Stirling’s claims that drunkenness had subsided within the 

colony, the provision for ‘incapacitated servants’ to compensate their masters for lost 

time suggests the problem remained ongoing. This enabled the masters to charge their 

servants ‘the rate of wages current in the colony’ for any time absent without leave.68 

The ‘freedom’ of the servants was further curtailed by the measure to stop them from 

working for other settlers, even if the work was undertaken in their own time, without 

the permission of their masters.69 Although these regulations did impose further 

restrictions on the servant’s movements the proclamation that was finally issued by the 

Governor significantly differed from the original recommendations of the magistrates. 

As well as altering the proposed scale of rations, Stirling refused to include a regulation 

                                                           
64 SROWA, Acc. 37, CSO, Vol. 2, Proclamation, 24 March 1830, fo. 83. 
65 Ibid. 
66 SROWA, Acc. 37, CSO, Vol. 2, Proclamation, 26 March 1830, fo. 85. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid. 
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that would prohibit servants from leaving their masters’ lands without permission.70 No 

doubt Stirling, having recognised the cumulative strength of the servants to create 

disruption within the colony, decided the measure would only aggravate an already 

volatile situation.                     

Although the measures incorporated within the March Proclamation provided 

the masters with increased control over their employees, the legal framework it created 

also served to empower the servants. The guidelines for working hours and rations 

bound all masters to observe certain standards in their care of indentured servants. This 

provided the servants with a much clearer understanding of their basic rights, and, more 

importantly, a formal structure within which they could voice their concerns. The level 

to which this was observed can be seen in the case of Thomas Peel, an early promoter 

and landowner in Swan River, who was to receive 250,000 acres, on the condition that 

he conveyed 400 emigrants to the colony.71 

Like a second Noah, Mr Peel has been careful to preserve for the new 
Ararat on which his ark is destined to rest, specimens of “every living 
thing, male and female, after their kind.” … There appeared to be a great 
number of children amongst the passengers; and the settlers, though 
apparently labouring under depression at the idea of leaving their native 
land, expressed confident hopes of the success of the undertaking.72 

Having invested a significant sum of money, Peel recognised the colony’s success would 

ultimately rest on its ability to attract a continued supply of settlers, and equipped 

himself with a significant labour force prior to his departure.73 However, once he arrived 

in Swan River, the difficulties inherent with managing a large number of people in 

challenging circumstances soon became apparent. As a result of the complications that 

arose in the granting of his land, Peel’s servants were forced to endure increasingly 

squalid living conditions, in which very few of their contracted requirements were met.74 

                                                           
70 Ibid. 
71 Samuel Butler, The hand-book for Australian Emigrants: being a descriptive history of Australia and 
containing an account of New South Wales, South Australia and the Swan River Settlement (W.R. 
McPhun, Glasgow, 1839), p. 228. 
72 ‘Swan River, New Colony - The ship Gilmore, which has been for some time lying in St. Catherine's 
Docks’, The Times, 3 July 1829, p. 2. 
73 SLOWA, Acc. 712A/32, Western Australian Company Records, Nos. 12-36, Stone James and Co, 
Thomas Peel’s Articles of Agreement, 9 June 1829. 
74 Thomas Peel’s ‘unwieldy establishment’ was well known in the other Australian colonies, see: ‘Swan 
River’, The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, 1 January 1831.  
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The fear and confusion of those forced to live under the care of Peel was witnessed by 

George Bayly, Third Mate from the second of Peel’s ships to reach the colony, the 

Hooghly, in February 1830. He wrote: - 

Most of the people were quite in despair. A great many of the women 
and children were ill and there was no sort of nicety to be procured for 
them, not even a little oatmeal. The only provisions to be procured were 
salt beef and pork, musty flour and rice.75 

This neglect saw the health of the labourers rapidly decline as dysentery and scurvy 

swept the camp.76 Disparaging remarks, such as Bayly’s, were eagerly picked up by 

British and Australian newspapers and widely circulated.77 Peel was the cousin of the 

Home Secretary, Sir Robert Peel, and newspapers inferred that this was the reason that 

he had been grated prime land.78 However, as Alexandra Hasluck notes, in her extensive 

examination of Thomas Peel, beyond writing a letter of recommendation Robert Peel 

did not provide his cousin with any special favours. Nonetheless, the British public 

remained convinced that their conduct was dishonest.79 The concern regarding 

nepotism, which emerged soon after the decision to establish the colony, is evidenced 

by the cartoons, entitled Peel, Peel, Swan River Peel! Very Fine Peel! and Cousin Thomas, 

or The Swan River Job which were printed within days of each other in June 1829 [see 

figures 1.2 and 1.3).80 Both infer that Thomas and Robert were more concerned with 

furthering their own interests than the needs of the colony. As a result of this early 

                                                           
75 Pamela Statham and Rica Erickson, A Life on the Ocean Wave: The Journals of Captain George Bayly, 
1824-1844 (Carlton, Melbourne University press, 1998), 12 March 1830, p. 135.  
76 SROWA, Acc. 37, CSO, Vol. 8, Report of an Enquiry into the Causes of Sickness recently represented to 
the magistrates in Quarter Session assembled, to exist among Thomas Peels Settlers at, or in the 
neighbourhood of, Clarence and measures which may be adopted for alleviating it’, Dr Alexander Collie, 
25 July 1830, fos. 20-21. 
77 ‘Swan River’, The Sydney Monitor, 13 April 1831, p. 2: ‘Swan River’, The Sydney Gazette and New 
South Wales Advertiser, 5 December 1829, p. 2: ‘Sydney papers of the 6th, 10th and 18th of March’, The 
Times, 18 August 1834, p. 2. These and many other articles declare the concerns regarding the capability 
of the colonial officials to maintain the Inhabitants of the colony. 
78 National Library of Australia (hereafter, NLA), obj-135298662, Fairburn, John, ‘Peel, peel, Swan River 
peel, very fine peel’ (London, 1829); National Gallery of Australia (hereafter NGA), NGA 2010.1030, 
Wandsworth Collection, Robert Seymour, ‘Cousin Thomas, or The Swan River Job (plucking or peeling)’, 
1829. 
79 Alexandra Hasluck, Thomas Peel of Swan River (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1965) p. 52. 
80  NLA, obj-135298662, Fairburn, John, ‘Peel, peel, Swan River peel, very fine peel’ (London, 1829); 
NGA, NGA 2010.1030, Wandsworth Collection, Robert Seymour, ‘Cousin Thomas, or The Swan River Job 
(plucking or peeling)’, 1829. 
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apprehension regarding his involvement with the syndicate, Thomas Peel and his 

unwieldy establishment quickly became synonymous with the failings of the colony.  

Unable to obtain what one petitioner described as ‘wages or provisions of a 

proper quality or quantity’ Peel’s servants used the regulations laid out by the 

proclamation to make formal complaints.81 Once substantiated by the magistrates the 

servants were immediately released from their contracts.82 Despite pleas from Peel to 

reverse the decision the Colonial Office refused his request, stating that if it ‘compelled’ 

servants to remain in his service it would have acted ‘illegally’, as such an order would 

have been the ‘equivalent to a sentence of death by starvation’.83 While many found 

employment with other masters, those who could afford to took the opportunity to 

leave the colony.84 Regardless of Peel’s social standing and connections to the British 

government, the proclamation had succeeded in protecting the rights of the servants.  

On departing for Swan River many landowners expected that the traditional class 

relations which existed in Britain would also be upheld within the new colony. The basis 

of a master servant relationship usually involved the latter’s complete subservience. 

Complaints from servants were therefore increasingly seen by masters as a challenge to 

their superiority. However, the resistance demonstrated by the servant class in the Swan 

River Colony was not unique, changes to the three-tiered British agricultural population 

structure had strained the living conditions of the agricultural labourers which led to 

frequent bouts of violence.85 As Tim Mazzarol notes the experience of these servants in 

Britain meant many brought with them a culture of dissent. The letters of the Colonial 

Advocate General, George Fletcher Moore, provides valuable insight into settler 

attitudes towards these acts of resistance: - 

                                                           
81 SROWA, Acc. 36, CSR, Vol. 8, Petition from Peel’s servant’s requesting assistance from Governor 
Stirling due to lack of wages, poor living conditions and lack of food, fo. 125. 
82 SROWA, Acc. 36CSR, Vol. 7, Order from the magistrates to release 6 of Peel’s servants from their 
indentures Fremantle, July 1830, fo. 163. 
83 SROWA, Acc. 37, CSO, Vol. 2, Colonial Secretary Peter Broun to Thomas Peel 11 August 1830, fo. 280-
284. 
84 SROWA, Cons 42 Vol. 1, Governors Despatches to the Secretary of State, 1834, General report on the 
progress, condition and prospects of his majesty’s colony, 13 March 1831. 
85 Shane Burke, ‘A Culture for All: Servant class behaviour at the Swan River in the context of the British 
Empire’, Studies in Western Australian History, Vol. 31, 2016, pp, 26. 
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More of servant’s whims! I have just heard one who demands four 
glasses of rum per day! Really there is no enduring the insolence of this 
class here; they soon find out their value and act accordingly.86 

Whilst many masters felt their class entitled them to utilise their servants as they 

pleased, it was also as Tim Mazzarol states, a ‘convenient excuse’ to deny those in their 

care better conditions and wages.87 The lack of labour in Swan River placed the servants 

in a much stronger position than their counterparts in Britain, and often led to them 

developing a more realistic sense of worth. As a result, contract renegotiations 

frequently occurred as indentured labourers sought to improve their situation. In other 

cases, this new-found value displayed itself as an increased unwillingness to participate 

in even basic daily tasks.88 Mary Ann Friend, the young bride of a Captain commissioned 

with carrying migrants to Swan River and Hobart, recorded the struggles a prominent 

family had with its servants on her visit to the colony in 1829: - 

They have about 96 men, women and children under them but with this 
establishment they can get hardly anything done…The servants are in 
fact receiving food and wages and doing nothing for them.89 

These sentiments were echoed throughout the colony as masters became increasingly 

dissatisfied with what the servants perceived as their rights. This frustration, combined 

with the colony’s general lack of labour led many of the original settlers, such as 

Georgiana Molloy, to question their control as she gave advice to the rest of her family 

on the necessary requirements to consider if bringing a maidservant to the colony: - 

Whom you know to be honest and capable of forming an attachment to 
the interests of the concern, you would find her invaluable. A capability of 
forming an attachment is a very necessary qualification, for you are more 
at the mercy of your servants here than in England.90 

 

                                                           
86 SLOWA Acc. 263A, Letters and Journal of George Fletcher Moore, 1830-1848, 1 November 1831. 
87 T. W. Mazzarol, ‘Tradition, Environment and the Indentured Labourer in Early Western Australia’, 
Studies in Western Australian History, Vol. 3 (1978), p. 31 
88 SLOWA, Acc. 337A (8), Fanny Bussell’s Letters and Journal, December 1832 - February 1835. Fanny’s 
diaries reveal her treatment of their servant named Emma, whose insolence and sexual activities (Emma 
was 7 months pregnant with Mr Bussell’s child when she was allowed to leave) eventually enabled her 
freedom. 
89 SLOWA, Acc. 4453A, Mary Ann Friend's journal of a voyage to Hobart with account of the settlement 
on the Swan River, 1829-1831. 
90 Letter by Georgiana Molloy, April 1833, in Alexandra Hasluck, Portrait with Background, A Life of 
Georgiana Molloy (Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1967), p. 80.  
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Figure 1.2: John Fairburn, 'Peel, Peel, Swan River Peel , Very Fine Peel' (London, 1829), 
National Library of Australia, obj-135298662 
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1.3: Robert Seymour, ‘Cousin Thomas, or the Swan River Job (Plucking or Peeling)’ (London, 

1829) National Gallery of Australia, NGA 2010.1030 

http://cs.nga.gov.au/Detail.cfm?IRN=204622
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Whilst Georgiana and the other colonists probably regarded the poor behaviour of their 

servants as a temporary annoyance, as Hasluck notes, this was actually an indication of 

two trends in the colony. One was that servants underwent a change of status following 

their arrival in the colony as they gradually became landowners.91 The other was that no 

matter how the colonists were raised in Britain all were required to work with their 

hands in the keeping of their lands and homes.92  

The situation finally came to a head in 1832, following the passing of an act to 

impose duties on imported alcohol.93 The act increased the pressure on Stirling to repeal 

his earlier Proclamation. The scales of working hours and rations, which had been 

approved by the governor in March 1830, required every servant, whether man or 

woman, to receive ‘Half a Gill’ of spirits in addition to their daily food rations.94 The 

colonists feared that the rise in the cost of liquor rations would increase real wage rates, 

placing masters in an unfavourable position.95 In an attempt to protect the masters, who 

Stirling recognised were an integral part of the colony’s economic and social success, he 

repealed the proclamation, stripping the servants of the protection they had fought to 

achieve just two years earlier.96 With regulations regarding the servants being revoked, 

Swan River magistrates were required to rely once more on the laws of the United 

Kingdom as proclaimed by Stirling in 1829 to overcome their problems. 

Yet, despite the landowners’ attempt to enforce subservience amongst the 

servants, reports of ‘bad conduct’ continued to circulate.97 Firmly believing the colony 

was an excellent settlement for labourers who ‘would honestly preserve their 

engagements’, the Advocate General felt the problems that continued to plague the 

                                                           
91 For an example of a family who arrived as indentured servants and went onto become land owners 
see: K. Fleming, ‘Hadrill’s Cottage: A Study of Class and Status in the Swan District during the late 19th 
and early 20th Centuries’ (B.A. Hons. Thesis, University of Western Australia, 2003). 
92 Hasluck, Portrait with Background, p. 84. 
93 Western Australia, 2&3 Will. 4, No. 10, An Act to impose certain Duties on Imported Spirituous 
Liquors, 1832. 
94 SROWA, Acc. 49 Returns, Bank of Western Australia, 1837-1880, Vol. 2, 26 March 1830, fo. 85. A gill is 
a unit of measurement for volume equal to a quarter of a pint. 
95 Ian H. Vanden Driesen, Filling in the Gaps: Five Essays on the Labour History of Western Australia 
(Atlantic Publishers & Distributors Pvt Ltd, New Delhi, 2003), p. 82. 
96 Ibid, p. 83. 
97 ‘Swan River’, The Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 12 January 1833. 
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colony were the result of the servant’s self-indulgent attitudes.98 By the late 1830s the 

settler elite of Swan River was increasingly concerned with this problem of social order. 

The carefully contrived plan of a European indentured labour system had proven less 

than ideal. Complaints regarding the insolence of the labouring class continued, leading 

many to fear that indentured servants had forgotten their place. Furthermore, the 

colonists were having to deal with an increasingly threatening Indigenous population 

who the colonial authorities noted were ‘remarkably impervious’ to the advantages of 

European ‘civilisation’.99 Nevertheless, as Margaret Grellier argues, the landed elite 

remained confident in the ‘legitimacy of the social system’ that they attempted to 

establish using a range of official and semi-official structures.100 Whilst the official 

structures usually involved the implementation of legal structures, such as the Master 

and Servant Acts, various religious organisations and institutes, such as the Temperance 

Society were similarly utilised in an attempt to ensure the colonial ruling class remained 

dominant in the colony.101  

Conclusion 

Through the examination of official colonial documents and personal correspondence 

this chapter has shown that the servant class, who comprised a significant number of 

the Swan River Colony’s early society, saw the colony as an opportunity to better their 

living conditions. Despite the expectations of the landed elite that these labourers would 

provide them with an obedient, industrious, inexpensive and willing workforce many 

servants used the colony’s precarious situation to demand for increased wages and 

rations. The actions of these labourers in seeking advice and aid from the magistrates 

demonstrate that the servant class were aware of their rights and willing to stand up for 

                                                           
98 SLOWA, MN 564, Acc. 263A, Letters and Journal of George Fletcher Moore, 1830-1848, 27 November 
1831. 
99 Margaret Grellier, ‘Social Control Theory: One Perspective on Social Relationships in 1838’, Push From 
the Bush: A Bulletin of Social History, Vol. 6 (1980), pp. 3-22. 
100 Ibid. 
101 SROWA, Acc. 37, CSO, Vol. 2, Proclamation, 26 March 1830, fo. 85. See also: ‘Temperance Society – A 
meeting’ The Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 27 January 1838, p. 14, which discusses the 
founding of a Temperance Society by the settler elite in January 1838. Another article reflecting on a 
letter by John Dunmore Lang to the Presbytaria colonists of Western Australia, dated 15 November 
1837, was printed in The Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 20 January 1838, p. 10, and 
drew attention to the government funds available for the erection of churches, and dwelling houses for 
ministers. 
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them, reflecting events that were occurring throughout the British Empire during this 

period.102 Clear in the belief that the aspirations of the European indentured servants 

would continue to hinder any real progress, the colonists began their search for an 

alternative labour source. Although wary of the power that the Master and Servant Acts 

had provided the European indentured labourers, the settler elite turned their attention 

to the Aboriginal population as a practical alternative to their problems in the hopes that 

similar official and semi-official structures would enable the settler elite to control and 

utilise them within the colonial labour force. As the next chapter will show the colonial 

authorities and landed elite of Western Australia all sought to train, educate and better 

understand the Indigenous population through the use of coercive practices and religious 

institutions.

                                                           
102 Shane Burke, ‘A culture for all: Servant class behaviour at the Swan river in the context of the British 
Empire’, Studies in Western Australian History, Vol. 31 (2016), pp. 25-39. 
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Chapter 2 

An Experiment in Aboriginal Labour  

Due to the settlers’ inability to meet the contractual agreements of the European 

indentured labourers that were introduced to the colony in 1829 and 1830, the colonial 

authorities recognised the need to acquire an alternative labour force for the landed 

elite. This, in conjunction with the declining number of free migrants entering the 

colony, ensured the lack of labourers had become a pressing concern for the colonial 

government by 1831. In an attempt to solve this problem, Governor James Stirling and 

Western Australia’s Legislative Council embarked upon an ambitious experiment to 

‘civilise’, train and control the colony’s Aboriginal population in order to transform them 

into a cheap and amenable alternative to European labour. The colonial government 

made use of humanitarian notions to frame and propel these efforts to create and 

manage this new Indigenous workforce. However, as yet there has been surprisingly 

little examination of the contradictory logic of these attempts to ‘protect and civilise’ 

Aboriginal people in this region during the 1830s and 1840s in order to serve colonial 

labour needs. This chapter addresses this question by investigating how members of 

Western Australia’s colonial government used humanitarian ideas regarding the 

protection of Aboriginal people to justify, drive, and underpin its coercive 

transformation of Indigenous peoples into an effective and pliable labour force for the 

colony. This study also identifies the ways these efforts to reconcile Aboriginal people 

to colonial authority provide insight into the nature of Indigenous agency as they 

negotiated these colonial relationships.   

This chapter is about the colonial government in Western Australia’s attempt to 

incorporate Indigenous Noongar people (original inhabitants of the south-west of 

Western Australia) into settler economies.1 Unlike the other sources of labour 

                                                           
1 Noongar means ‘a person of the south-west of Western Australia,’ or the name for the ‘original 
inhabitants of the south-west of Western Australia’. Information taken from the SWALSC (The South 
West Aboriginal Land and Sea Council) a native title service provider to the Noongar people, who are the 
traditional owners of the south west of Australia. The boundary of south-west Australia commences on 
the west coast at a point north of Jurien Bay, proceeds roughly easterly to a point approximately north 
of Moora and then roughly south-east to a point on the southern coast between Bremer Bay and 
Esperance. 
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considered in this thesis the treatment and use of the Indigenous population differed as 

they were already living in Western Australia rather than having to be imported. 

Moreover as this chapter will show the context in which Aboriginal labour was acquired 

was often very violent as the Indigenous population were increasingly forced to defend 

their way of life as European settlers sought to reduce them to the role of trespassers in 

their own land. Colonialism was predicated on ideologies of racial superiority of 

Europeans over Aboriginal ‘Others’, which postulated Indigenous peoples as ‘indolent’ 

and incapable of intellectually demanding work.2 For many Europeans this attitude was 

also thought to be a vital component in ensuring their survival as settlers, including 

those in Western Australia, were often initially outnumbered by the Indigenous 

population. The colonists therefore denied the sophisticated and multifaceted 

strategies of Indigenous people for gathering, fishing and hunting food, and managing 

natural resources, because they presumed agrarianism was the foundation of ‘civilised 

society’.3 In this period, the British government was attempting to restructure its 

governance policies in order to integrate, rather than eliminate through violence, 

Indigenous people into settler-colonial societies and economies. The frequent acts of 

frontier warfare that had broken out between the colony’s Indigenous population and 

the European settlers since its establishment in 1829 led the 1836-7 Select Committee 

on Aborigines to highlight Western Australia as a cause for concern.4  

For this reason, Governor Stirling’s replacement, John Hutt, and his government, 

attempted to follow the recommendations of the Select Committee, which condemned 

violence against Indigenous people but justified the continued occupation of Indigenous 

land as a way to ‘civilise’ and convert to Christianity Indigenous peoples.5 By establishing 

                                                           
2 S. Konishi, The Aboriginal Male in the Enlightenment World (Pickering and Chatto, London, 2012); 
Sugata Bose and Ayesha Jalal, Modern South Asia: History, Culture, Political Economy, Second Edition 
(Routledge, New York, 2004), p. 61. 
3 On varied food collection practices of Noongar people, see: N. Green, Broken Spears: Aborigines and 
Europeans in Western Australia (Focus Education Services, Perth, 1984). 
4 HCPP, Report from the Select Committee on Aborigines (British settlements); together with the 
minutes of evidence, appendix and index, (425), 1836, p. 139. 
5 Elizabeth Elbourne, ‘“The sin of the settler”: The 1835-36 Select Committee on Aborigines and debates 
over virtue and conquest in the early nineteenth-century British white settler empire’, Journal of 
Colonialism and Colonial History, Vol. 4, No. 3, (2003), n.p; Jessie Mitchell, In Good Faith? Governing 
Indigenous Australia through God, charity and empire, 1825-1855 (Australian National University E-
Press, Canberra, 2011). On religion’s role in colonial projects, including Australia, see: Hilary Carey, God’s 
Empire: Religion and colonialism in the British world (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2011). 
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criminal sovereignty over Noongar people the state was able to legitimately punish 

Indigenous men through mass incarceration primarily, from 1839 onwards, on Rottnest 

Island (Wadjemup).6 This prison functioned as a labour depot for Indigenous workers in 

government departments, and on assignment to a small number of settlers, but its main 

function was to ensure that Indigenous people could be held to account for crimes 

against settler property or absconding from employment.7 This chapter will show how 

the colonial government crafted legislation and fostered links with missionaries in an 

attempt to manage and utilise the colony’s Aboriginal population as labourers.  

To Protect or Exploit: The Ambiguities of Aboriginal rights in Western Australia 

The establishment of the Swan River colony in 1829 coincided with the emergence of a 

British imperial humanitarian movement. The abolition of slavery in 1833 was built upon 

two humanitarian strands that were carried on into discussions of the treatment of 

Indigenous people. The first, was the idea that metropolitan populations were morally 

corrupted by the dehumanising treatment of enslaved Africans as chattel labour.8 The 

second, was the appointment of Protectors of Slaves, ostensibly to protect enslaved 

peoples’ interests during Britain’s abolition of the slavery but also to oversee the 

transition from enslaved to nominally free (often ‘apprenticed’ forms of labour).9 These 

concerns both underlined the ‘humanitarian’ governance of Indigenous people, and the 

shift from the ‘amelioration of Indigenous people’ to their ‘protection’. In line with the 

recommendation of the 1836-7 Select Committee on Aborigines, Western Australia 

established a new government position of ‘Protector of Aborigines’, ostensibly to 

                                                           
6 Neville Green and Susan Moon, Far From Home: Aboriginal Prisoners on Rottnest Island, 1838-1931 
(University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1998); Anita King, ‘Conveniently kept: Aboriginal 
imprisonment on Rottnest Island, 1838 to 1903’, (BA thesis, Australian National University, 2011), cited 
in A. Woollacott, Settler Society in the Australian Economies: Self-Government and Imperial Culture 
(Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2015), pp. 77-8; G. Stasiuk, ‘Wadjemup: Rottnest Island as black prison 
and white playground’, (PhD exegesis, Murdoch University, 2015); Katherine Roscoe, ‘Island Chains: 
Carceral Islands and the Colonisation of Australia, 1824-1903 (PhD thesis, University of Leicester, 2017). 
7 HCPP, Select Committee on Aborigines in British Settlements Minutes of Evidence (538), 1836: HCPP, 
Select Committee on Aborigines in British Settlements Minutes of Evidence (425), 1837. 
8 On humanitarianism and anxiety about corruption, during the earlier 1822 Commission of Eastern 
Enquiry, see:  Zoe Laidlaw, ‘Investigating Empire: Humanitarians, Reform and the Commission of Eastern 
Inquiry’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History’, Vol. 40, No. 5, (2012), pp. 749-768. 
9 Caroline Quarrier Spence, ‘Ameliorating Empire: Slavery and Protection in the British Colonies, 1783-
1865’ (PhD thesis, Harvard University, 2014). 
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protect their rights but mostly to control infraction of settler law and order by Noongar 

people.10  

Global and imperial ‘networks of concern’, comprising both government officials and 

(mostly Quaker) missionaries, constituted the mid-nineteenth century shift in imperial 

governance.11 Various select committee reports brought into dialogue the treatment of 

enslaved, Indigenous and convicted people between 1822 and 1837. This networked 

ideology of humanitarian governance was also used as a framework through which to 

negotiate the transition from unfree to nominally free labour required to replace 

enslaved peoples across the British Empire in the 1830s.12  This shows how different 

forms of coerced labour were understood in dialogue with one another historically, and 

as a result this chapter posits Western Australia as a node within global networks of 

coerced labourers, officials, missionaries and ideologies. 

The colony’s first settlers experienced little concern as they dispossessed the 

Noongar of their land.13 Many of those who fought to abolish slavery during the first few 

decades of the nineteenth century continued their moralising mission into efforts to 

introduce new rights for Indigenous people within the empire.14 Any provisions for 

protection of the rights of the Aboriginal people of Western Australia were noticeably 

absent in the founding documents of the Swan River Colony.15 However, after the 1836-

                                                           
10 Alan Lester and Fae Dussart, Colonization and the Origins of Humanitarian Governance: Protecting 
Aborigines across the Nineteenth Century British Empire (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2014), 
pp. 37-76, 86-92. 
11 Robert Skinner and Alan Lester, ‘Humanitarianism and Empire: New research agendas’, Journal of 
Imperial and Commonwealth History, Vol. 40, No. 5 (2012), pp. 729-747.  
12 Kate Boehme, Peter Mitchell and Alan Lester, ‘Reforming everywhere and all at once: transitioning to 
free labor across the British Empire, 1837-38’, Comparative Studies in Society and History (forthcoming 
in 2017), n.p. 
13 A, Lester and F, Dussart, ‘Trajectories of Protection: Protectorates of Aborigines in early 19th Century 
Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand’, New Zealand Geographer, Vol. 64 (2008), pp. 208-210. 
14 HCPP, Select Committee on Aborigines in British Settlements Minutes of Evidence (538), 1836: HCPP, 
Select Committee on Aborigines in British Settlements Minutes of Evidence (425), 1837. 
15 State Records Office of Western Australia (SROWA), WAS 1243, Cons 620/1, Proclamation, 18 June 
1829, Museum of Australian Democracy, n.d. <http://www.foundingdocs.gov.au/item-did-93.html> 
[accessed 8 November 2014]; For more discussion on this shift in attitude see James Heartfield, The 
Aborigines’ Protection Society, Humanitarian Imperialism in Australia, New Zealand, Fiji, Canada, South 
Africa, and the Congo, 1836-1909 (Hurst & Company, London, 2011); R. Skinner, A. Lester, 
‘Humanitarianism and empire: new research agendas’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 
Vol. 40, No. 5, (2012), pp. 729-747; Claire McLisky, ‘“Due Observance of Justice, and the Protection of 
their Rights”: Philanthropy, humanitarianism and moral purpose in the Aborigines protection society 
circa 1837 and its portrayal in Australian historiography, 1883-2003’, Limina, Vol. 11 (2005), pp. 57-66. 
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7 Aborigines Select Committee, the governor of Western Australia crafted guidelines for 

the newly appointed Protector of Aborigines, Charles Symmons, directly modelled on 

the parliamentary report.16 Furthermore, in an attempt to resolve this omission and 

define the legal status of the Aboriginal peoples within the colony, one of Stirling’s first 

acts as governor was to highlight their right to protection under British Law: - 

I do hereby give notice that if any person or persons shall be convicted 
of behaving in a fraudulent, cruel or felonious manner towards the 
Aborigines of the country, such person or persons will be liable to be 
prosecuted and tried for the offence. 17 

Initiated as an attempt by the British to safeguard the colony’s Aboriginal population, a 

closer examination of the practices that followed demonstrates that protection was a 

strategy of population management, on terms dictated by European norms of ‘law and 

order’ to enable their integration into the settler-colonial economy, far more than it was 

about putting Indigenous rights centre stage.18 The illogical wording of the 

proclamation, which states that those ‘convicted’ of behaving in a fraudulent manner 

would be ‘prosecuted and tried’ further highlights the lack of care being taken in the 

attempt to rectify their original oversight. 

For many of the settlers who arrived in the colony in 1829, the difficulties of 

establishing a new colony consumed their daily life. During their early months in 

Western Australia, few came into contact with members of the Aboriginal population.19 

In part because of this lack of understanding, none of the Indigenous perceptions of land 

and belonging, or traditionally enshrined communal landed rights were acknowledged 

or accepted as legitimate justifications to recognise them as landowners and sovereign 

                                                           
16 A. Nettelbeck, ‘‘A Halo of Protection’: Colonial Protectors and the Principle of Aboriginal Protection 
through Punishment’, Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 43, No. 3 (2012), pp. 396-411; SROWA, cons. 42, 
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peoples.20 This denial of sovereignty is revealed by the swift transition in the relationship 

between Governor Stirling’s administration and the leaders of the Noongar community, 

from one of initial diplomacy to one based on persecution and execution in 1832.21 The 

feeling of superiority this produced amongst the British soon led to the dismissal of 

Aboriginal customs as the traditions of ‘simple’ ‘savages’.22 Similarly, while the Noongar 

had initially been accepting of the European settlers, they too became increasingly 

resistant to the dispossession of their lands. The frequent acts of violence that arose 

within the colony, as both the colonists and Aboriginal people sought to establish 

possession, provide evidence of this relational deterioration. As a result of these 

incidents, Stirling came under increased pressure from the settlers to control, and 

provide protection from the ‘depredation of the natives’.23 From this point, discussions 

regarding Aboriginal people were intrinsically linked to fears surrounding frontier 

warfare, and the colonists’ desire for control.  

The colonial authorities sought to implement Swan River’s policy of protection by 

asserting the rights of the Aboriginal people to protection under the British law. 

However, they were unable to provide sufficient manpower to police the frontier.24 

After several failed attempts by Stirling to ‘open amicable communications’ with the 

Aboriginal population, news of a possible solution was provided by Government 

Resident, Alexander Collie, in King George Sound (now Albany).25 According to his report 

to Stirling in 1832, the Aboriginal people in this southernmost region of the state lived 

in harmony with the Europeans as they had adopted a system of ‘conciliation and 
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kindness’ towards them.26 Collie also expressed his belief that employing Indigenous 

people to ‘perform certain services’ for the ‘new comers’ was crucial in helping to create, 

and maintain this friendly relationship: 

Were this mutual interchange of labour and reward not admitted, the 
native would have very little inducement to visit the foreigner: there 
would be a bar against any attachment between them, and the distant 
settler and explorer, instead of meeting a friend in the desert, when far 
from home and in want of that assistance which the natives could best 
afford, would encounter perhaps an enemy.27 

This desire to keep on friendly terms with the Noongar was driven by the colonial 

official’s recognition that the colonists would be required to rely on the aid of the 

Indigenous population in certain situations. 

In addition to Collie’s suggestions and under the guidance of his replacement, 

Donald Hume McLeod, two Noongar men, Manyat and Gyallepert, were encouraged to 

visit Swan River to help foster better relations between the settlers and the Indigenous 

peoples’ around Perth.28 It is clear from the newspaper reports, which provided frequent 

updates on the visit, that the settlers were expecting this experiment to bring a swift 

resolution to the problem.29 In consequence of this arrangement Stirling directed the 

appointment of a ‘Superintendent of Native Tribes’, Theophilus Tighe Ellis, on the eve of 

his departure to Britain, to afford protection to both European and Aboriginal 

inhabitants in the colony.30 In an effort to further influence and encourage the 

‘civilisation’ of the Indigenous populations, mounted Khoikhoi (then known as 

‘Hottentots’) were also to be dispatched as soon as possible from the Cape.31 Although 

the Khoikhoi never arrived, the request itself demonstrates Swan River’s adherence to 
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the long-held belief that the employment of ‘natives’ eventually led to their 

civilisation.32 By requesting the support of the Khoikhoi Stirling’s temporary 

replacement, lieutenant governor captain Frederick Chidley Irwin, hoped that their 

‘superior behaviour’ would encourage the Noongar to take a more active role in the 

growth of the colony. Stirling and Irwin’s attempt to initiate links with Australia’s 

Indigenous populations via the use of cultural interlocutors was not without precedent. 

These events closely mirror earlier encounters between British colonists and other 

Indigenous people from the Americas, and much later in New South Wales.33 However, 

no longer able to rely on the civilising effects of the Khoikhoi, the scheme to transplant 

the good understanding of the tribes from King George Sound continued in 1832 under 

the leadership of Irwin.34  

After completing a successful residence of several weeks in Perth, Irwin returned 

the two volunteers from King George Sound to their people. Recognising the advantages 

of this newly forged relationship, Irwin encouraged Manyat, Gyallepert and four others 

to accompany him back to Perth on the clear understanding that they would not return 

before twelve months. In order to increase the influence of the Superintendent of 

Natives in the region and encourage a continued intercourse between the different 

groups, Irwin sanctioned the issue of small quantities of bread.35 To prevent 

disappointment from the eventual discontinuance of the food provision, Ellis was to 

encourage the Aboriginal people to bring fish, of which Irwin noted they had a plentiful 

supply, to barter for bread from the Swan River settlers.36 Whilst the effects of the first 

experiment were limited in terms of establishing better relations, the ability the 

Aboriginal population demonstrated to interact positively, and be of use to the colonists 

did not go unnoticed by the colonial authorities. 
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Under the guise of ‘protection’, Irwin further capitalised on the trust the barter 

system created to establish what he called ‘strict surveillance’ of the Noongar.37 

However, despite Irwin’s ‘protection’, acts of what he described as ‘vindictive hostility’ 

from both sides continued to occur, causing many colonists to question the colonial 

government’s methods of managing the colony’s Aboriginal population.38 By the time 

Stirling returned to the colony in August 1834, violence between the settlers and the 

Noongar had reached an unprecedented level.39 Reports of the attacks that had taken 

place during his absence increased Stirling’s belief that measures to bring Indigenous 

people under control were required. These attacks finally culminated in the Battle of 

Pinjarra, one of the most contentious events of Stirling’s nine year regime.40 The battle, 

which is now frequently referred to as a ‘massacre’, took place in the wake of several 

clashes between the colonists and the Noongar peoples during an expedition to the 

Murray district, one of the main sites of the disturbances.41 Although the hostile 

encounter was recorded as being over in less than an hour, 15 Aboriginal men were 

reported by Stirling to have lost their lives.42 However eyewitness reports suggest a 

much higher number of indigenous peoples, including unarmed women and children, 

died during the confrontation.43 Despite a number of the colonists believing that 

Aboriginal people were innocent victims in the events that unfolded, as Statham notes, 
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over all there was simply a sense of relief that the Indigenous threat had been 

controlled.44 

The establishment of a police force to assist in the protection of the natives and 

support the colonial government’s ability to maintain order was one of Stirling’s first 

acts as part of a wider effort to subdue the Aboriginal population and build a more 

amicable relationship between the groups.45 However, an examination of the 

regulations and instructions provided for the guidance of the police suggests their 

organisation was aligned more with the colonial authorities desire to control, rather 

than protect the Noongar: 

There is reason to apprehend that outrage and violence may 
occasionally be committed by the native tribes on the property and 
persons of the colonists, these acts it will be the duty of the 
superintendent to prevent to the utmost of their power.46 

These regulations were therefore ultimately put into place due to concerns regarding 

the behaviour of the Indigenous population, as the safety of the colonists remained the 

colonial authorities’ paramount concern. 

Contrary to Stirling’s hopes, close monitoring of the Aboriginal population did 

not result in their compliance with British laws, and complaints about their behaviour 

continued to trouble the Colonial Office. Demonstrating his concern over these 

‘ruptures’, Stirling alerted Lord Glenelg to the implausibility of explaining the principles 

of law ‘under which white men lived’ without the establishment of more intimate 

communication.47 As he noted, the ignorance that existed between the Noongar and 

colonists precluded this possibility. To the Noongar, British law was nothing more than 

a means of punishment that offered them little, if any, protection. Stirling was keen to 

enforce peace, but he was also aware of the injustice of ‘imposing municipal regulations 

of an invading people’ upon Indigenous subjects.48 In spite of these concerns, Stirling 

placed the Aboriginal population closest to Perth under his ‘protection’ and instructed 
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the superintendent of the natives to educate them in the general principles of the British 

law. As Amanda Nettlebeck notes, the logic of Aboriginal management was inspired by 

the idea that the Aboriginal people’s belief in the law’s power would induce them into 

‘civilisation’.49  

Religious Intervention in the Creation of an Aboriginal Labour Force 

The continued inability of the colonial government to control the Indigenous population 

became a daily concern for the colonists. It also increased pressure on the colony’s 

depleted work force as the men were forced to abandon their tasks in order to protect 

the settlement from ‘native attacks’.50 In his efforts to bring the Noongar within the 

bounds of the law, Stirling had long held the belief that Aboriginal people might prove 

useful to the settlers by serving as a labour force that would solve the colony’s troubling 

deficit in that area. Positive reports from Captain Richard Spencer in 1834, the Resident 

at King George Sound, confirmed this belief as Spencer noted the continuing use of 

Aboriginal people as servants and agricultural labourers in that region.51 In a scheme 

that he hoped would provide ‘recompense’ to the colonists for previous ‘depredations’, 

Stirling suggested using the Noongar as ‘instructors in cultivation, net fishing, and for 

the supply of fuel to the towns’.52 Furthermore, with training, Stirling hoped to be able 

to employ the Noongar as labourers working under agricultural settlers to keep stock.53 

However, it was now clear to Stirling that unless the Aboriginal population underwent 

some form of ‘civilisation’ the Swan River colonists would not entertain the idea.  
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With this view in mind, the colonial government established an institution in 

Mount Eliza Bay.54 On 13 December 1834, Stirling appointed Francis Fraser Armstrong, 

a settler who had spent several years studying the language of the local Indigenous 

peoples, to act as an interpreter.55 Although attendance to the institution was voluntary, 

Stirling made it clear that only those who attended the institution would receive 

protection from violence, either from each other or from settlers and medical aid.56 

Furthermore, the institution was designed to ensure that the Indigenous population 

would have access ‘without passing through the town’, thus limiting the Noongar 

peoples freedom as their movement was increasingly restricted to the peripheries of 

the colony.57 Stirling also made it clear in his report that it was not the colonial 

governments plan to maintain those who chose to attend the institution. It was 

therefore, made clear from the outset those desirous of attending were required to 

procure their own means of subsistence for the duration of their stay, either from 

payment for work, or by the exercise of their ‘own native arts’, such as fishing and 

hunting.58 Any excess food was then disposed of for flour or money under the direction 

of Mr Armstrong.59 This measure further sought to increase the Indigenous populations 

attachment to the institution by encouraging their dependency upon European goods. 

Precedents for the use of institutions to ‘civilise’ Australia’s Indigenous population were 

first established in New South Wales in 1814 by Governor Lachlan Macquarie and 

William Shelley, a former missionary for the London Missionary Society.60 The 

establishment of this school demonstrates the first cooperative efforts made by colonial 
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authorities in Australia and the evangelicals in attempting to ‘civilise’ Aboriginal children 

through reading, writing, religious education and labour.61  

On 28 May 1836, an article in the Perth Gazette emphasised the main objectives 

that Stirling and Armstrong hoped to achieve.62 Touching briefly on the perceived 

benefits of the institution for Aboriginal people, the remainder of the article outlined 

the services that the institution would bring to the colony. 63 This included the 

knowledge Armstrong would acquire in his role as interpreter, and the potential to use 

this to avoid future hostilities. Furthermore, the ‘peaceable conduct’ that the Noongar 

had demonstrated following their education in ‘civilised habits’ meant they were now 

seen as a viable source of labour.64 The education that Indigenous individuals received 

focussed on religious instruction and training in European agricultural methods. Yet, 

despite their newly-perceived value, the colonists were keen for the Noongar to 

remember their subordinate place in the colony’s fledgling society. This feeling was 

emphasised in a newspaper article published in 1836 that encouraged the settlers to 

ensure all Aboriginal servants returned to their ‘prescribed limits’ by nightfall:  

The peaceable conduct of the natives for some time has led to their 
being in the towns; but they should not be allowed to sleep within its 
precincts. The indulgence has been extended to them so long, that we 
foresee the difficulty of enforcing any regulation to restrict them…65  

These stipulations were a consequence of the colonists’ failure to control European 

indentured labourers in the months immediately following the colony’s establishment 

(see Chapter One). Keen to avoid another such imbalance of power, the colonists were 

willing to consider a system that exploited local labour. However, after years of reports 

that warned of the ‘dangers' in encouraging relations with the ‘local tribes’ many of the 

colonists remained uncomfortable at the thought of employing them in their homes: 
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The Natives! Under this head we are again called upon to notice the 
aggressions of the natives, each succeeding week bringing with it a new 
outrage… Those who encourage them, again we repeat the warning 
must-beware! 66 

Although colonial concerns regarding the Noongar were difficult for many of the settlers 

to overlook, the belief that efforts were in hand to ‘civilise’ them helped ease their fears. 

Elite members of the colony, such as George Fletcher Moore, who had long praised the 

use of ‘black servants’, further attempted to alleviate the colonists’ concerns. As Moore 

explained:  

I find they are very serviceable in this colony; on them we must 
eventually depend for labour, as we can never afford to pay English 
servants the high wages they expect, besides feeding them so well.67 

With these endorsements, the mission to civilise the Aboriginal population began in 

earnest with the assignment of lands for the establishment of missionary schools.68 One 

of the first requests for land came from the Western Australian Missionary Society, 

founded in September 1835.69 Irwin, who served as Lieutenant Governor during 

Stirling’s absence in 1833-1834, initiated the scheme after the Church Missionary 

Society refused to undertake a mission to the colony.70 The failure of this application led 

to the formation of the Swan River Society in Dublin, and shortly after the Western 

Australian Missionary Society. Their objectives were to send out ‘missionaries of the 

Church of England, and schoolmasters, to the Aborigines and the colonists’.71 Together 

the committees secured and sent the Reverend Dr Louis Giustiniani to the colony in 

1836.72 Yet, despite the initial enthusiasm and encouragement for the mission, Dr 
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Giustiniani’s efforts were ill-fated due to the dual purpose of his role: his concern for the 

treatment of Aboriginal people meant he soon fell into disrepute with the settlers as 

they tired of him championing the rights of the Noongar.73 Following the failure of the 

mission and the closure of the Mount Eliza Bay institution, Stirling made very little 

further effort before resigning his post in January 1839. 

 Many of the missions established in Australia were short-lived. Nonetheless, as 

Joanna Cruickshank notes, these institutions played a significant role in the formation of 

humanitarian attitudes towards Aboriginal people’s welfare and civilisation.74 More 

specifically in the case of Western Australia, these short-term institutions demonstrate 

the colonists’ ability to alter their previous expectations of ‘suitable labourers’ as the 

decline in free migration and unreliability of European indentured servants influenced 

their willingness to accept and utilise an Indigenous labour force. 

Protectors of Aborigines: Preparing for ‘Industrious Pursuits’    

Lord Glenelg had frequently expressed his concern at some of Stirling’s more repressive 

actions, but it was not until the arrival of Stirling’s replacement, John Hutt, in January 

1839 that the general policy suggested by the Select Committee on Aborigines in 1837 

had any real effect.75 In response to the inquiry’s report, to ensure the health, wellbeing, 

civilisation and legal rights of Aboriginal people the Colonial Office appointed men to act 

as their Protectors in Australia. Outbreaks of violence in the York district of Western 

Australia, which resulted in the Battle of Pinjarra in 1834, as well as the Myall Creek 

Massacre in New South Wales in 1838, and the rapidly dwindling Indigenous population 

in Van Diemen’s Land were all stark indicators to the British that new policies were 

necessary.76 Buoyed by the humanitarian attitude of Glenelg, Hutt’s arrival in the colony 

signalled an abrupt change in the treatment of the Indigenous population. He 

immediately made it known that a more ‘summary course of justice’ was required which 

was a considered attempt to try to halt the many cases of settler vigilantism. The chief 
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provision of these alterations to the law was to enable the magistrates to take 

depositions from Aboriginal individuals so they could be used as evidence, whether the 

offender be a colonist or Indigenous.77 An act to this effect was passed in November 

1841.78 In a further attempt to ensure that the treatment of Indigenous peoples befitted 

that of a ‘Christian government’, Hutt highlighted the growing need for colonies, like 

Western Australia, to have a ‘Protector of the Aborigines’.79 The report from the Select 

Committee on Aborigines recommended that the Protectors’ duties would be to gain 

the confidence of Aboriginal people, protect them from acts of cruelty, explain British 

Law, and advance their training in industry.80  

The establishment of the Western Australian Protectorate led to the 

appointments of Charles Symmons and Peter Barrow in 1839 as Protectors of the 

Aborigines.81 On their arrival in the colony, Hutt immediately stationed the men in the 

districts he felt required the most assistance. Symmons was directed to Perth, the most 

densely populated part of the colony, and Barrow was stationed at York to communicate 

with the farms and townships located in the vicinities of Toodyay Valley, the Dale and 

Williams Rivers. Although nominally similar to the British government’s instructions to 

the Protectors, Hutt also encouraged more coercive measures to ensure Aboriginal 

people were made more amenable to British Law.82 In recognition of the problems the 

colonists had already encountered with the Noongar, Hutt’s penultimate instruction 

drew attention to the importance of providing ‘every assistance’ in the advancement of 
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their religious instructions and civilisation83 Furthermore, it was the role of the 

Protectors to encourage Indigenous people to ‘perform occasional service for hire or 

reward’, as it was hoped this would discourage them from begging.84 

A report submitted in June 1840 to the Secretary of State for War and the 

Colonies, Lord John Russell, by the resident magistrate at King George Sound, Captain 

George Grey, gave a welcome boost to Hutt’s ambitions to make use of Aboriginal 

people.85 The Colonial Office promptly circulated Grey’s report on the best means of 

‘Promoting the Civilisation of the Aboriginal Inhabitants of Australia’ throughout the 

empire. Similar to Hutt’s recommendations, Grey promoted a strategy that would 

introduce Indigenous people to industry, encourage cooperation, and make them more 

amenable to British Law.86 Grey, however, was convinced that the chief problem that 

prevented their cultural assimilation was the settlers’ belief that the indigenous 

population was an ‘inferior race’. This ‘evil’, he argued, had led to an ‘uncertain and 

irregular’ demand for their labour, which frequently compelled them to revert to their 

former ‘irregular habits’.87 In addition to this, the Noongar were often forced to labour 

for little or no reward, which Grey noted in a despatch to Russell reinforced their 

tendency to beg: -  

This, combined with their natural fondness for the bush, induces them 
to prefer that mode of subsistence which, whilst it is infinitely more 
agreeable and less laborious, procures for them nearly as great a reward 
as living with white people.88 

In an attempt to provide Aboriginal people with more stable employment, Grey 

recommended a number of measures that he hoped would appeal to the settlers and 

encourage them to employ them on a more regular basis. He believed that teaching 

Noongar people the different values that were ‘attached to different degrees of labour’, 

as well as to the ‘skill and neatness with which they perform’ was vital. This was an 
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impediment that he hoped could be easily removed by the establishment of ‘native 

institutions and schools’, noting that until this difficulty was overcome, Indigenous 

people could only ever be employed in menial forms of labour where the ‘reward is so 

small it offers no inducement’.89  

To remedy the situation Grey suggested that settlers who took on Aboriginal 

labourers should receive a reward, as this would provide the settlers with a direct 

interest in taking on the training of their Indigenous workers without entailing any 

expense for education for the government. As reward for ‘reclaiming’ an Aboriginal 

labourer, the settlers could expect to receive a certificate that would entitle them to a 

‘remission in the purchase of land, or, in lieu of this, a grant of land’. A public notice from 

the Office of the Colonial Secretary in June 1841 highlighted the specific details of the 

‘Bounty’ in The Western Australian Almanack.90 The first level of reward offered 

remission in the purchase of land to the extent of £18 to any person who satisfactorily 

produced evidence that an Aboriginal person had been in their constant employment 

for two years. The second remission in the purchase of land of £36 was to be allowed to 

any person ‘who shall produce satisfactory evidence’ to the government that they had 

instructed a ‘native in trade, calling or handicraft of such a nature as is usually brought 

under the system of apprenticeship’.91 This proposal was later amended to include 

rewards for training Indigenous women in skills that encouraged their employment as 

cooks, domestic servants, dressmakers, or seamstresses.92 In a despatch to Russell dated 

July 1841, Hutt explained the thinking behind the establishment of the differing rewards: 

The instant that a man or boy, however unused to the employment, is 
taken into a farm establishment, he can make himself of use in some 
way, without much risk of damage to his master’s property whereas a 
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mechanic derives little profit from his apprentice, and in doing this must 
expect to incur both expense and annoyance from loss and breakage.93 

Anyone applying for such remission was then required to give an Indigenous worker a 

certificate, which would entitle them to be treated as a journeyman.94 In order to meet 

the requirements for this reward, settlers were first obligated to provide a deposition to 

the nearest magistrate to prove that they had been resident. Settlers were also required 

to provide a certificate from the government resident and the Protector of Aborigines 

confirming the truth of this statement, and their progression of knowledge in a 

particular ‘branch of industry’.95 

 Unlike the role of the Protectors elsewhere in Australia, in Western Australia the 

role included the management of an Aboriginal labour force.96 This responsibility was 

further strengthened by local magistrates and government residents in order to ensure 

Indigenous people were used to the ‘most advantageous nature’.97 However, Grey 

suggested that the main burden of this method should fall to the settlers, who would 

gain the most benefit from attaching Indigenous workers to their land for as long as 

possible.98 Both Hutt and Grey recognised that such a move would enable the civilisation 

and training of Aboriginal people on a far greater scale. Equipped with different talents 

and capacities for their profession, the settlers would then take on the responsibility to 

train and remunerate the Indigenous population.99 This, they hoped, would provide the 

settlers with a constant and skilled supply of labour. As well as noting in his report to 

Russell that it would be imprudent, to encourage the Indigenous population to 

congregate in remote districts were the European population was small, Grey also gave 

clear suggestions on the kinds of labour in which they should be engaged.100 

Demonstrating the depth of his research into Aboriginal peoples of the area, Grey 
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alluded to their ‘love of excitement and change’ when considering the roles to allocate 

them.101 These traits led him to suggest their use in the opening and repairing of roads, 

hunting with Kangaroo-dogs to supply the others with fresh meat, and fishing. Grey 

believed all such roles would prevent Aboriginal people from ‘being wearied’ by the 

‘monotonous’ nature of other forms of employment.102 

 The government recognised these provisions as having made a positive impact 

on the ‘civilisation’ of Indigenous populations in Western Australia, but Hutt cautioned 

against the creation of a universal set of instructions for their treatment in British 

colonies as Grey had first suggested.103 Hutt felt that the intercourse between the 

‘natives and the white population’ varied so greatly that a generalised set of rules would 

be insufficient to affect any real, sustainable change. However, unlike the problems that 

continued to plague the other Australian colonies such as New South Wales, and Van 

Diemen’s Land, Hutt believed Western Australia had made considerable progress since 

the introduction of the Protectors. This, he felt, was due to the discipline that the 

protectorate established over the Indigenous people. Since the introduction of the 

Protectors, Hutt argued that the Aboriginal people in the colony were ‘evidently more 

under control’ and obedient to rule. He believed this to have had a significant impact on 

the moral and physical good that Europeans exercised over them.104 Therefore, as well 

as safeguarding Indigenous people, the role of the protectorate was to introduce ‘penal 

and coercive measures’ that would render them more subservient to the needs of the 

colonists.105 The most significant of these measures was the act to constitute the island 

of Rottnest as a legal prison for the confinement of Aboriginal offenders.106  

 Rottnest Prison was established as a means for the colonial authorities to 

manage the Aboriginal population of Western Australia. Interestingly, the instructions 

for the superintendent of the establishment noted that the ‘instruction and 

improvement’ of those placed on the island was more important than their 
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punishment.107 Rather than being imprisoned, those sent to Rottnest were encouraged 

to hunt, fish, till the ground and cultivate the gardens in an effort to ‘teach them the 

advantage of such labour’. This, it was hoped, would serve to make them pliable and 

useful after they left the island.108 The emphasis of the superintendent’s instructions 

further highlights the multifaceted and ‘far sighted’ approach of the colonial 

government to integrate Western Australia’s Aboriginal population into colonial society 

and to make effective use of them in the colonisation of the region.  

By 1841, many Noongar people were in the daily employment of colonists in all 

areas of the country carrying out errands, fetching wood and water, working as 

herdsmen, tracking and apprehending offenders as police constables, and working as 

domestic servants. Returns from Barrow’s replacement, Revett Brown, and Symonns in 

1842 record that 130 Aboriginal people were in the employ of the settlers at that time, 

and a further 18 were paid by the colonial government as constables.109 Yet, despite the 

number of Indigenous individuals in the employ of the colony, the effect of Hutt’s bounty 

scheme had been negligible on the development of the colony’s Indigenous labour force 

as only ten settlers qualified for the reward before its abolition in 1848.110 This poor 

uptake was due to the colonists’ inability to keep Aboriginal individuals in their employ 

for the required period. Hutt’s recognition that there was still much to be done before 

Aboriginal people would be fully integrated into settler society is evident in a despatch 

to Russell dated 1841:  

All these however are only preliminary steps connected more with the 
body than the mind, taking as it were the wild man of the woods to the 
toil and tasks of domestic life, but not permanently bettering his mental 
condition. 111 
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Despite his efforts and the use of multiple institutions to assist in his plan, Hutt remained 

cautious about the outcome and warned the Colonial Office in 1842 to ‘limit their 

expectations’ of the ‘good’ likely to be produced by employing Aboriginal adults due to 

their inclination for bush life.112 Unwilling to give up on the idea of utilising the 

Indigenous population as a labour force, Hutt encouraged the colony to turn its 

attention to the training of Indigenous children.113 It was therefore not the humanitarian 

arguments from the empire but the labour requirements of the colony that primarily 

drove the colonial government’s interest in the ‘civilisation’ and protection of Aboriginal 

children. From this point onward, Aboriginal children in Western Australia were made 

particularly vulnerable to a range of state interventions. 

The Education of Indigenous Children 

By the beginning of the 1840s, it was apparent that the ‘natural ties of consanguinity’ 

were the colonial authority’s biggest obstacle in the civilisation of Aboriginal people in 

Western Australia. The authority of parents, the influence of the example of relatives 

and friends, and their habits and customs of both sexes prevented Indigenous 

populations from adopting European ways. In an attempt to contend with these forces, 

a school for Indigenous children, instigated by the Wesleyan Missionary the Reverend 

John Smithies, was established in August 1840 at Perth (see figure 2.1).114 Colonial 

commentators eagerly shared reports of the success of similar experiments to develop 

Aboriginal children into a usable labour force as models for future success.115 This 

scheme was not without precedent as Indigenous child removal was a well-established 

method used by the British colonial administration when authorities ‘sought to 

consolidate control of Indigenous populations.116 The first official scheme for the reform 

of Aboriginal children in Australia dates from 1814, when missionary William Shelly 
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requested permission to establish an institution for Aboriginal children in Parramatta, 

New South Wales.117  

 

Figure 2.1: Wesleyan Chapel & School, Perth, c. 1860, The First school for Aboriginal children, taken 

from a collection of photographs by A.H. Stone, State Library of Western Australia, 6923B/6 

The agreement of Western Australia’s Executive Council to cover half of the costs 

of these schools for an indefinite period demonstrates the early success of the Reverend 

Smithies’ School in 1841.118 In less than a year, George Shenton, the schools secretary, 

reported that the 33 children enrolled at the school had all made considerable progress 

in spelling, reading and reciting the Lord’s Prayer.119 However, whilst official reports 

praised the Reverend Smithies for the academic development of the juveniles, the 

structure of the children’s day highlights the colonial authority’s priority of utilising them 

in the alleviation of the colony’s labour problem. All who attended the school were 
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required to work in the ‘capacity of a servant’ to the colonists of Perth, which the 

Reverend Smithies reported as giving ‘general satisfaction’ to all involved.120 Two hours 

per day were reserved for formal schooling; 2-4pm in the summer and 1-3pm in the 

winter, to ensure the colonists did not suffer from the loss of their labour.121 The mission 

usually favoured wheat farming for boys and domestic labour for girls.122 The children 

were then required to sleep in the evening at Mr Armstrong’s, the ‘native teacher’s 

house’, a rule which was strictly adhered to in order to ensure they did not return to 

their families and old habits in the ‘bush’.123 For both sexes, their curfew was set at 

sunset to ensure their employers had the benefits of their labour for the maximum 

amount of time per day.124 The Reverend Smithies’ opinion on the positive progress of 

the school was supported in a report from the Protector of Natives, Charles Symmons, 

to Russell in 1841:  

The good work, is silently but surely progressing, and I believe that the 
day is not far distant, when the Colonists will reap the fruits of their 
exertions, and of that kind treatment which has, invariably characterised 
their relations with the aborigines of Western Australia.125 

Symmons’ statement expresses belief in the reformative properties of manual labour. It 

also echoes the rhetoric emerging from other colonies within the British Empire during 

this period, namely, that the main aim of reforming and training Indigenous children was 

to ensure their usefulness to the settlers. In testament to the Wesleyan school’s success, 

‘juvenile institutions’ were also established at Guildford in August 1841, and Fremantle 

in January 1842.126 By February, 61 children aged between six and fourteen were under 
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instruction at the three schools.127 Impressed by their progress, Hutt gave his permission 

for the organisation of similar operations in York and Albany.128 Whilst the methods 

being trialled at these institutes were still considered ‘experimental’, Hutt fully expected 

that by training them at such a young age the ‘native children’ would be encouraged to 

take a more useful and active role in the developing colonial society.129 By the 1830s and 

1840s this view became an established part of the dominant colonial discourse regarding 

the treatment of Indigenous children. 

Despite the institutions’ apparent early success, in January 1843 Hutt described 

the newly established schools in Guildford and York to Russell’s successor, Lord Stanley 

as ‘total failures’.130 Hutt placed the blame for this perceived failure on the financial 

pressures that the Aboriginal parents’ ‘roving lives’ frequently placed on the schools. 

They often left their children for prolonged periods to search for food and this, Hutt 

complained, severely limited the scope of these institutions, by restricting the number 

of scholars they could reasonably expect to take as they were required to take on the 

burden of their responsibility.131 As well as difficulties with funding, Bland, the Protector 

of Natives for York, explained that the proximity of the institutions to large towns also 

had a direct correlation with their ability to retain pupils.132 This, he felt, was because 

Aboriginal people in towns were reliant on the institutions for food, whereas those living 

in the country were still able to rely on the ‘ways of the bush’.133 Furthermore, in order 

for the schools to be successful, a steady supply of employers seeking Aboriginal workers 

was an essential requirement, to ensure the assimilation and utilisation of the children, 

which was often unrealistic in the more remote areas of the colony. In consequence of 

the ‘scattered position’ of the neighbourhood, the ‘native’ school in Guildford similarly 
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struggled to ensure regular attendance.134 This problem, Symmons noted, was 

exacerbated when the hours of tuition were scheduled to take place in the evening after 

the children had completed a full day’s labour which meant they were often ‘disinclined’ 

to study.135 This realisation led to the eventual withdrawal of colonial funds from 

Guildford’s native school in 1843, and the establishment of a new institute in the Upper 

Swan River region.136  

In an effort to reduce costs and increase the potential employment of Aboriginal 

people, the Reverend Smithies established a 60-acre mission farm at Gullillilup in 1844. 

Known as the ‘Native Experimental Farm’ by the colonial government, the farm was 

located nine miles from Perth.137 As well as an attempt to provide alternative forms of 

labour for the children, the farm was a means to attract Aboriginal adults in the hope of 

achieving some measure of influence over them. Unfortunately, the decision by Smithies 

to extend the activities of the mission coincided with a period of economic depression, 

which had begun in 1843.138 This decline was characterised by the colony’s continued 

shortage of labour and fall in the price of stock.139 Unable to depend on funds from the 

colonial government, Smithies requested further aid from the Wesleyan Missionary 

Society in London, despite their requests for the mission to reduce its financial 

dependency on them.140 Frequent outbreaks of influenza and tuberculosis also placed 

increased pressure on the school’s achievements as the number of students in 

attendance dramatically declined as parents took their children out.141 As a result, 

Aboriginal parents began to associate the schools with death and were unwilling to let 

their children return.142 This problem, as Hutt noted in 1845, was unlikely to be resolved 
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until the current generation of Noongar died and were therefore unable to offer 

resistance.143  

The negative influence of white men on Indigenous girls further threatened the 

growth of the schools as the decade progressed. Attempts by European men to ‘corrupt’ 

the girls were a constant fear of those responsible for the ‘management’ of the 

children.144 In January 1843, the Reverend Smithies wrote that ‘several attempts’ had 

already been made by white settlers to ‘corrupt’ them, and that it was only through the 

‘greatest watchfulness’ that they were able to preserve their work.145 Another added 

complication came from the Noongar community itself as many of the men felt they had 

rightful claims to the girls as their brides, demanding their return to their society. 

Acknowledging the value of these girls as labourers in the colony, an act to prevent their 

removal from school, or any service in ‘which they are employed’ came into effect in 

August 1844.146 From this point, any person convicted of ‘enticing’ Indigenous girls from 

their schools, or place of employment would be forced to pay a sum of £2 for the first 

transgression, and £5 for further offences.147  

More generally, several of the institutes suffered serious ‘annoyance’ from 

Aboriginal adults who were opposed to the colonists’ experiments in civilising the 

younger members of their communities.148 In some instances Aboriginal children were 

forcibly carried off from their schools, whilst others, who according to the Native 

Protector, had quietly adhered to the settlers’ mode of living for three or four years 

departed into the bush believing that evil would  ‘befall those who forsook the customs’ 

of their country.149 Even within the missionary schools there was growing anxiety about 
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the behaviour of the older Aboriginal children as the pupils ‘attained the age when their 

passions’ were ‘more fully developed’.150 In an attempt to remedy this problem, 

Symmons proposed to marry the eldest of the pupils to each other, which he hoped 

would safeguard them from misconduct and deprive them of their ‘inclination to return 

to their brethren’.151 These unions created further unrest in the colony as the majority 

of the girls were, according to their custom, affianced to blood relatives from their 

birth.152 

Ultimately, the lack of funds available to the missionaries limited the impact of 

this experiment. Whilst Hutt openly argued for the use of ‘native schools’ to be more 

widespread within the colony, in private he acknowledged the lack of colonial funds as 

an ‘insurmountable barrier’ to such a scheme.153 Although several of the schools 

continued to operate into the 1850s, their efforts to ‘civilise’ and make ‘useful’ 

Aboriginal children were largely in vain as problems combining the two aims remained. 

The schools also proved too ambitious. Many of the children were too young to 

withstand the rigours of a full day’s labour as well as formal lessons. The dispersed 

nature of the settlements within the colony further exacerbated the problem. Despite 

the hopes of the colonial government to influence Noongar adults by assuming control 

of their children, the schools had failed to create any meaningful relationship with 

Aboriginal peoples. The disillusionment this created led to an erosion of the colonial 

government’s interest in their fate. Whilst the settlers were keen to encourage 

Aboriginal children to be industrious, they ensured that only menial jobs were available 

to them. This situation forced many to return to their traditional life in a bid to escape 

exploitation by the colonists.   

The Declining Status of Aboriginal People 

In response to the lack of progress of both the native schools and Hutt’s bounty scheme, 

the Protector of Natives in Perth resorted to the more controversial system of indenture 
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in a desperate attempt to control and utilise Indigenous labour.154 In what Symmons 

termed the ‘mutual request’ of all involved, Aboriginal boys were contracted to work for 

those who were deemed respectable in 1843.155 In an effort to wean the Noongar from 

their ‘desultory and roving habits’, Symmons was initially confident that the experiment 

would be successful. However, due mainly to the unwillingness of the Aboriginal people 

to bind themselves to the settlers for long periods of time the futility of such an 

experiment was quickly recognised. The maximum amount of time settlers could expect 

to contract an Indigenous worker for was six months. As Symmons reported to Hutt in 

1844, given the system of European indenture was problematic it was unlikely to 

succeed any better for Indigenous labourers: 

To endeavour to retain by legal enactments the services of an unwilling 
European servant, is ever an irksome, too generally a losing game to the 
employer; but to hope for success in a similar struggle with a refractory 
native, is a manifest absurdity.156 

Instead Symmons stressed his belief that only time and ‘kind treatment’ could 

‘transform an Australian savage’ into a willing and permanent member of the 

community.157 Kindness was an emotion that contemporary writers stressed had long 

disappeared amongst the settlers of the colony.158 Relations between the Europeans 

and Indigenous people remained strained, but the Noongar continued to work in the 

homes of settlers. The expansion of the settlements within the colony had increased 

Swan River’s desperation for labour, leaving the settlers with few alternatives. The roles 

adopted by Aboriginal people were numerous as the settlers also recognised the 

benefits of making use of their knowledge of the land. Hutt’s successor, Andrew Clarke, 

continued to encourage their employment in cultivation, net fishing and the supply of 

wood to the towns, as well as keeping stock. The ‘country people’, who lived in the more 

remote areas of the settlements, were reported to have had the most success with 

                                                           
154 SROWA, cons 42, 5, Government Gazette, Friday 12 January 1844, Protector of Natives Report, C. 
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155 Ibid. 
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Aboriginal labourers.159 There, men were often engaged to do digging or sheep driving, 

whilst most families had women to chop wood, light fires and assist in the house. In 

return, they were supplied with food, clothing of ‘which the scantiest allowance suffices’ 

and on occasion tobacco.160 However, most of these periods of employment were short 

lived, as many of the settlers’ needs were seasonal. The extent to which Aboriginal 

status declined as a result of this disparate master-servant relationship was observed in 

a Special Correspondence published on the colony in 1865: 

These black domestics are great favourites with the children, and 
greater with the dogs, with whom they share the accommodation of a 
‘tittle house’, or ‘mi-mi in the yard, and with whom they also share their 
meals.161 

The 1848 census return records 541 Aboriginal people in employment, a considerable 

number given the European population at this point was recorded as 6,530.162 This 

demonstrates that the scheme to integrate Indigenous people into the workforce met 

with some success, though the figures it presents provides us with only a snapshot of 

the days when the survey was taken.163 Often, the length of time spent with any one 

employer was fleeting. Despite the incentives, many Noongar were unwilling to accept 

regular employment and forego their freedom. In the summer seasons when bush food 

was plentiful, the rations given in payment for their labour often proved inadequate to 

keep them at work. Those who left were then branded unreliable and were unlikely to 

be reemployed by the colonists. This situation created a cycle of begging and stealing as 

Aboriginal people sought food from the colonists during the winter months.  

Conclusion 

From the earliest days of the colony the settlers had relied on the skills and labour of 

the Aboriginal peoples. As John Host and Jill Milroy argue, without their expertise as 
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hunters, trackers and guides, colonial expansion would have been severely limited.164 

The broad variety of institutions and offices that the colonial government put into place 

during the 1830s and 1840s to integrate the Aboriginal and European communities 

reveals the hope that many colonists held that the Noongar would continue to provide 

an important element of the colony’s labour force. Although these institutions have 

often been represented as humanitarian, their activities were undoubtedly connected 

with the colony’s demand for cheap labour. The creation of schools to prepare 

Aboriginal children for work provides the clearest evidence that the Indigenous 

population was regarded as a possible solution to the colony’s ongoing labour problem. 

However, as the difficulties of this scheme became more apparent, and the colonists 

recognised that neither Aboriginal adults nor children would ever completely submit to 

a European master the number of Indigenous people in employment slowly began to 

decline. This recognition also led to renewed attempts to find alternative labourers who 

would be more amenable to European demands via more traditional methods. 

Ultimately, the measures put in place during this period were more concerned with 

protecting the colonists and creating a pliable, subordinate Aboriginal labour force than 

with any philanthropic desire to civilise or support the Indigenous population of Western 

Australia. This attitude put in place a structural inequality in favour of the colonisers that 

would continue to plague society throughout Western Australia’s colonial period, and 

beyond. 
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Chapter 3 

The Indian Indenture System 

This chapter examines the decision by the colonial government of Western Australia to 

introduce indentured Indian labourers at a time of widespread debate surrounding the 

use of non-white labour during the mid-nineteenth century. By comparing the impact of 

humanitarian debates in Britain on the use of slave labour, alongside debates on colonial 

labour problems and emigration, this chapter demonstrates how Western Australia’s 

decision to introduce Indian labour in 1838 was guided by local and global influences. In 

building on the findings of Marina Carter, Pieter Emmer, David Northrup and Crispin 

Bates, this chapter challenges the nineteenth-century view that indenture was a ‘new 

system of slavery’ in which Indians were merely passive players.1 Instead, this study of 

Western Australia reveals that pre-existing Indian networks led to the creation of ‘semi-

independent’ streams of migration, which provided many Indian labourers with the 

ability to make informed decisions on when and where to migrate.  

As in New South Wales, where the same scheme was being considered, the work 

expected from indentured Indians in Western Australia differed dramatically from the 

intensive manual labour that was required in the plantation settlements of Trinidad, 

Mauritius and British Guiana. By drawing attention to the skilled roles that indentured 

Indian labourers were required to fill in Western Australia this chapter will examine the 

fluid nature of racialised portrayals during this period and the impact that this had on 

their utilisation within the colony. Finally, this chapter will situate Indian labourers 

within Western Australia’s previous labour flows to demonstrate that the governments 

                                                           
1 Marina Carter, Servants, Sirdars & Settlers, Indians in Mauritius, 1834-1874, (Oxford University Press, 
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into the British West Indies, Journal of Modern History, Vol. 1, No. 2 (1934), pp. 127-146. William A. 
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increased willingness to appease them was the result of earlier labour experiments 

trialled within Western Australia, rather than an increase in humanitarian concern.2 

Origins of Indentured Indian Labour in Western Australia 

Governor James Stirling first asked the Secretary of State for War and Colonies, Charles 

Grant (Baron Glenelg) to allow indentured Indian labourers to be imported into the 

Swan River Colony in May 1838.3 Concerned by the continued scarcity of workers and 

the high rate of wages within the colony, Stirling argued in his despatch to Glenelg, that 

the only remedy to the colony’s labour shortage was a ‘well-regulated’ supply of workers 

from overseas.4 As earlier chapters have shown, previous experiments to harness the 

labour of European indentured servants and Western Australia’s Aboriginal population 

failed dramatically as large numbers rejected the unequal power structure of the 

master-servant relationship. In an attempt to avoid repeating these problems, Western 

Australia’s landowners looked to other British colonies for a more suitable labour 

source. Influenced by reports from colonial landowners, planters and merchants based 

in Mauritius, New South Wales and India, Stirling proposed a plan to import ‘orphans’ 

and ‘coolies’ from Calcutta.5 Whilst Stirling’s plans to use Indian labourers in this way 

never officially transpired, an examination into how such an idea initially came to be put 

forward, along with the reasons for its eventual rejection, demonstrates the global 

nature of discussions about colonial labour and the impact they had on Western 

Australia.  

Schemes to introduce Indian labourers to British colonies were not unique to 

Western Australia. Since the British abolition of the transatlantic slave trade in 1807, 

plantation owners in Trinidad, St Helena, Ceylon and Mauritius had attempted to 

introduce Asian indentured labourers in a strategic attempt to manage the transition 

                                                           
2 Alan Lester and Fae Dussart, Colonization and the Origins of Humanitarian Governance: Protecting 
Aborigines across the Nineteenth-Century British Empire (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2014). 
In this case humanitarian concern refers to the period when the British government decided to abolish 
slavery and govern humanely both at home and abroad. 
3 Western Australia, Minutes of the Proceedings of the Legislative Council 31 May 1838, Notice 2, p. 106. 
4 House of Commons Parliamentary Papers (hereafter HCPP), Reports from Agent General for Emigration 
and Agents in Canada, Correspondence between Colonial Secretary and Governors of Australian 
Colonies, 1839, (536-1, 536-11). Memoir included in a despatch from Governor Stirling to Lord Glenelg, 1 
September 1838, p. 77. 
5 Ibid.  
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from enslaved to free labour.6 By 1818, colonists from Mauritius were aware of French 

interest in securing an Indian workforce.7 The haphazard importation of Indians to 

Mauritius, which followed in 1830, set a precedent that other colonies in the West 

Indies, such as British Guiana, soon followed.8 However, the informal nature of these 

transactions led to frequent accusations of entrapment through fraud, kidnapping and 

deception.9 Concerned by the growth of these incidents, and faced with mounting 

pressure from anti-indenture lobbyists, Indian officials began an inquiry into the scale of 

the problem in 1838.10 These developments within the empire provide the context for 

the consideration of indentured Indian labour in Western Australia.  

Local vs. Global: The Impact of the New South Wales Labour Problem 

Various imperial networks helped to facilitate an awareness of the system of Indian 

indenture in Western Australia, however discussions regarding its use in the colony also 

had a local precedent.11 To address the colony’s labour shortage, the New South Wales 

Legislative Council had included the possibility of introducing Indian labourers to the 

colony two years prior to Stirling’s request, in 1836.12 Like Western Australia, attempts 

to introduce European migrants to New South Wales had failed to bring the volume of 

                                                           
6 I.M. Cumpston, Indians Overseas in British Territories 1834-1854 (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 
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10 British Library (hereafter BL), East India Company, East India Company, Papers respecting the East-

India Labourers' Bill. London, 1838; Further papers respecting East-India Labourers, London, 1842, India 

Office Records and Private Papers, Reference: IOR/V/27/820/4, Letter from the Government of India. 
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Long Nineteenth Century (Cambridge University Press, New York, 2006); Alan Lester ‘Imperial circuits 
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labourers required to sustain the colony, a problem that was set to increase due to the 

impending abolition of convict transportation. To avoid further labour shortages 

landowners in New South Wales turned to the various information networks within the 

British Empire for a solution. As Rose Cullen highlights in her analysis of the New South 

Wales ‘coolie’ debate, knowledge regarding the use of Indian labour reached the colony 

via several ‘overlapping and complementary connections’.13 Local newspapers played a 

significant role in helping to shape a positive public opinion of Indian labourers as they 

initially highlighted the benefits of introducing Indian migrants to the colony.14 However, 

although these reports played an integral role in circulating information on indenture, it 

was the personal correspondence from planters and merchants in Mauritius which most 

informed and supposedly added reliability to the claims.  

In 1836, Bengal indigo planter John Mackay, and former Indian and Mauritian 

resident J.R. Mayo, initiated public campaigns to bring Indian labourers to New South 

Wales. Their plan was based on their experiences in India and Mauritius. Minutes 

published by the committee on immigration to the colony, appointed to consider and 

report on the introduction of hill labourers (tribal groups or adivasis) demonstrate the 

preoccupation of British colonists with classifying Indians to determine the most 

appropriate recruits.15 In his report to the committee in June 1837, Mackay, who had 

previously resided in Lower Bengal as a plantation owner, was quick to highlight the 

unsuitability of Hindus and Muslims as possible labourers, claiming that neither would 

be willing to leave their country.16 Mackay and his fellow colonists’ concerns were based 

on the alleged reluctance of Hindus to cross the black waters (kala pani) for fear of losing 

                                                           
13 Rose Cullen, ‘Empire, Indian Indentured Labour and the Colony’; Alan Lester ‘British settler discourse 
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Immigration into New South Wales, John Mackay, 6 June 1837, p. 35. 
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their caste.17 As Clare Anderson notes, kala pani invoked the ‘caste pollution’ that was 

produced aboard the ships hired to transport the Indians to their destinations, as 

recruits were required to share beds, water pumps, and latrines regardless of their social 

standing.18  

The constraints of caste also placed further limitations on the type of work Indian 

labourers were able to perform.19 Due to their lack of caste, Mackay felt that ‘hill coolies’ 

would be the most appropriate labourers for the pastoral sector, despite their lack of 

experience working with European agricultural methods.20 Mackay praised their ability 

to herd cattle, but had reservations about the inability of Indian labourers to ‘exert 

themselves’ when left alone.21 Furthermore, despite the willingness of many Indians to 

migrate, the committee recognised that ultimately the majority of labourers would 

never settle unless they could encourage the introduction of Indian women in equal 

numbers.22 

Extracts from the letters, memorandums and minutes of evidence submitted to 

the committee highlight the role that ideas about caste and religion played in shaping 

its discussions. An excerpt from a letter written by Thomas Blythe, a Mauritian 

plantation owner, to a landowner in Sydney, dated April 1836, noted: 

                                                           
17 Ibid. See also, Sumita Mukherjee, ‘The Emergence of a British Hindu Identity’, in Lucy Delap and Sue 
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With respect to Indian labourers, it will be interesting to you to know, 
that the introduction of these people, has been attended with the most 
complete success ... They are quiet, docile, and industrious. The total 
cost, including passage there and back, at the end of their 
apprenticeship, which is generally five years, together with food, 
clothing, &c., is no more than five Spanish Dollars per month, or five 
shillings per week, which you will allow is cheap labour in any country.23 

Letters from planters such as Blythe helped to assure prospective employers that 

indentured Indians were a cost-effective and efficient source of labour. As Catherine Hall 

states, this continual stream of communication that crisscrossed the empire enabled 

British elites on the peripheries to engage in discussion regarding effective – and correct 

– treatment of their subordinates.24 Personal correspondence such as Blythe’s letter 

again demonstrates that the colony-metropole relationship was part of a much larger 

network that connected ‘multiple colonial’ and metropolitan sites.25 Former resident of 

India and Mauritius J. R. Mayo further made this point in his address to the committee 

on the 1 May 1837:   

I have no doubt, but that in two or three years, there will be twenty-five 
or thirty- thousand Indian Labourers in the Isle of France [Mauritius); 
which is proof, though so many inferior persons have been introduced, 
how valuable the Indian labourer is; and will show, at once, the great 
benefit that may be derived from their employment in this country. So 
important and superior is this kind of labour considered, from the 
example given in the Mauritius, that the Jamaica and Demerara Planters, 
who have hitherto attempted to employ British cultivators, but without 
success, principally in consequence of the destructive and demoralising 
effects of intemperance, now propose, and by this time, I have no doubt, 
are carrying into operation, the introduction of Indian Labourers into the 
West Indies.26 

By drawing attention to previous examples of the system in Jamaica and Demerara, 

Mayo’s evidence demonstrates that the colonists of New South Wales were not alone 
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in wanting to replicate the success of Mauritius. The empire’s numerous networks 

helped to bind these multiple colonial sites together in their shared concern about new 

labourers. Whilst landowners eagerly accepted the reassurances they received as proof 

that an Indian work force would resolve the colony’s labour problems.  

During their investigation, the committee recognised numerous areas of 

concern. In particular, they pointed to the differences that had arisen in Mauritius over 

working conditions and the provision of food.27 Amongst the most common complaints 

made by the labourers was the substitution of food articles in daily rations, being forced 

to work beyond their contracted hours, and a lack of punctuality in the payment of 

wages.28 In an attempt to avoid a repeat of such problems, the Governor of Mauritius, 

Sir William Nicolay, impressed the necessity for the ‘scrupulous and faithful execution 

of the conditions’ of the indentured Indians’ contracts to ensure their future 

‘tranquillity, good order, and obedience’.29 In view of these concerns, several other 

planters were called to give evidence before the Legislative Council, such as John Collins, 

former Captain of the 13th Dragoons:  

As there cannot be any congeniality of ideas or habits between the 
servants and labourers now here and the Indians, it would be a source 
of much discontent among the latter should they be put to work 
indiscriminately together. In India I was never able to unite my 
establishments of European and native servants; the former invariably 
ill-use the latter. Persons desirous of deriving the full benefit from such 
importations should form separate establishments for the Indian 
settlers, to be solely occupied by them. 30 

Although interest over the labourers’ caste and religion appear to have been concerned 

with the practicalities of employing indentured Indians, Collins’ evidence provides 

insight into British beliefs regarding the importance of hierarchy, even amongst 

servants. 
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This concern was exacerbated by the introduction of a body of legislation 

instituted by the Governor-General of Bengal, Charles Cornwallis, in 1793. Although the 

policy – known as the Cornwallis Code – was established to improve the governance of 

the East India Company’s territories, it also fostered the development of ideas of British 

superiority as Indians were officially prohibited from holding senior positions of 

authority.31 Inevitably, this attitude of superiority filtered down to British colonists in 

India, and encouraged them to distinguish themselves and their European employees 

from Indian servants.32 As Ann Laura Stoler emphasises, colonial racism was not just 

about racial separation, and the establishment of difference, it was also a technique that 

the British elite used to define themselves in contexts which might otherwise serve to 

weaken their authority.33 Valerie Anderson similarly observes that though the motives 

behind this racial segregation were complex, fear of what would happen if Anglo-Indians 

(Eurasians) sought sovereignty was a contemporary issue that preoccupied many 

officials in Britain and India.34  

Prompted by concern over the stereotypes that surrounded Indian labourers, 

New South Wales landed proprietor, Robert Scott, initiated his own investigation to 

ascertain their usefulness.35 In his statement to the Legislative Council in 1837 regarding 

the possible introduction of an indenture system to New South Wales, he revealed the 

extent to which racial generalisations had spread throughout the empire:  

I do not expect the dhangars [hill coolies or tribal groups] to be equally 
efficient with Europeans, not only from their physical inferiority, but also 
from their ignorance of our language, and a want of general 
intelligence.36   
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Similar racialized portrayals were used by British colonial planters elsewhere in the 

empire, following the emancipation of enslaved African people in the early nineteenth 

century, in their attempt to maintain discipline, control and subjugation.37 Colonial 

authorities then constructed positive portrayals of Indian labourers as a substitute for 

African labourers to avert the perceived labour crisis.38 As evidence from New South 

Wales Legislative Council demonstrates however, these positive portrayals could be 

revoked, and were as Indian labourers began to adopt strategies of resistance. Indians 

were then re-categorised by planters and depicted as inferior and inefficient labourers. 

These racial generalisations were further emphasised by the discrepancies found within 

Indian and European indenture contracts, such as the daily rations of food, as the needs 

of Indian migrants were perceived to be less than those of European labourers, due to 

their alleged ‘physical inferiority’.39 The fear that British subjects would acquire 

‘degenerative characteristics’ from non-Europeans in India more generally at the time 

was often expressed in the form of condescending representations which depicted them 

as racially inferior.40 This construction of identities and their malleability highlights the 

emerging racial politics of the British Empire as it attempted to manage heterogeneity 

in the colonies by assigning racialized classifications to ensure subordination.41  

These constructions of identity also led to a racialized hierarchy of labour, 

whereby Indian labourers found themselves sandwiched between European settlers and 

Indigenous labourers. The formation of identity based on racial generalisations had a 

number of implications, including in the case of Indian labourers, the specific roles 

within the agricultural and domestic service sectors to which they were assigned.42 This, 

combined with the laws that were introduced to segregate Indians from Europeans in 
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India during the late eighteenth century, meant that Indians were increasingly forced to 

endure a unique social existence as ‘colonial middle-men’.43 As Tayyab Mahmud notes, 

Indian labourers were seen by colonial settlers and Indigenous populations as ‘tools of 

European colonial control’, which often encouraged hostile feelings as Indians were 

assigned to roles from which Indigenous people were barred.44 Addressing the concerns 

of colonists about the development of an inter-racial community, Scott’s examination 

by the New South Wales Legislative Council revealed similar objections, based on racial 

stereotypes, to the proposed scheme of Indian indenture. In particular, objections 

included those regarding the introduction of ‘paganism’, in this case Hinduism, and of a 

‘coloured population’.45 The fear of ‘paganism’ – a pejorative term that has historically 

been used to describe unfamiliar religions and the worship of more than one god 

(polytheism) – was quickly neutralised in New South Wales by the belief that Indian 

migrants would eventually merge (assimilate) into the habits and ways of thinking of 

those around them.46 However, anxieties regarding the introduction of a ‘coloured 

population’ proved to be more difficult to overcome. The colonists feared an 

‘intermixture’ of the races would lead to ‘unmerited degradation’, as well as to further 

outbreaks of hostility with the Koori (Indigenous peoples in New South Wales).47 The 

Agent General for Emigration, Thomas Frederick Elliot, similarly expressed his unease on 

the subject following Governor Bourke’s decision to reject the scheme in September 

1837: 

I shall always think it my duty, with the sanction of the Secretary of State, 
to lose no opportunity of improving upon and enlarging, and still less 
underrating the present wants felt in the colony, I confess it would 
nevertheless be a matter of congratulation to me if the preceding 
statement should appear to afford any grounds for hoping that the 
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inhabitants may continue to prosper, without introducing Indian blood 
into their population, or Indian habits into their industry.48 

In his rejection of indentured labour, Bourke was drawing a line between the needs of 

settler societies for such labour, and the plantation colonies. Despite support from some 

pastoralists in New South Wales, humanitarian debates from the metropole, combined 

with the colony’s social and economic concerns regarding non-white immigration ended 

any further discussion on the introduction of an official indenture labour scheme.  

The Impact of Global Humanitarian Debates  

Rather than dissuading the colonial officials of Western Australia from attempting to 

introduce a government-backed indenture scheme, the information that the debate in 

New South Wales created further stimulated the interest of the elite. Stirling and his 

officials were aware of the problems associated with the introduction of indentured 

labour. They nonetheless felt the prospect of a cheap dependable labour force was a 

risk worth taking.49 After informing and gaining the support of Western Australia’s 

Legislative Council, in September 1838 Stirling submitted a request to the Secretary of 

State for War and the Colonies, Glenelg, for permission to introduce Indian labourers to 

the colony. It was at this point that the effects of Act No. V of 1837 began to materialise, 

as humanitarian concern for the welfare of indentured labourers intensified.50 The act 

aimed to bring the system under political supervision by regulating emigration from 

Bengal, but the rights and duties within the contracts raised concerns about the freedom 

of labour.51 Although the fixed term contracts of indentured Indians were designed to 

encourage the mutual rights and obligations of both master and servant, in reality, as 
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with European forms of indenture, it was often only the labourers who were punished 

for breach of contract. As these humanitarian concerns became central to regulations 

within the British Empire, anti-slavery arguments became common when debating 

indenture in parliament.52 

Contemporary newspaper reports emphasise the extensive nature of these 

debates, as imperial networks encouraged those who were opposed to indenture to 

adopt anti-slavery rhetoric. Debates regarding the systems similarities to slavery began 

to appear in newspapers in New South Wales in June 1837: - 

The time seems to us to have at length come, when through the 
deficiency of convict labor, added to its many evils, the labor of black 
people, or at least of men of color, from some part of the world or other, 
will inevitably introduce itself into New South Wales; and consequently, 
that great question has already arisen, namely, whether we are to imitate 
the conduct of the Southern States of the American Nation, the Nation of 
Brasils, and the West Indian Island nations, in settling and fixing in this 
free British Colony, an Indian slave population.53  

This excerpt from the Sydney Monitor highlights the public discourse that ran parallel to 

the British government’s investigation into the use of indentured Indian labourers.54 

Once more, newspapers played a significant role in determining the outcome as they 

extracted reports from foreign sources and used these to inform and influence decisions 

on indenture. Both sides of the indenture debate utilised racial portrayals of Indians to 

support their claims. However, race did not feature heavily in Western Australia’s 

arguments in support of the introduction of the system in 1837. In contrast to the 

assertions of anti-indenture campaigners, who continued to draw parallels between 

indenture and slavery, most newspaper reports in Western Australia actively promoted 
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the autonomy of Indian migrants. Some newspaper articles openly questioned the 

‘ravings’ of contemporaries who condemned indenture as a new slave trade:  

What all this fine writing has to do with hiring a free East Indian, as a 
shepherd or agricultural servant, or to perform any duties for which he 
may be fitted, we do not pretend to divine… It really does astonish us 
how people, out of Bedlam, can talk and write such nonsense as we have 
heard and read upon the subject.55 

Despite the growing support for the use of indentured Indian workers in Western 

Australia, concerns regarding attempts to control the system increased as incidents of 

abuse and mistreatment continued to rise in British colonies, especially Mauritius.56 

Following efforts made in the same year to encourage indentured labourers to 

British Guiana, the Indian Government introduced a second Act, No. XXXII, to extend the 

regulations regarding the emigration of indentured Indian labourers to all ports of British 

India.57 The Colonial Secretary, who was concerned by this upsurge in opposition to the 

system, asked the Agent General for Emigration for guidance regarding Stirling’s request 

to introduce Indian labourers into Western Australia.58 In his report to the Colonial 

Office, Elliot again recommended the rejection of any proposal to introduce indentured 

Indian labourers to the Australian colonies.59 Elliot’s objections to the scheme 

emphasise the impact of humanitarian concerns on regulations regarding labour within 

the British Empire: 

Instead of the inestimable advantage it has hitherto enjoyed, of having 
the same vigorous and enterprising race in every rank of society, the 
favoured Colony of New South Wales might have found itself reduced to 
a condition more analogous to that of a slave community.60 
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In addition to fears that Indian indenture was slavery under a different guise, the report 

also demonstrated the Colonial Office’s desire to ensure British colonists retained their 

superiority. For, as well as expressing alarm over the treatment of Indian workers should 

the scheme fail, Elliot also raised concerns over its possible success. This, he argued, 

would mean the labour of the colony had ‘fallen into the hands of an inferior race’.61 

This was part of a larger contemporary effort to restrict the immigration of non-

Europeans to the Australian colonies, which included also an 1837 prohibition on the 

transportation of black Caribbean convicts to New South Wales and Van Diemen’s 

Land.62 Unsurprisingly, this racially-inflected report did little to dissuade the colonial 

authorities in Western Australia as their motive for introducing Indian migrants centred 

on the availability and willingness of Indian labourers, rather than their racial 

characteristics. However, despite the renewed efforts of Stirling’s replacement, 

Governor John Hutt, the new Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, Constantine 

Phipps (Marquess of Normanby) succumbed to mounting criticism and rejected a 

government-backed scheme in 1839.63 The Agent General for Emigration, T. Frederick 

Elliot reasoned that: - 

The impractibility [sic] of effectually encountering those objections is so 
wide and so general that I have felt bound distinctly to point them out, 
and to state my own apprehension that they do not admit of being 
overcome.64   

Although a government-backed scheme to introduce indentured Indians to Western 

Australia never materialised, the information that these debates generated confirmed 

the landed elite’s view of India as a practical place to acquire labour.  
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An Attempt to Import Anglo-Indian Orphans  

Alongside the request to introduce indentured Indians to Western Australia in 1838, 

Stirling also made an application for Anglo-Indian ‘orphans’ from Calcutta to be sent to 

the colony. Although not as widespread as indenture, the practice of utilising orphans 

and juvenile delinquents as migrants was not a new phenomenon in the British Empire. 

Since the beginning of the seventeenth century, children, generally from poor or 

disadvantaged backgrounds, had been sent to British colonies to ‘reclaim and provide’ 

for those without any means of subsistence.65 This practice also served the dual purpose 

of removing undesirable and unproductive people from British society and converting 

them into inexpensive labour in the colonies that supported the development and 

sustainability of imperial overseas settlements.66 In the years which followed, similar 

schemes in Upper Canada, the Cape Colony, and South Australia were formed by British 

philanthropists with the full support and cooperation of the British government.67  

Parental deaths and sickness in India meant many children were left without 

sufficient care. This made them at once potential drains on resources within India, and 

possible candidates for becoming useful colonial labour in other parts of the empire. 

The considerable number of children who were born through inter-racial relationships 

further compounded this situation. Inter-racial liaisons were not uncommon between 

European men and Indian women during the nineteenth century. However, Durba 

Ghosh remarks that they were ‘almost always problematic’.68 The social isolation that 

many feared an Indian bride would mean for her European husband meant few mixed-

race relationships ended in marriage. These concerns, combined with beliefs of white 

racial superiority, deterred European men from entering into inter-racial marriages and 

ensured that a considerable number of Eurasian children were illegitimate. Despite 

many being recognised and supported by their fathers, the children were often taken 
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from their Indian mothers at the age of three and placed in ‘orphanages’.69 As David 

Arnold notes, ‘Europeans were meant to be visible only as a super race’; the British elite 

saw mixed-race children as a degraded version of their culture, which should be 

removed from view.70 Colonial officials also recognised the opportunity to make them 

useful. Previous experiences in Britain and elsewhere in the empire had demonstrated 

that even neglected children could become a benefit to society if they were subjected 

to practices of socialisation.71  

 

Figure 3.1: William Baillie, Military Orphan School, Calcutta (1794), British Library, Asia, Pacific, 

and Africa collection, P1619 

In respect to British social hierarchies, these mixed-race children were grouped 

in large orphanages according to their father’s station (see figure 3.1). Children of 
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officers were placed into upper orphan schools, and the children of lower ranking 

soldiers were placed in other institutions accordingly.72 Stirling’s request only made 

mention of introducing ‘scholars from the lower orphan schools’ to Western Australia.73 

However, despite the acceptance of informal inter-racial relationships within colonial 

India, the East India Company strongly condemned the ‘transmission’ of ‘native orphans 

(those born of native mothers)’, and forbade them to be taken to England without a 

deposit of 500 rupees.74 Unable to remove mixed-race children from colonial society, 

the schools were tasked with transforming their charges into ‘useful’ servants for the 

British in India.75 Alongside their academic classes, the boys received military training, 

whilst the girls were trained in domestic service and were intended to become servants 

to serve the white elite. Scholars from these ‘schools’ were expected to be more 

biddable and cheaper than adult labourers, as they could be trained from an early age 

in local practices.  

Attempts to transport large numbers of destitute children from Britain to the 

Cape of Good Hope in 1833 bolstered Stirling’s belief that a similar scheme involving the 

transportation of Indian children to Western Australia could be introduced.  As with the 

discussions of indenture, this demonstrates the importance of colonial networks in the 

spread of alternative labour practices. Stirling was confident that Western Australia 

would be granted ‘full guardianship’, and control of the ‘scholars’, regardless of the East 

India Company’s strict regulations, in part thanks to the example and precedent of the 

movement of British children to the Cape of Good Hope.76 Existing schemes in other 

British colonies helped to spread alternative suggestions to colonial labour problems, 

but they could also play an integral role in the rejection of such requests. This is 

demonstrated in a report to the Secretary of State for War and Colonies by the Agent 
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General for Emigration, dated May 1839: Elliot immediately alluded to the Cape of Good 

Hope as proof of the system’s failures.77 Key to his suggestion that the scheme be 

rejected were the British and colonial governments’ failure to provide the necessary 

mechanisms needed to protect child apprentices in the Cape.78 As with most colonies, 

the thinly inhabited districts of the Cape made it problematic for clerks of the peace to 

perform their duties to control and supervise the apprentices efficiently and effectively. 

In addition to this concern, Elliot also identified the difficulty in ensuring that child 

apprentices and their parents had a proper understanding of the terms of their contract 

prior to embarkation.  

These factors, combined with the growing opposition to child emigration 

connected to the emergence of more cases of mistreatment in the Cape, led Normanby 

to decline the proposal in May 1839.79 This concern for the victims of empire in the 

period following the abolition of the slavery demonstrates the increased role of 

humanitarian principles as part of Britain’s governance apparatus.80 This, as Alan Lester 

and Faye Dussart note, was ‘something of a turnaround’ because prior to this period 

British imperial rule was becoming increasingly more ‘hierarchical’ and ‘authoritarian’.81 

The failure of yet another government-backed scheme in the colony had a significant 

impact on the settlers, causing several to question the ability of the colonial government 

to provide a suitable labour force. This in turn led to the creation of several private 

initiatives. A report taken from an article in the Sydney Herald in 1841 demonstrates the 

speed with which Normanby’s decision was circumvented as it advertised the imminent 

arrival of ‘seven youths’ to New South Wales from Madras: 

These youthful immigrants, all of whom are natives of Madras, are said 
to have been reared in one of the public Orphans Schools. They promise 
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to be excellent mechanics, and are very intelligent. Those who have 
arrived are tailors, carpenters, and printers.82 

As well as demonstrating the determination of the landed elite to obtain cheap 

labourers, advertisements such as these highlight the power of personal networks 

within the British colonies as information regarding the availability of alternative labour 

sources was continually circulated.  

The Role of Personal Transnational Information Networks  

As the debates regarding indentured labour continued, several British entrepreneurs 

transferred their efforts to private enterprises, in an attempt to pave the way for a more 

widespread introduction of an Asian work force.83 As in the case of government 

indenture schemes, debates in New South Wales influenced those of Western Australia. 

In her article on the introduction of indentured Indians to New South Wales, Rose Cullen 

highlights the impact that the personal experiences of such entrepreneurs had on the 

debate, as their knowledge added credibility to reports regarding Indian labourers.84 In 

1837, British Indian Charles Prinsep formed the Bengal Australian Association in Calcutta 

with several business associates to ‘encourage communication’ and the transfer of 

investments between India and Australia.85 From his base in Calcutta, Prinsep invested 

heavily in British colonies, with a view to creating an Indian Ocean trade network driven 

by Indian indentured labour.86 Following the purchase of over 23,000 acres of land, 

Prinsep chartered the Gaillardon in 1838 with the aim of establishing a stud in Western 

Australia to supply cavalry horses to India.87 Along with thirteen British men, Prinsep 

transported ‘one china men [sic] and 47 Lascars’ to work the estate. 88  
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Parallel schemes to the Bengal Australian Association were also orchestrated in 

New South Wales following Britain’s decision to reject a government-backed Indian 

indenture scheme. Landowner John Lord established a similar enterprise in Sydney to 

encourage the introduction of indentured Indians. Although Lord’s familiarity with 

indenture was more limited than Prinsep’s, he was not without experience. Struggling 

to find labourers for his own agricultural operations, Lord first resorted to contracting 

them for his own estate on the William’s River via the help of John Mackay in December 

1837.89 Mackay, a merchant and temporary resident of Sydney, had grown up in a 

cantonment in Cawnpore and was well acquainted with this form of labour and keen to 

see its use in New South Wales.90 As well as actively campaigning for the introduction of 

a system of indentured labour to the colony, Mackay’s familiarity and knowledge led 

him to import indentured Indians privately through agents in Calcutta.91 These personal 

networks were vital as they helped to connect Australia to the rest of the world by 

enabling the circulation of information and people. The purchase of land by these 

entrepreneurs also encouraged a more tangible connection to empire. Men, such as 

Prinsep and Mackay, linked Australia to trade in the Indian Ocean. This chain of 

knowledge often continued to grow; having experienced the capabilities of indentured 

Indians for themselves, many landowners went on to establish similar schemes. In 

November 1838, John Lord placed a notice in the Sydney Herald, which also later 

appeared in the Perth Gazette, advertising his company, John Lord and Co.’s, ability to 

‘receive orders for coolies’.92 The advertisement noted that indentured Indians were to 

be ‘appropriated’ in Bengal by local agent William Edmund Browne who would ensure 

their health and adherence to the regulations of Act, No. XXXII.93 On the 15 December 
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1837 Act XXXII replaced Act V to extend the presidencies included within the original act 

to cover Fort St. George (Madras) and Bombay.94 

These personal transactions were driven by profit, rather than racial concerns. 

They, too, continued the practice of using generalised racial characteristics to describe, 

and ultimately encourage a trade in Indian indentured labour. These generalisations are 

exhibited in Lord’s advertisement: he advised potential employers against providing 

contracts for Indian women, as they required only the cost of their passage so that they 

might accompany their husbands.95 Once in Australia, the women who followed their 

husbands were then required to accept the same rate of pay as Indian boys if they 

wanted employment. As Lord’s advertisement stated: 

The rate of wages to each per month will be- Sirdars, 7 rupees (14s); 
Coolies, 5 rupees (10s.); Boys, 3 rupees (6s); Women, 3 rupees (6s.); 
House Servants and Mechanics, from 10 to 30 rupees (1l. to 3l.) 96 

This move legally enabled prospective employers to bypass the regulations of the above 

act, as the women were leaving India with only verbal contracts. Simultaneously, 

without a written contract, the women entered the colony with very limited means of 

protection. From the inception of this informal system, the approach towards women 

labourers was based on the needs and desires of the plantation owners and landed elite. 

Elsewhere in the empire, due to childbirth, the limited availability of roles, and their 

supposed ‘natural weakness’, women were often seen as a financial risk.97 This 

exploitation of Indian women provides a partial explanation as to why so many Indian 

labourers were reluctant to settle in British colonies. However, despite these concerns 

revisionist studies now recognise that traditional depictions of indentured Indian 

women as ruined, oppressed, and often unwanted by their society were racial 

stereotypes that lacked any historical perspective.98 As Marina Carter notes in her study 
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of Indians in Mauritius, the ‘notion’ that Indian women remained ignorant of the 

system’s deceptions indefinitely is ‘untenable’.99  

Despite the efforts of the landed elite, increased regulations on the export of 

indentured Indians ensured that the numbers arriving in Western Australia remained 

low. Reports of continuing abuse within the system prompted the Government of India 

to establish a committee in Calcutta to inquire into indentured labour in August 1838. 

However, prior to the final findings of the report, an act to prohibit the emigration of all 

‘native labourers’ pending a full investigation into claims of exploitation was passed into 

law on 29 May 1839.100 The frustration that this decision generated is revealed in the 

reports published by the Perth Gazette as the paper, heavily influenced by the landed 

elite, urged the colonists to ‘bestir themselves’ and overturn the act.101 The circulation 

of reports such as these ensured the issue of Indian labour remained in the public’s 

conscience and encouraged the colonists to speak out against the suspension.102  

In response to the public outcry, Western Australia's Colonial Secretary, Peter 

Broun, made a direct application to the Madras authorities, for their 'aid in procuring 

natives' in 1840.103 In an attempt to circumvent the regulations, Broun requested 

permission to import ‘artificers and menial servants’, which were classed as skilled roles, 
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rather than the strictly prohibited manual labour.104 Remarkably, Broun also brought 

into question the terminology of the act by inquiring into the term ‘native of India’, in a 

final attempt to side step the regulations.105 As well as signifying the increased 

desperation of Western Australia’s officials, the request also tested the capability of the 

Indian government to enforce the regulations brought in by the act in 1839. An internal 

despatch written in 1840 and sent from the government of Bengal to Madras by the 

Governor General of India, the Earl of Auckland, emphasised the difficulty that officials 

had in enforcing the act as the government of India struggled to state the definition of 

‘native’. Auckland noted that a literal translation of the term ‘native of India’ would 

include East-Indians (those from the territories of the East India Company), and children 

of British parents born in India.106 However, he quickly stressed, in certain cases East-

Indians were excluded from the definition of ‘native’.107 In answer to Broun’s request 

for skilled labourers, Auckland’s response was similarly non-committal as he advised 

Madras that evasions under the section ‘menial servant’ could be made, but it would 

not ‘become the government’ to countenance any departure from the intentions of the 

legislation.108 The contradictory nature of Auckland’s information suggests that the 

Indian government was fully aware of the continuing disregard exhibited by many for 

adherence to the act. In addition, although they were unable to sanction the exportation 

of Indian labourers under the existing regulations, they were willing to overlook those 

who chose to exploit the ambiguities of the act. Auckland, no doubt, decided that this 

stance was the most pragmatic, given their inability to prove the existence of contracts 

in most cases of assisted emigration.  

Despite the conflicting nature of the information provided by the government of 

India, the knowledge that skilled ‘artisans’ could legally migrate to the Australian 

colonies was welcome news to Western Australia’s colonists. Encouraged by these 

developments, the landed elite immediately took advantage of the confusion in 
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terminology by requesting and organising the transportation of Indian labourers.109 

Generalised expressions, such as ‘hill labourer’ and ‘danghar’, were replaced in the 

adverts with terms that instead alluded to skilled roles, such as ‘House servant’, ‘tailors’, 

‘mechanics’ and ‘carpenters’.110  

In an attempt to take advantage of this confusion, the landed elite in Western 

Australia immediately used their position in society to create support to petition the 

colonial government for the use of the colonial schooner, Champion, to transport Indian 

servants from Calcutta.111 Due to errors in communication between the authorities in 

Madras and Calcutta, this initial attempt by Governor Hutt failed to achieve its aim.112 

Despite having initially agreed to the scheme, Hutt later rejected it before the ship even 

left the colony following reports that the government would incur heavy penalties for 

contracting Indian labourers.113 Despite the colonial government’s inability to act, the 

same objections do not seem to have been applied to private traders.114 A letter written 

by James Mylne and his business partner Von Bibra in 1841 to provide information for 

the Perth Gazette readers on the best manner to acquire Indian servants, highlights the 

inconsistencies of the 1839 act: 

They can be procured from Calcutta by means of an agent. Mechanics 
and house servants only are allowed to leave India. For their passage we 
paid £10 per head, but we have no doubt it would be much cheaper for 
any considerable number. Female servants can be had, but only as 
ladies’ maids.115 

In need of labourers to aid in the repair and commencement of building works 

in and around Fremantle, Von Bibra had obtained and transported seven Indian 

labourers on a trip to India.116 They were described as four carpenters, two tailors, and 
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a house servant.117 Although their report called for the colonists to lower their 

expectations in regards to the output and quality of Indian labour, the overall tone of 

the letter remained optimistic that with the help of an agent, and their advice, labourers 

could still be acquired.118 Private traders and the landed elite continued to introduce 

Indian labourers, albeit sporadically to Western Australia throughout this period. 

However, government-backed schemes in British colonies did not commence until after 

the passing of Act XV in 1842 when the system was authorised to resume. This however, 

had no impact on Western Australia as the colonial authorities never renewed their 

interest in a government backed scheme to introduce indentured Indian labourers. 

The Agency of Indentured Workers  

This transfer of knowledge from returnee migrants enabled Indian labourers to make 

informed choices. As a result, Western Australia’s settler elite were required to provide 

a free return passage on the expiration of labourers’ contracts, and appear to have done 

so routinely. In his diary, dated 21 April 1866, for example, Henry Prinsep noted his 

return of all but two of the labourers hired to work his land.119 This strict adherence to 

the terms of Indian indentures reflected contemporary practice in New South Wales, as 

the Perth Gazette similarly emphasised the observance of landowners to return their 

indentured migrants ‘five years from the date of their arrival’.120 There is much evidence 

that despite the many constraints associated with indentured labour, Indian workers 

were able to demonstrate their agency in Western Australia to ensure their own 

demands, such as better pay and a return passage were met.121 From this point, the 
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system came to acquire a dynamic of its own as Indian labourers attempted to assert 

their rights and regain control through the knowledge that returnee migrants provided 

to create better opportunities for themselves and their families.  

 The number of Indian migrants in Western Australia remained low during the 

1840s. This evidence suggests that lessons from the humanitarian arguments, and the 

ill-treatment of labourers in Mauritius had been realised as regulations to control the 

movement of Indian indentured labourers were adhered to.122 These debates caused 

interest in the system to diminish in New South Wales due to the colony’s social and 

political concerns. However, Western Australia’s increasingly desperate need for 

labourers left the colony’s government unwilling to refuse any system on moral grounds 

alone. Unaware at this point of the threat that non-white migration would later pose to 

European hierarchy in Western Australia, it seems that the majority of indentured 

Indians were treated no worse than their European counterparts. An in-depth 

examination of official and personal correspondence, court records and newspapers in 

Western Australia from the 1830s and 1840s further supports this point, as few cases of 

ill-treatment were recorded. In those cases where indentured Indians were alluded to, 

the men were invariably treated with respect, and even allowed to act as witnesses to 

European crimes. Evidence of this can be seen in the case of an Indian migrant named 

Manarram who was taken into custody for ‘being privy to the disappearance of another 

coolie’.123 Although initially detained for the labourers’ disappearance upon re-

examination the case was later discharged and Manarram was returned to his previous 

position.124 Even in New South Wales where the indenture system was no longer 

desired, the colonists invariably supported the plight of the Indian labourers, over their 
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European masters. The case of John Mackay’s absconding Indian labourers drew 

significant attention in 1838, as fifteen of them fled their place of work despite having 

engaged themselves to Mackay for five years.125 Following their capture the conditions 

from which they fled were quickly taken into account by the court. On hearing the men’s 

requests to receive more regular issues of money, food and clothing the magistrates 

encouraged Mr Mackay to acquiesce with their demands immediately.126 However, 

despite the positive outcome, the case continued to cause outrage with many of the 

colonists who questioned the justice of the British legal system in allowing Mackay to 

keep the labourers after his earlier mistreatment of them.127  

Conclusion 

Although Western Australia’s experiment with indentured Indian labourers, and their 

contribution to the overall labour supply was both limited and short-lived the debates 

regarding attempts to introduce them to the colony demonstrate how humanitarian 

ideas from within the British Empire became intertwined with local social and economic 

needs. Furthermore, the lack of archival material on Indian resistance in Western 

Australia, along with the cases that were brought to the attention of the magistrates 

emphasise the ability of the Indian labourers to renegotiate their working conditions 

and successfully extract material benefit for themselves and those who followed them 

into the system. Finally, the plan of the landed elites for the economic growth of 

Western Australia during the late 1830s depended on, and in certain areas such as 

Australind was designed around, the importation of non-white migrants. Therefore, in 

contradiction to the colony’s establishment as Australia’s first free settlement, the 

utilisation of both unfree and non-European labour had become integral to the settler 

elites’ vision for Western Australia by 1840. 
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Chapter 4 

Juvenile Immigrants: An Experiment in Child Labour 

As a result of the preparations made by several institutions in Britain and Western 

Australia, 304 children were sent to work in the colony as ‘apprentices’ between the 

years 1834 and 1849. This arrangement would later be used as evidence by advocates 

of convict labour as a means to further the development of Australia’s first free colony.1 

As well as focusing on how and why child apprentices were sent to Western Australia, 

this chapter will also examine the events which led Australia’s first free colony to accept 

convicted juveniles as a labour source during the 1840s. Unlike Paul Buddee who depicts 

the Parkhurst immigrants as ‘artful dodgers’ unable to ‘perform even the simple tasks’, 

this chapter will demonstrate that by the end of the decade these juveniles were 

welcomed by a significant portion of the community.2 Finally, building on the work of 

Andrew Gill, this chapter contextualises the introduction of these children within a much 

larger series of experiments in labour extraction within Western Australia.3 

The Introduction of Child Apprentices 

The precedent for assisted child migration to the Swan River Colony was first established 

in 1834 by The Children’s Friend Society.4 Born from the same humanitarian zeal that 
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placed the protection of Australia’s Aboriginal population at the top of the colonial 

agenda, Britain’s philanthropic elite similarly sought to establish charitable institutions 

to ‘suppress juvenile vagrancy’ in a bid to prevent crime.5 The main aim of the society 

was published in The Times following the members’ first meeting in November 1830:- 

The immense number of children who were daily turned on the street to 
get their living, no matter how, was doubtless a fruitful source of crime, 
to remedy which, was the object of this society, and to form a nucleus, as 
it were, that might be surrounded by the whole country.6  

As well as removing child vagrants from the streets, the founding members of the 

scheme also sought to make them useful by finding them employment. This 

demonstrates the connection between philanthropy, government and private 

employers.7 By the mid-nineteenth century juvenile delinquency had become a major 

focus of the elite, with particular fears surrounding the corruption of youthful innocence 

by ‘experienced’ criminals.8 This resulted in penal policies and trial procedures which 

dealt with young offenders separately from adults for the first time.9 Whilst the Society’s 

initial plans involved providing the juveniles with some form of training before finding 

them work in England, Britain’s high rate of unemployment made this more difficult than 

they had first envisioned. The pending abolition of slavery in the British Empire soon 

provided a solution to this problem, as colonists reliant on slave labour sought 

alternative sources of labour. A letter despatched by the Society’s president, Captain 

Brenton, to the Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, Viscount Goderich, 

demonstrates the Society’s interest in sending boys to the Cape of Good Hope from as 

early as 1832.10 After gaining support from the Colonial Office, Goderich tentatively 
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permitted 20 boys to be despatched in 1833 on a trial basis.11 It was not long before the 

experiment caught the attention of the public, leading them to suggest other 

destinations, such as Mauritius and the Upper and Lower Provinces of Canada.12 

In an effort to raise funds for Western Australia, governor James Stirling returned 

to Britain in 1832.13 Though his mission was unsuccessful, Stirling did return to Western 

Australia in 1834 with 29 child apprentices from the Children’s Friend Society.14 In 

Fremantle and King George Sound, committees were immediately organised following 

the arrival of the children to ensure that the informal terms set by the Society were met. 

These terms stipulated that attention should be paid to the juvenile convicts’ ‘health, 

cleanliness and happiness, and particularly to their religious and moral welfare’.15 In 

accordance with the regulations advertised juvenile indentures were carefully restricted 

to ensure none of the children exceeded the maximum age of 21 years for boys, and 18 

years for girls.16 The juveniles were clothed and fed by their masters and also received 

a small age-related wage for their labour, from one shilling and six pence to three 

shillings a month.17 Furthermore, an ‘average apprentice fee’ of twelve pounds sterling 

per boy or girl was returnable to the society in London.18 Two further shipments arrived 

in December 1835 with ten boys and three girls, and December 1837 with three boys 

and nine girls.19  The success of this scheme in Western Australia is reflected in a memoir 
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written by governor James Stirling on the colony’s deficiency of labour.20 Stirling was 

also keen to establish a steady flow of juvenile migrants to the colony, which he hoped 

would consist of ‘boys and girls not more than fourteen years nor less than twelve’ to 

be bound for four years to ‘particular trades’.21 In April 1839 the Western Australian 

legislative council passed a bill to appoint and authorise certain persons to act as 

Guardians to Emigrants who were selected by the Children’s Friend Society and sent 

from Britain to the colony.22 In this respect, the colonial government adhered strictly to 

the guidelines issued by the committee. Nevertheless, many of the Swan River colonists 

were apprehensive about utilising this form of immigration, arguing that the children 

were unable to ‘recognise the advantages and disadvantages’ of making the decision to 

migrate.23 It was during this period that the Society was also forced to deny accusations 

of ‘kidnapping’, even though none could be sent without the consent of both the child 

and their parents.24 Nevertheless, mounting criticism in Britain regarding the welfare of 

the children sent to the Cape Colony, aroused considerable interest in the scheme when 

it operated elsewhere. These claims of ill-treatment and hardship were subsequently 

investigated.25 It was during the height of this negative attention that the final shipment 

of 16 boys sponsored by the Children’s Friend Society was introduced to Western 

Australia in March 1841.26 The investigative committee criticised the Children Friend’s 

Society’s for their inability to guarantee the children’s welfare, and as a result the 

juvenile emigration scheme was ended in 1841. Though only 70 juveniles were sent to 

Western Australia under this ‘assisted migration’ scheme, it established a precedent 

which enabled the transportation of convict juveniles the following year, in 1842. 
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The Parkhurst Apprentices 

Parkhurst Prison was established in 1838 on the Isle of Wight in Britain for the correction 

and reform of convicted boys.27 Though the Home Office believed that being separated 

from adult criminals and subjected to reformatory discipline was potentially 

rehabilitative, they still feared that this fledgling criminal class would return to society 

and re-offend.28 To reduce these risks and provide the boys with what was described as 

an ‘honest and creditable livelihood’ the British government included a plan to 

‘encourage the boys to emigrate to a distant colony’ at the expiration of all, or part of, 

their sentence.29 According to John A. Stack, seventy-five per cent of the 2,010 boys 

discharged from the prison between the years 1842 and 1852 were dispatched to the 

British colonies.30 For this reason special emphasis was placed on their training in skills 

that would render them useful, particularly agriculture.31 Whilst the system shared 

many similarities with the rejected juvenile emigration scheme of the Children’s Friend 

Society, the emphasis had fundamentally shifted from the prevention of juvenile crime 

to the reformation of those already convicted. This shift in attention from vagrants to 

convicted juveniles, due mainly to the public nature by which the CFS was attacked, 

provided Western Australia’s colonists with the ability to employ child migrants in a way 

that was considered socially acceptable. Instead of being a system that exploited 

vulnerable children, the transportation of convicted children to British colonies was 
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widely regarded as a responsible method by which to punish and reform juvenile 

offenders.32  

The first tentative steps towards introducing convicted juveniles to Western 

Australia were made in 1838, when Lord John Russell, the Home Secretary, issued a 

circular to British colonies requesting feedback on the proposed introduction of juvenile 

labourers.33 Whilst the majority of the points found within the circular referred to the 

colony’s labour market question nine specifically raised the question of whether the 

colonists would be ‘willing to receive juvenile offenders as apprentices into their 

homes’.34 The circular also helped to establish the belief that the use and introduction 

of young offenders to the colony would be beneficial to the juveniles due to the inability 

to ‘provide any effectual protection’ from the temptations that they are frequently 

‘exposed to in large cities’.35 The highly influential Western Australian Agricultural 

Society eagerly picked up the idea at their meeting in January 1839.36 Agricultural 

societies were some of the most politically important organisations in the settler 

colonies.37 The most influential of which was the Western Australian Agricultural 

Society, formed in Guildford in 1831 its members included many of the key figures in 

early settler society. The agricultural societies debated, passed resolutions and 

ultimately acted as pressure groups on a number of levels to influence policy within the 

colony.38 Concerned by Hutt’s instructions to enforce the land regulations improvement 

clause which were put into place during the initial settlement of the colony the society’s 

                                                           
32 For an example of reports discussing this opinion see: HCPP 1836 (117-I), Inspector of Prisons of Great 
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(University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1981), p. 313. 
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committee cautiously demonstrated their interest to the proposal.39 Although the terms 

of the improvement clause varied, based on the date that the settlers first occupied their 

land, on average the settlers were given from two to three years to improve their land 

or be fined.40 At the end of a further specified period of time, which ranged from two to 

seven years, the colonists then faced the threat of the return of their land to the Crown 

if it remained unimproved or uncultivated.41 As the ten year deadline for those who 

arrived in January and February 1829 approached, many of the landowners, strongly 

represented in agricultural societies, recognised the need to import a manageable 

labour force if they were to make the required improvements in time. Although many 

of the landed elite were desperate for labour, as evidenced by the numerous letters of 

complaint that were sent to governor John Hutt, the Agricultural Society voiced certain 

stipulations to the introduction of such a scheme.42 First they specified a preference to 

receive boys under the age of fifteen rather than girls, unless they were ‘tried and well 

tested’ for good conduct and steadiness. The landed elite were also keen to avoid 

bearing any costs for their transportation to the colony.43 After receiving positive 

feedback from several of the colonies, arrangements were made by the Colonial Office 

to send Parkhurst juveniles to Van Diemen’s Land, New Zealand and Western Australia. 
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The original framework of the ‘juvenile immigration’ system was outlined in 1842 

by the members of the Parkhurst Prison Committee.44 In the process of selecting suitable 

immigrants to send to the colonies the boys were divided into two classes at the 

prison.45 The first group was made up of older boys who were classified as free 

emigrants and deemed able to find situations in the colonies with only minimal 

assistance.46 The second was reserved for the younger boys whose youth and 

inexperience, the committee felt, rendered them in need of an apprenticeship. In 

deference to the request from the government of Western Australia, about boys under 

the age of fourteen, the latter group were selected by the committee to be sent to the 

colony.47 Early guidelines for these so-called juvenile apprentices suggested the length 

of the indentures be set at a minimum of two, and a maximum of five, years.48 Once in 

the colony the juveniles were placed under the protection of one individual, as a 

guardian to the boys, whose responsibilities included their overall welfare and 

progress.49 Furthermore, the boys were to be employed ‘as much as possible’ in the 

trades that they were instructed in during their confinement in Parkhurst.50 In sharp 

contrast to these stipulations, decisions regarding the terms of their pardon and the 

additional legal powers required to control the juveniles remained unclear. 

Whilst the colonists’ concerns about the removal and use of pauper children 

from Britain did not extend to convicted juveniles, the concept of introducing a criminal 

element into their free society remained an obstacle. In an attempt to transform the 

prisoners into acceptable immigrants, Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, Lord 

Edward Smith-Stanley, intervened. He recommended that each apprentice be granted 

an immediate pardon on condition of signing an indenture. The Colonial Secretary 

recognised the colonists’ reservations regarding convict labour, stating that ‘in no case’ 

should the original sentence of transportation be revived.51 Yet, once the juveniles 
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45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
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received a pardon they were far from free. Instead the boys were assigned without 

consultation to masters by the Guardian of Juvenile Immigrants. Gill notes that this 

arrangement draws striking similarities to the assignment system employed in Eastern 

Australia’s penal colonies.52 This oversight emphasises the landed elite’s increased 

capacity to ignore the use of more controversial forms of labour in a bid to secure 

economic prosperity. Even, in the event of a juvenile being discharged from their master, 

Stanley authorised the Governor and his magistrates to place the boys with another 

master for the remainder of their apprenticeship.53   

The distinction between juvenile apprentices and convicts was further distorted 

following the government’s decision to fund the scheme. Unlike previous efforts to 

encourage the immigration of free settlers, the British government gave way to the 

colonists’ anxieties relating to the costs involved in transporting the juveniles, and 

agreed to pay for conveying, maintaining and supervising them until they were 

apprenticed.54 To ensure these conditions were adhered to, an act to regulate the 

apprenticeship and provide for the guardianship and control of juvenile immigrants was 

passed by Western Australia’s Legislative Council one month after the arrival of the first 

juveniles in 1842.55 A deed of apprenticeship was signed by the Guardian of Government 

Juvenile Immigrants, John Schoales, the juvenile and the masters.56 This included 

instructions to the master to provide an apprentice with ‘sufficient meat, drink, apparel, 

washing, lodging, medical attendance and necessaries’.57 Whilst these terms were not 

particularly beneficial to the employers, it was recognised that the cost of keeping and 

paying for the allowance of a juvenile was far less than the cost of employing a colonial 

child independently. In 1844 the first clause of the act was amended so that a juveniles’ 
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arrival no longer required publication of a notice in the Government Gazette, points to 

the Colonial Office’s desire to conceal the juveniles’ criminal past.58 

The Lives of Juvenile Apprentices in Western Australia 

In August 1842, 18 Parkhurst apprentices arrived in Western Australia aboard the Simon 

Taylor. Once they were in the colony, the boys came under the authority of the Guardian 

of Juvenile Immigrants, John Schoales, who placed them with colonists whom he 

deemed fit. Prior to 1844, Schoales openly advertised the services of the apprentices in 

the Perth Gazette.59 Schoales was instructed to give preference to applicants who were 

tradesmen, thus ensuring the boys learned a trade. However, this proved difficult to 

achieve from the outset, as the colonists need for farm labourers and shepherds was far 

greater than their need for skilled craftsmen.60 This meant that the apprentices were 

dispersed throughout the colony, some as far as thirty and forty miles from Perth.61 This 

was much further than had first been anticipated by the colonial authorities, who had 

hoped to see them apprenticed to colonists ‘in and around the vicinity of Perth and 

Fremantle’.62 As well as incurring more costs, this change to the system meant the 

supervision of many of the juveniles was often inadequate. 

 Though Hutt’s despatches to the British government on the status of the system 

were positive, the Guardians reports reveal the complex reality of implementing an 

apprentice scheme in a vast and under-populated colony. One of the first complaints in 

which Schoales intervened involved the treatment of juvenile immigrant James Nimmo, 

who arrived in the colony aboard the Simon Taylor in 1842.63 The regulations regarding 

the apprenticeship of juveniles were heavily in favour of the employer, similar to the 

conditions of the Master and Servants Act already in force in the colony. Employers 

                                                           
58 Western Australia, 7 Victoriae. No. 11, (1844), An Act to amend 6 Victoriae. No. 8. (1842). 
59 Government Juvenile Immigrants, Perth Gazette, 4 March 1843, p. 4; SROWA, CSR, Immigrants, Vol. 
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reserved the right to return their apprentice to the Guardian at any point during their 

apprenticeship. The juveniles, on the other hand, were unable to leave their employers 

without proof of misconduct.64 Just three months after his arrival in the colony, Nimmo 

was discharged from his position with a caution for absconding after his employer had 

made the decision to send him to his cousin’s farm.65 Despite being reprimanded Nimmo 

continued this pattern of behaviour with numerous employers, before being committed 

to Fremantle gaol for a period of three months hard labour.66 Unrepentant on his release 

from gaol, Nimmo continued to resist the terms of his indenture to escape once again.67  

 Although Nimmo’s case was extreme, he was not alone in his reaction to his 

imposed circumstances. Schoales was frequently required to express his ‘displeasure’ in 

having to inform Hutt of numerous acts of misconduct committed by juveniles. In 

January 1845, Schoales requested permission to obtain premises in Perth to house all 

the boys being returned to him by their employers for misconduct, demonstrating that 

a relatively large number of juvenile emigrants resisted the terms of their 

employment.68 Concern regarding the government’s inability to control certain juvenile 

immigrants prompted governor John Hutt to send a despatch to Lord Stanley, requesting 

discretionary powers to return those who resisted attempts to reform back to England.69 

Both this request, and a later suggestions to deport insubordinate juveniles to Van 

Diemen’s Land, were rejected by the Colonial Office. Nevertheless, Hutt and Schoales 

refused to abandon the idea of removing disruptive apprentices from the colony.70 They 

were convinced that the boys’ behaviour must be isolated lest it contaminate the rest 

of Western Australian society. Hutt and Schoales sought to circumvent the Colonial 

Office’s decision by placing Nimmo onboard the colonial schooner the Champion. Hutt 

hoped that the discipline on board the vessel would encourage ‘propriety’ in the boys.71 

The Guardian’s decision to send some of the juveniles to Rottnest Island in 1845 further 
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demonstrates a desire to remove them from society, rather than focus on their 

rehabilitation through assignment.72 Already in use as a prison to reform Indigenous 

convicts, Schoales believed the island would be an ideal place to send those that were 

deemed disobedient. Governor John Hutt was encouraged by the positive effect that 

Nimmo’s punishment had on the behaviour of other apprentices, so agreed to transport 

a juvenile immigrant named John Tyne to the island as an ‘experiment’ which the 

Governor hoped to replicate with ‘three or four other lads’.73 

 Despite the negative labels that many of these boys were given those entrusted 

into the care of the colonists were often little more than fourteen years of age.74 It is 

therefore unsurprising that many of the juveniles struggled to adapt to their new 

situations. The devastating effect of this practice was further recorded in the case of a 

juvenile emigrant name Edward Robinson who refused to eat or move after being 

returned to his master by the magistrates following his attempt to abscond.  Edward 

was so unhappy with the outcome of the magistrates’ decision that he attempted to 

commit suicide on several occasions whilst in his master’s employ, before finally being 

removed to Fremantle due to concerns regarding his sanity.75 

 The economic difficulties that the colony had been experiencing since 1843 

further complicated the role of the Guardian, as many of the colonists were unable to 

make the half-yearly allowance payments  required by the juvenile apprentice scheme.76 

As a result, the York Agricultural Society orchestrated a campaign to reduce the cost to 

the employers in maintaining the boys, placing into jeopardy the apprenticeships of 

some boys who had already been placed with suitable masters.77 Despite a slight 

increase in immigration to the colony during its second decade, Western Australia’s 
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labour force had again declined in 1843 as the resettlement of British migrants to other 

Australian colonies increased.78 This trend continued until 1848, as many left the colony 

in search of better opportunities in South Australia.79 During this period of economic 

decline Schoales found it increasingly difficult to place the boys in suitable positions. 

This problem was further exacerbated by the poor behaviour of the Parkhurst 

immigrants who arrived in the first few groups sent to the colony. Fears about the 

‘quality’ of these immigrants was encapsulated, for the public, by the Parkhurst 

immigrant John Gavin, who was executed for murder in 1844.80 Despite these setbacks 

Governor Hutt announced his ‘pleasure’ at the arrival of more ‘suitable juvenile 

immigrants’ in the Halifax in December 1844. However, due to the economic decline in 

the colony Hutt and Schoales remained cautious regarding the labour market’s ability to 

absorb more juveniles, as many colonists struggled to be able to afford labourers of any 

kind.  

A Colony in Crisis 

Following a review of the system in 1845, a further shipment of juveniles arrived in 1846 

at the request of governor John Hutt.81 However, by 1847 the continued shortage of 

farm hands had reached a critical point according to the members of the York 

Agricultural Society.82 Distressed by the failed attempt to establish a government-

backed scheme to introduce Indian indentured servants, the landed elite sought to 

utilise the appointment of Acting Governor, Lieutenant Colonel Frederick Irwin, in 

February 1847, to their advantage. Irwin had already proven his loyalty to the landed 

elite during Governor Stirling’s brief absence from the colony in 1832, so the landowners 

immediately made their concerns known in a series of letters and memorials.83 

However, Irwin expressed alarm regarding the call for convict labour by this small, but 
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powerful portion of the population in his address to the members of the Legislative 

Council in June 1847: - 

I regret to see that the dearth of labor or the desire to accumulate wealth 
on the part of a portion of the community continues to induce them to 
agitate the question for the introduction of convicts into this colony.84  

Following the rejection of their request for convicts, Irwin received demands from the 

York Agricultural Society to request an increase in the introduction of Parkhurst boys in 

1847, despite previous discussions to discontinue the scheme.85 Due to the increased 

success of the sandalwood industry in 1845, finding employers willing and able to take 

on juveniles was no longer an issue for Schoales. In this period, many of the reports that 

Schoales received regarding the behaviour of juvenile Parkhurst boys from their 

employers were extremely positive. Furthermore, the juvenile apprentices that were 

brought to the colony on board the Simon Taylor and the Shephard had been released 

from their apprentices and were free to join the labour market. Irwin noted in his 

despatch to Grey in 1848 that none had chosen to leave the colony at the expiration of 

their apprenticeship, demonstrating the extent to which these boys had integrated into 

colonial society. Irwin believed that it was the promise of constant employment and high 

wages which kept them in the colony, not an inability to afford passage home.86 

By 1847 Swan River colony was divided in to two camps on the issue of convict labour. 

Those against the introduction of convicts argued that it went against the founding 

conditions of the colony. Those in favour argued that the colony had already received 

Parkhurst apprentices, so the founding conditions of the colony had already been 

broken. They also cited the success of the scheme, and, as more apprentices arrived, 

calls for a system to exchange apprenticeships for ticket-of-leave holders were gradually 

accepted as a suitable middle ground. In the eyes of many colonists the introduction of 

convicts was the only way to provide the colony with the capital, labour and structure 

required for the colony to survive. For seven years the Colonial Governors and the 
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Guardians had laid the foundation for the introduction of convicts through their half-

yearly updates on the progress of the juveniles to the British government, as well as 

laying the groundwork amongst colonists to support the scheme.  

 Conclusion 

The readiness Britain demonstrated to financially assist imperial labour systems heavily 

influenced their subsequent decision to introduce convicts to Western Australia as the 

decade came to a close. The colonial governments’ ability to deal with Parkhurst 

prisoners no doubt led the British government to consider Western Australia as a 

suitable destination for the reception of convicts. Similarly, although the system of 

Parkhurst juveniles was initially problematic for the settlers following their initial 

introduction, the colonial government and the colonists’ ability to manage, accept and 

utilise the boys in a productive manner by 1845 highlighted the opportunities of 

introducing a forced labour system on a far greater scale. Thus, in a bid to reconcile the 

economic and social needs of the colony the colonists inadvertently paved the way to 

its conversion to a penal settlement in 1850. This thesis has inserted child apprentices, 

indentured servants and Indigenous labourers into the founding history of Western 

Australia to demonstrate their role in the development and expansion of the colony. In 

the final chapter this thesis will examine the culmination of these experiments as the 

colonists attempted to harness the full resources of the British government in the form 

of convict labour. 
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Chapter 5  

No Stone Unturned: German Free Migrants and Chinese Servants 

This chapter analyses the efforts made by Western Australia’s acting-governor, 

Frederick Chidley Irwin, during the late 1840s, to evade the colonial elite’s increasingly 

persistent requests for the introduction of convicts. In a desperate search for a more 

acceptable source of labour, Irwin initiated attempts to introduce German pastoral 

labourers, free settlers from Van Diemen’s Land, and Chinese indentured servants. 

Although the scheme to introduce migrants from Germany and Van Diemen’s Land 

never materialised, discussions regarding their implementation emphasised Western 

Australia’s global connections as the colonial authorities continued to look to the empire 

for answers to its labour problem. Figures from Wray Vamplew’s in-depth research on 

Australia’s historical statistics highlights the frustration that the colonists faced prior to 

the introduction of convicts as only 6,000 assisted migrants were introduced to Western 

Australia between the years 1831 to 1860.1 In order to better understand contemporary 

perceptions of the colony and its needs, this chapter considers the colonial authority’s 

knowledge of specific circumstances and events within the empire, and the impact this 

had on the labour schemes being introduced. Discussions regarding attempts to 

encourage free migrants also provide useful contextual information for the introduction 

of Chinese indentured labourers to the colony from 1847. Integral to the identity of 

British colonists during the nineteenth century was the possibility of employing, and 

being masters of, non-European labourers. Despite these hardening racial views, 

Western Australia continued to demonstrate pragmatism in its search for labour by 

utilising numerous different ethnicities.2 Furthermore, whilst the techniques used to 

control the Chinese labourers offer insight into the increased racial theorizing of this 

period, this chapter also reveals the strategies that enabled Chinese labourers to 

overcome colonial efforts to control them, proving as Anne Atkinson notes that they 
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were not the passive actors of empire that the focus of previous studies have implied.3 

As this chapter shows, the pressing need for agricultural and domestic labour in Western 

Australia overrode the emerging concerns regarding non-European labourers in the 

Eastern colonies. 

Attempts to Introduce Free Migrants 

By the late 1840s, German migrants had already played a significant role in the growth 

of Australia.4  The first Germans to arrive were predominantly farmers, farm workers or 

artisans who settled in South Australia during the late 1830s.5 These early German 

settlers formed strong settlements, which led to the founding of several townships 

within the colony. Victoria also attracted a considerable number of German migrants 

during the late 1840s as they fled religious persecution in Prussia.6 It is important to note 

that the high number of immigrants who moved to Australia following the discovery of 

gold in New South Wales did not begin until 1851.7 The established nature of German 

migration to Australia by 1847 led Irwin and the members of the Legislative Council to 

believe that German migrants could also be encouraged to settle in Western Australia.8 

Reports of their ability to cultivate ‘small rich spots of land’ to supply local markets had 

been confirmed by the efforts of German migrants in Adelaide, as they ‘raised and 

carried produce from a distance of many miles’.9 This knowledge, along with the belief 

that Germans were ‘sober, patient, industrious and economical' encouraged the 
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committee's belief that they would be a useful addition to the colony’s struggling 

agricultural and pastoral sectors.10 

In anticipation of Grey's decision on the matter, Irwin instructed the Legislative 

Council to compile a report which would advise on measures to ‘induce and facilitate’ 

their immigration.11 The report, presented at a meeting of the Legislative Council on 13 

July 1847, highlighted several concessions which the council members felt would be 

necessary if German migrants were to be encouraged to go to Western Australia.12 

Amongst the committee’s main concerns was the need to inform German emigrants that 

those who chose to migrate to Western Australia would be naturalised on their entrance 

into the colony.13 Secondly, the committee felt the need to ensure ‘blocks of good land’ 

would be provided to the Germans without rent for a period of five years, along with 

the power to purchase, at a fixed price of £1 per acre, during that period’.14 Finally, the 

committee recommended that surrenders from private persons of portions of land, 

which amounted to 2560 acres, should be granted and leased to Germans for 10 years, 

with a right to purchase during that period for £2 per acre.15 Whilst the Colonial 

Secretary confirmed the government's ability to pass acts of naturalization, the 

committee did not accept the other proposals, because they surpassed those bestowed 

on British subjects.16 Recognising the improbability of such a scheme without these 

incentives, discussions regarding German migration collapsed. Only a brief note on the 

expected arrival of ‘some German Shepherds’ from South Australia, in a report from 

Irwin to Grey in April 1848, reveals the lingering hopes of the Governor that Germans 

could still be encouraged to migrate to the colony.17 
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Whilst the migration of Germans from South Australia would have been unlikely, 

due mainly to Western Australia’s economic instability, internal migration within 

Australia was common during this period. The steady migration of colonists from Van 

Diemen’s Land to Melbourne during the 1840s, as enterprising residents sought more 

land for farming, no doubt inspired Irwin’s next request to the Colonial Office.18 In a 

despatch to Grey, Irwin claimed a considerable number of free settlers from Van 

Diemen’s Land would be ‘desirous of removing’ themselves to Western Australia from a 

region ‘overrun with probationers’.19 Irwin intended to provide ‘free passage’ on the 

colonial vessel, the Champion, to those who originally immigrated to the island as free 

settlers.20 Whilst Irwin recognised he could not send the Champion during the month of 

June due to the season’s inclement weather, it was his intention to despatch the vessel 

on its return from Singapore to give passage ‘to as many of this class as may be sent for 

by the settlers’.21 However, despite Irwin’s obvious desperation to encourage 

alternative forms of labour, Grey rejected the request in a despatch dated February 

1848, stating that such a move would create ‘jealousies between the two colonies’.22  

Chinese Labourers: A cheap and obedient alternative? 

Irwin’s recognition of Chinese indentured servants as a possible source of cheap labour 

for Western Australia was similarly influenced by the actions of the other Australian 

colonies, which were at the time importing or at least contemplating the use of Chinese 

workers to alleviate their labour shortages.23 Like their Indian counterparts, Chinese 

labourers had come to the attention of colonial officials within the British Empire 

because of their willingness to migrate in search of employment. Provoked by domestic 
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instability, which was generated by an increase in population, rural overcrowding, and 

natural disasters in China, many Chinese labourers were prepared to migrate in search 

of employment.24 The earliest experiments with indentured Asian labour was in the 

Mascarenes, as planters from Mauritius and the neighbouring French colony of Réunion 

turned to India and China in their search for agricultural labourers in 1829, prior to the 

abolition of slavery.25 Although the reigning Qing Dynasty had prohibited emigration 

from China since the beginning of the eighteenth century, it was tolerated in practice by 

the passing of Chinese migrants through the Treaty ports, colonies and East India 

Company’s territories of Macao, Hong Kong, Penang, and Singapore.26 The British later 

went on to exploit the privilege of extraterritoriality (immunity from Chinese 

jurisdiction) awarded to foreign residents in China’s treaty ports following the first 

Opium War in 1840-42.27 The opening of these treaty ports enabled the British to trade 

in China, and the Treaty of Nanking in 1842 enabled them to hire Chinese labourers 

‘without the slightest obstruction’ from Chinese officials, effectively imposing freedom 

of movement.28 After the treaty, the shipment of Chinese contract labourers gained 

momentum and workers shipped to South America, Cuba, New South Wales and the 

West Indies.29  

The idea of shipping Chinese labourers to Australia was first suggested by 

colonisation theorist Edward Gibbon Wakefield for use in South Australia in 1829.30 As 
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Angela Wollacott argues, Wakefield ‘imagined colonial societies with class distinctions’ 

were labourers would be forced to concentrate on their employment and the 

landowners free to be ‘persons of cultivation and refinement’.31 However, nothing 

became of the scheme until 1847 when settlers began to introduce small numbers of 

Chinese labourers to work as shepherds.32 Despite the settlers’ enthusiasm for Chinese 

labourers, South Australia’s Lieutenant Governor Frederick Holt Robe had ‘grave 

objections’ to their introduction.33 Although he argued that Chinese people were ‘well-

suited to South Australia’s climate’, a representation which was related to ideas of race, 

his concerns over their ‘transient’ nature saw him adopt measures in 1847 that would 

‘render Cooly [sic] immigration unproductive’.34 For Robe, the most worrying element 

of Chinese labour was workers’ unwillingness to permanently settle in their place of 

employment.35 Whilst European migrants were renowned for emigrating in ‘large 

bodies’ to form settlements with the object of becoming small land holders, a 

parliamentary committee tasked with examining the suitability of Chinese indentured 

servants for the West Indian colonies in 1810 found that most Chinese labourers chose 

to return home when their contracts ended.36 Interested in contracting free labourers 

for British Caribbean plantations, the committee’s report highlighted that regular 

immigration from China would, therefore, be impracticable as a renewal of the original 

cost of their passage would be required every three or four years.37 In addition, Robe 

argued that the Chinese would not benefit the colony as ‘consumers of British produce 

or manufacture’ as their earnings would be carried out of the colony to be expended in 
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China.38 This family element typified migration from China as individuals often left at the 

behest of their families, as it was seen as an investment opportunity for the family.39 

This strategy would often involve encouraging male members to migrate in the hope of 

supporting the family by sending their wages back home.40 In an effort to protect the 

colony, Robe initiated an amendment to the Masters and Servants Bill to terminate any 

foreign contract at the end of 12 months, in the belief that this would render Chinese 

immigration as a ‘private speculation’ unproductive.41 Instead, Robe remained hopeful 

that the colony’s Land Fund, which was revenue derived from the sale of land to finance 

the cost of emigration, would provide the means for South Australia to import part of 

Britain’s ‘redundant population’ as labourers.42 Grey agreed with the decision, as seen 

in his reply to Robe, dated January 1848: -  

It is much to be wished that, as long as possible, the population of the 
Australian colonies should continue to consist, in every class, of 
persons of European race.43 

Although little is known of the arrival of the Chinese migrants who arrived of their own 

free will in Western Australia during the colony’s first decade, their presence and 

willingness to work hard undoubtedly reinforced the colonial stereotype of the Chinese 

as an industrious race.44 This growing awareness of Chinese labourers’ motivation to 

migrate combined with the inability of the colony’s Land Fund to provide ‘perceptible 

relief’ to the agricultural and pastoral sector encouraged Irwin to turn to China for 
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labourers. A report compiled by the committee who were appointed to inquire into and 

‘report upon the means to procure a supply of labour’, by Western Australia’s Legislative 

Council, identified the chief causes for the colony’s labour demand in February 1848.45 

Amongst the colony’s main requirements was the need for agricultural labourers to aid 

in the cultivation of ‘Mediterranean produce’, as well as shepherds to increase the flocks 

and herds within the colony.46 Whilst Irwin recognised that they would be unlikely to 

settle on a permanent basis, he felt the Chinese would make a useful addition to the 

colony as domestic and outdoor servants, albeit temporary ones.47 As well as the 

colony’s widely publicised difficulties to attract outdoor labourers the colonists had 

been struggling to encourage domestic servants since its establishment.48 To Irwin, 

Chinese labourers appeared to be the perfect solution, as they were commonly thought 

to be trustworthy, quiet, and willing to do anything well.49 Irwin’s racial assumptions 

regarding the Chinese would have been an amalgamation of his own personal 

perception, local experience, and colonial expectations. In addition to his understanding 

of the suitability of Chinese labour within Australia was the European belief in racial 

hierarchy, namely that white settlers ranked above non-white labour in both culture and 

intelligence. Irwin relied on these predetermined racial generalisations of Asian 

labourers to promote their suitability as a non-threatening, docile and cheap form of 

labour to the settlers of Western Australia in his address to the Legislative Council in 

June 1847: -  

I have every reason to believe that a supply of Chinese may be 
procured, a very valuable class of laborers, being an athletic race, of 
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sober, industrious and persevering habits, and satisfied with moderate 
remuneration for their services.50 

Despite this positive portrayal of their attributes the agricultural and pastoral 

communities were not entirely convinced by Irwin’s arguments on the benefits of 

Chinese labour. The parallels between Chinese and Indian labourers reminded the 

landed elite of the colony’s failure to introduce an Indian indenture system earlier on in 

the decade. Concerned that Irwin was repeating the same mistakes as Governor Stirling, 

the York Agricultural Society made its fears known in several articles published by The 

Inquirer in 1847.51 Writing in response to Irwin’s ‘long concocted speech’ to the 

Legislative Council in June 1847 the Society argued: - 

We mean this week to examine one or two of His Excellency’s [the 
Governor’s] assertions… The first point is the proposed introduction 
of Chinese labourers – a measure generally considered as useless and 
very unpalatable to the agriculturists, their opinion being the reverse 
of His Excellency’s.52 

 In addition to the concerns regarding the suitability of Chinese labourers, the 

agricultural and pastoral farmers questioned the local government’s ability to control 

and maintain another form of indentured labour: - 

Secondly, … It is not only their labour, but also the expenditure that 
must accompany its introduction, that is needed; otherwise we should 
not be placed in so anomalous a position as to be begging for labour, 
while the labourers already here are leaving us.53 

Undeterred by these objections, Irwin authorised the importation of Chinese labourers 

via a government-assisted scheme, which would ensure maximum profit for the settlers. 

Under the terms of the scheme, Chinese indentured servants would be transported 

aboard the colonial schooner, Champion, from Singapore at the cost of the local 
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government.54 During the 1840s, the contract system saw Chinese labourers shipped 

from the main embarkation ports of Amoy, Shantou, and Hong Kong, to various parts of 

the world, including the West Indies, Cuba, Panama, California, and Singapore.55 The 

emergence of Singapore as a British colonial entrepot in the region enabled private 

Western companies, mainly the British, American and Dutch to recruit labourers far 

beyond the port cities in the south as the networks of system stretched into the centre 

of China to the broker's hometowns.56 

To address the settlers’ objections regarding their control it was recommended 

that the Chinese be brought to Western Australia under a three-year contract, two of 

which were to be spent with the colonists who sent for them.57 Irwin hoped this measure 

would encourage the settlers to hire Chinese servants, whilst also ensuring they could 

not migrate to one of the more successful settlements within Australia. To increase 

interest in the scheme a circular was issued by the Colonial Secretary, George Fletcher 

Moore, on 12 May 1847 providing instructions for settlers who wished to obtain Chinese 

servants from Singapore.58 For those who wished to take up the offer, a £5 deposit per 

servant was required to purchase ‘bedding or clothing’, and was to be considered as a 

charge against their first year’s wages.59 This measure not only ensured the labourers 

were fully equipped for their journey, more importantly for the settlers it also acted as 

a means of control as the labourers would arrive in the colony already in debt to their 

masters.  

Angered by Irwin’s attempt to placate concerns regarding the colony’s need for 

labour, The Inquirer printed a lengthy piece beseeching ‘WESTERN AUSTRALIANS’ to 

‘AWAKE’ or be ‘FOREVER FALLEN’.60 Writing on behalf of the ‘hardworking pioneers’, 

                                                           
54 Minutes from the proceedings of Western Australia’s Legislative Council Meeting, 3 June 1847. 
Opening address from Acting Governor Lieutenant Irwin. 
55 Anne Curthoys, ‘“Men of all Nations, except Chinamen”: Europeans and Chinese on the Goldfields of 
New South Wales’, in Iain McCalman, Alexander Cook and Andrew Reeves (eds.) GOLD: Forgotten 
Histories and Lost Objects of Australia (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2001), p. 104. 
56 Amarjit Kaur, Wage Labour in Southeast Asia Since 1840: Globalization, the International Division of 
Labour and Labour Transformations (Springer, Basingstoke, 2004) p. 42. 
57 Minutes from the proceedings of Western Australia’s Legislative Council Meeting, 3 June 1847. 
Opening address from Acting Governor Lieutenant Irwin. 
58 The Perth Gazette, Circular, Colonial Secretary’s Office, Perth, 12 May 1847, p. 4 
59 Ibid. 
60 The Inquirer, Wednesday 26 May 1847, p. 2. 



148 
 

  

the article’s main concern was the desire to stop schemes aimed at introducing ‘free 

labourers’, arguing that labour alone would not be productive without a proportionate 

amount of capital.61 Furthermore, in regards to Chinese opinion, the article claimed that 

the unanimous opinion from the York district was that the Chinese would be ‘perfectly 

useless' for the hard work of the agriculturist.    

To combat the backlash against the scheme a second notice from the Colonial 

Secretary’s Office appeared in the Perth Gazette, advising the settlers of changes to the 

terms by which Chinese servants could be obtained.62 The colonial government failed to 

achieve a sufficient number of applications for Chinese servants and subsequently made 

the decision to reduce the deposit to induce more to take part in importing Chinese 

servants. This reduction in the cost of the deposit, from five pounds to two pounds and 

ten shillings highlights the agricultural and pastoral sector’s continued condemnation of 

the scheme as few settlers were willing to go against their beliefs.63 Despite these 

objections, Irwin continued with his plans to import Chinese labourers and made the 

controversial decision to fund the scheme using money set aside for military use.64 The 

delay in communication between the metropole and colony no doubt emboldened Irwin 

in his decision to misappropriate colonial government funds, knowing that by the time 

the home government received the request, the first shipment of Chinese labourers 

would have already arrived in the colony. To fund the despatch of the colonial schooner 

to Singapore, Irwin directed £364 from the military chest, which he stated in his 

despatch to Grey, would be ‘refunded’ in the commencement of the ensuing ‘financial 

year from the parliamentary guard’.65  

Whilst the amendment did not induce as many migrants as the colonial 

government hoped twenty Chinese labourers from Singapore arrived at Fremantle on 

board the Champion four months later, on the 26 October 1847.66 The reports from 

those who hired the first shipment were primarily positive as they regarded the Chinese 
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as a useful addition to the colony. However, the feeling was not unanimous as articles 

in the local press continued to question their ability to be of service to the agricultural 

and pastoral regions of the colony.67 A report in the The Inquirer highlights the general 

concerns of the landed elite regarding their usefulness to the agricultural and pastoral 

sectors: - 

As domestic servants, gardeners, and carpenters, those introduced have 
more than answered the expectations that were formed; but whether 
they would be equally available for the service of the agriculturist and 
sheep-farmer, we have strong doubts.68 

Whilst these concerns appear to have stemmed from the assumption that Chinese 

labourers would be deficient in the ‘knowledge required’ for pastoral farming, fears 

regarding the possibility of a permanent Chinese population within the colony were also 

increasing amongst the settlers.69 This response was created by the colonists’ beliefs 

that the Chinese threatened their idea of a British colony, a belief that was created by 

early manifestations of racist assumptions that non-Europeans were inferior.70 

However, this view seriously conflicted with the views of the Governor, and the Colonial 

Office in London, who had been concentrating their efforts on finding a system of labour 

to effect permanent settlement within the colony. 

Undeterred by these complaints, Irwin sent a despatch to the Secretary of State 

in January 1848, declaring his intention to continue with the venture.71 In contrast to 

the conflict that the Perth Gazette and The Inquirer were presenting on the subject, Irwin 

chose to focus on the ‘urgent representations’ that had been made by the landowners 

for a further fifty-to-sixty Chinese servants, no doubt in the hope that Grey would be 

willing to overlook his misuse of government funds.72 However, in his attempt to 

persuade Grey of the scheme’s merits Irwin further aggravated many of the colonists by 
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controversially claiming that in the ‘culture of vine, olive and other Mediterranean 

produce’ the Chinese were ‘preferable’ to the labour of Europeans.73 Irwin’s comments 

were made at a point when concern regarding the migration of ‘old settlers’ to other 

Australian colonies was on the increase. Fear that trades previously occupied by 

Europeans could be filled with the introduction of the Chinese, provoked racist tensions 

within the colony as many settlers argued that the Chinese, and ‘other mongrel Asiatics’ 

were a ‘sorry exchange’ for the Europeans who had left the colony.74 An article, which 

appeared in The Inquirer in March 1848, highlights this increased tension between free 

settlers and Chinese labourers: -  

We must confess we should prefer living in a community of pale faces 
rather than dwell amongst the pepper-and-salt mixture that must 
shortly inhabit the colony.75 

Despite numerous attempts to educate, import and employ labourers from outside 

Europe, this statement ultimately demonstrates the colonists’ unwillingness to welcome 

non-white labourers into their communities. Beyond their immediate use as labourers, 

the Chinese, Indian and Aboriginal people had little value to the settlers who had no 

desire to develop their relationship beyond that of master and servant. As Raymond 

Evans notes, this racial view was used by the dominant group in any society to define 

the character of the ‘minority groups’ and ‘determine the inter-relationship’ between 

them.76 The tendency of British settlers to stereotype minority groups had a long history 

in European culture, as intellectuals attempted to explain the ‘inferior’ condition of 

different peoples newly discovered by sailors, traders and explorers from as early as the 

fifteenth century.77 Early settlers therefore understood their role to be one of civilisation 

and control, whilst Indigenous or alien races, such as Aboriginal peoples, Chinese 

servants and Indian indentured labourers were restricted to menial roles and expected 

to accept their fate.78   
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Anti-Chinese sentiment was not limited to Western Australia, and racist remarks 

regarding Chinese labourers were also becoming more common elsewhere in Australia. 

Emma Macpherson, a land holder in New South Wales, frequently wrote in her journal 

of her difficulties with Chinese servants.79 As well as recalling the colonists’ general 

dislike of Chinese labourers in New South Wales, who she noted were ‘quarrelsome, 

easily offended and so terribly revengeful’, she also admitted her inability to recognise 

any of them as they all appeared the same.80 The fear that settler society would be 

destroyed by the presence of these alien labourers was intensified by the negative 

reports published in local newspapers. In October 1848, The Goulburn Herald and 

County of Argyle Advertiser pleaded with the colonists of New South Wales to 

‘discountenance’ the ‘trafficking’ of foreign labour unless they desired to ‘see’ the 

country peopled with ‘copper-colored anti Christians’.81 This view appears to have been 

shared throughout the colonies as similar reports of the Chinese labourers’ negative 

‘traits’ were published in an attempt to scare prospective masters from importing them. 

Even reports which attempted to provide a more unbiased assessment of Chinese labour 

usually offered little more than a list of good characteristics to balance the bad. A 

method which Victoria’s local newspaper, The Argus, attempted in the hope that their 

readers would ‘give the experiment a fair trial’: - 

The Characteristic good qualities of the Chinese are parental affection, 
filial piety, veneration for learning, respect for age, submission to rule, 
hospitality and industry. There is, alas! Another side to the picture; 
they are profligate to a frightful extent; chastity is unknown among 
the lower orders of women, and … they are deficient in probity, both 
in word and deed.82 

A clue as to why so many settlers objected to the introduction of Chinese labourers, 

despite being recent immigrants themselves, can be seen in an article published in the 

                                                           
79 Emma Macpherson, My Experiences in Australia: Being Recollections of a Visit to the Australian 
Colonies in 1856-7 (Dodo Press, London, 2009), p. 181-183; and Ildiko Domotor, Gentlewomen in the 
Bush: A Historical Interpretation of British Women’s Personal Narratives in Nineteenth-Century Rural 
Australia, PhD thesis, (Monash University, Melbourne, 2004), p. 87.  
80 Ibid. 
81 ‘Chinese Emigration’, The Goulburn Herald and County of Argyle Advertiser, Saturday 7 October 1848, 
p. 2.  
82 ‘Chinese Immigration’, The Argus, Tuesday 26 December 1848, p. 2. 



152 
 

  

Perth Gazette in 1849.83 The article, which was first published in The Herald, New South 

Wales, conveyed a report from Jamaican planters that ‘coolies’ were making ‘common 

cause’ with ‘the negroes’.84 Already concerned by the Aboriginal peoples growing 

hostility towards the settlers, reports such as these would have, no doubt, led to concern 

regarding the influence of the Chinese on Western Australia’s Indigenous population. 

Ultimately, however the settlers’ objection was a racial one as the Chinese began to be 

perceived more as an outside threat to Australia’s scarce resources, and the settlers’ 

control of the land, than revivers of an undersupplied labour force. Whilst ‘feasible’ 

arguments for the introduction of Chinese labourers in Western Australia did emerge 

after the arrival of the first shipload to the colony, the Chinese continued to be depicted 

as a poor substitute for European labourers.85 The Inquirer even went as far to state that 

they would rather see the colony offer inducements to keep ‘one Englishman’ than hear 

of the importation of ten ‘copper-coloured’ men with ‘pig tails and wide pantaloons’.86  

Although Australian racism towards the Chinese has generally been attributed to 

their ‘invasion’ during the goldrush era, negative racial stereotypes, and portrayals of 

Chinese migrants were utilised in the discussion, and attempts to control Chinese 

immigration much earlier.87 This pre-gold rush experience strengthened Chinese 

prejudices in Australia as any transgressions were perceived by the settlers as being 

typical of the entire race, rather than the individual. These early manifestations of racist 

attitudes were therefore a pre-cursor for later events, as these initial interactions 

combined with European ideology and colonial circumstance to create fear and concern 

amongst Australian settlers. 

Resistance and Control   

The differing priorities of the Chinese meant that the promise of land and naturalization, 

often a requirement of European migrants, held little significance to them. Whilst a 
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European migrant was far more likely to ‘take root' in their new country, a Chinese 

migrant no matter how successful was more likely to return home.88 Indeed, there was 

a continual movement of Chinese labourers to and from the colonies as the sojourner 

attitude prevailed in China during the mid-nineteenth century.89 Rather than presenting 

them as victims, the contracts which the Chinese migrants signed instead, highlight their 

priority of earning money and returning to China.90 This point was confirmed during the 

recruitment of the first shipment of Chinese labourers in 1847 when Lieutenant 

Helpman, commander of the colonial schooner, was required to delay the vessel’s 

departure from Singapore due to ongoing negotiations. The contracts, to be signed 

before the protector of Chinese, were originally designed to protect the employers by 

ensuring the labourers were bound to their masters for a designated period. Yet, despite 

this precaution Helpman, who had been tasked with ensuring the servants signed an 

agreement ‘to remain in the colony for at least three years’, was compelled by the 

Chinese labourers to reduce the length of their contracts to two years.91 One of the 

reasons for their insistence on shortening the length of their contracts was that very few 

families migrated during this period, as female migrants from China were exceptionally 

rare.92 Secondly, the Chinese were keen to avoid the ‘inhuman treatment’ that they 

believed contract labourers had suffered in the Americas and Mauritius since the late 

1820s.93 Whilst the Colonial Land and Emigration Commission, under Thomas Frederick 

Elliot, had taken control of the recruitment and emigration of Indian indentured 

labourers in 1842, the recruitment of labourers outside the British Empire remained out 

of their control.94  

                                                           
88 Walton Look Lai, Indentured Labor, Caribbean Sugar (John Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, 1993) 
p. 46. Joseph Gentilli, ‘Western Australia’s Chinese Immigration Policy’, The Western Australian 
Historical Society, Journal and Proceedings, Part XIX, Perth, 1936, p. 77. 
89 Look Lai, Indentured Labor, p. 46. 
90 Hugh Tinker, A New System of Slavery: The Export of Indian Labour Overseas, 1830-1920 (Hansib, 
London, 2ns ed., 1993); Also see, Richard B. Allen, ‘Asian Indentured Labor,’ for a more in-depth 
discussion on the literature of Asian indenture. 
91 Western Australia’s Legislative Council Minutes, 3 June 1847, Acting Governor Irwin’s initial decision 
was to import Chinese under 3-year contracts. SROWA, Cons 391, Item 337, Circular, Colonial 
Secretary’s Office, Perth, 12 May 1847. Also see SROWA, Acc. 35, Vol. 160, Folio 46. 1847.  
92 Look Lai, Indentured Labor, Caribbean Sugar, p. 46. 
93 Ly-Tio-Fane Pineo, Chinese Diaspora in Western Indian Ocean, p. 23. 
94 Ibid.  



154 
 

  

To avoid a repeat of this problem the colonial government issued another 

circular prior to the Champion’s second voyage to Singapore in January 1848. The 

circular noted that masters seeking to obtain carpenters, farm labourers and house 

servants could expect to pay on average between one pound ten shillings and two 

pounds a month.95 Furthermore, only those who committed to a ‘permanent 

engagement’, which was classified as two years and two months, would be eligible to 

receive the higher rates of pay.96 By establishing these points, the colonial government 

hoped to avoid the renegotiations that had marred the Champion’s first venture. This 

attempt to establish stricter regulations led to a significant increase in the number of 

requests for Chinese labourers in the colony. Overall 63 applications were made in total, 

as settlers requested seven carpenters, five gardeners, eleven shepherds, eighteen 

domestic servants, fifteen farm servants, two grooms, one blacksmith, one shoemaker 

and three basket makers.97 

However, before the Champion was able to return from Singapore, Helpman was 

again compelled to make changes to the terms of the Chinese labourer’s contracts as 

the agents, emboldened by their previous success, pushed for better terms once more.98 

The difficulty that Helpman had in making these negotiations was evident on his return 

to Western Australia as less than half the requested number of labourers disembarked. 

Helpman complained that the Chinese servants were now unwilling to be engaged for 

less than ‘7 dollars per month’, and a free passage both ways.99 The new conditions of 

the contracts also included an advance of half payment for time spent on board the 

Champion, demonstrating they were not the passive and docile labour force that the 

Europeans believed them to be. Whilst these terms should have alleviated the colonists’ 

fears that the Chinese would settle in the colony, their proven ability to renegotiate 

reinforced the colonists’ anxieties, causing many to enforce control by other means. 
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One of the main methods that the settlers utilised in their attempt to control the 

Chinese labourers was the 1842 Master and Servants Act.100 The settlers were 

experienced in this technique as they had been forced to rely on it numerous times in 

their attempts to manage the colony’s previous labour experiments.101 Despite the 

changes which the Chinese labourers introduced during their negotiations with 

Lieutenant Helpman all contracts stipulated that once the labourers were in the colony 

they would be bound by the provisions of the act. The 1842 act, passed by Western 

Australia’s Legislative Council, was an amendment to the original 1823 Master and 

Servants Act created in Britain. As well as the 1840 amendments to the act which 

extended the jurisdiction of the magistrates to ‘hear’ and ‘determine’ all cases of 

complaint by or against ‘Masters and servants’, the 1842 act also ensured that any 

servants who ‘absent themselves’ from work could be imprisoned for up to 3 months, 

as well as forfeit their wages.102 While these acts did contain provisions for the servants 

to make complaints against their masters for ‘ill-treatment’, they were more likely to be 

charged under the act than their masters. Similarly, whilst the servants faced 

imprisonment for their misdemeanours, the maximum penalty that could be given to 

their employers was a fine, which could not exceed £10.103  

Due to the limited number of Chinese servants introduced under Irwin’s 

indenture scheme, and their respective isolation from each other, there were no large-

scale acts of resistance against the settlers.104 This isolation was usually the 

consequence of distance between the settlements rather than a conscious decision on 

the part of the settlers to separate the Chinese labourers. A landowner, Thomas Brown, 

from the York district expressed his concern regarding their isolation in a letter to his 
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father in law dated 3 September 1848.105 Master of two Chinese labourers, Thomas 

highlighted his concern that not only were they physically isolated by the farm’s 

remoteness, they were also socially isolated as his family did ‘not understand their 

language’.106 As well as further isolating the Chinese labourers, this inability to 

communicate with their employers also strained their working relationships as they 

found it difficult to ‘understand what was required of them’.107 The inability to 

communicate with the settlers was further compounded by the attitude of many of the 

settlers as anti-Chinese sentiment increased, ensuring the labourers were in many cases 

completely ostracised from the communities in which they worked. Any response by the 

labourers to their mistreatment was, therefore, usually ‘spontaneous’ and carried out 

without the support of others.108   

The only exception to this in Western Australia was a group of labourers who 

were hired by landowners in King George Sound.109 On their arrival in Fremantle, after 

having already spent several weeks on board a ship the Chinese shepherds felt they had 

‘done with the perils of the sea’ and could not be made to understand why they were 

required to make another journey.110 However, far from being made to understand the 

necessity for them to endure a second voyage, the labourers simply ‘refused to re-

embark’.111 Fearful that the men would never acquiesce to the request, Colonial 

Secretary Richard Robert Madden offered to be a referee between the ‘foreigners and 

their masters’, for fear that ‘harsh treatment’ would anger their ‘sulky’ natures. Once 

more the Chinese labourers were presented to the settlers as an embittered race of 

peoples, whose ‘dogged resistance’ to ignore requests they did not like was only 

tolerated because of their value as domestic servants.112 In contrast to the subdued acts 

of resistance that took place in Western Australia Chinese labourers in other Australian 

colonies were able to come together and join forces in challenging their treatment. 
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Examples of this solidarity include the 108 Chinese men in Queensland who went on 

strike because their wages were less than those of the European labourers that were 

performing the same task.113 In Moreton Bay, Brisbane, similar acts of resistance 

amongst Chinese servants led to the imprisonment of ’40 Chinamen’ in 1851 for 

breaches of the 1850 Master and Servant Act.114 The arrest of 3 Chinese ringleaders 6 

months later highlight the orchestrated nature of these acts of insubordination.115 

Earl Grey’s refusal to sanction the use of funds from the public treasury in 

February 1848, finally eased the colonists mounting concern.116 While Grey had no 

desire to prohibit such contracts being privately entered into ‘if the colonists felt such 

an arrangement would be beneficial’, he was unwilling to allow the government to fund 

such requests.117 Grey’s view was based on the belief that contracted labour, would 

ultimately end up disappointing all parties involved, due to the colonial policies and 

practices used to restrict and control Chinese indentured servants.118 The landed elite 

was therefore not only requesting convict labour as an alternative to the previously 

trialled schemes, they were demanding a form of labour that after the failures of the 

colony's previous labour experiments could finally be controlled.119   

Conclusion 

Imported from Singapore through both publicly funded and private importation 

schemes, Chinese labourers were recruited for specific occupations, such as 

shepherding, general farm work and domestic service that did not threaten the position 

of the European colonists. Although the Chinese men during this period did partially fulfil 

the expectations of the settlers, stereotypes invoked by influential figures to ensure 

Chinese migrants did not take root, led to increased racial tension in the colony. These 

prejudices and stereotypes were intensified by the colonists’ previous experiences with 
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non-white labourers. The treatment of the Chinese labourers was determined 

therefore, more by this perceived threat, than any desire on their part to settle in the 

colony. Furthermore, the Chinese migrants’ response to the controls the colonists 

attempted to exert, verify that they were not the docile labourers the colonists 

expected. Ultimately, however it was the decision to alter the status of Western 

Australia from free colony to a penal settlement in 1850 that brought on the system’s 

decline. During the next eighteen years, the number of Chinese migrants entering 

Western Australia was negligible as the colonists finally had a cheap and plentiful labour 

force at their disposal. 
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Chapter 6 

Networks of Labour: Carceral Confinement in Western Australia, 1850-

1868 

The history of convict confinement in Western Australia has been dominated by one 

towering limestone structure: Fremantle prison (see figure 6.1). Between 1850 and 

1868, 9719 convicts were transported, mostly from Britain and Ireland, to Western 

Australia. The building of the prison was one of the first projects issued to the convicts 

in 1852.1 Occupying an area of 4.86 hectares, the prison, also known as the convict 

establishment, dominated the town of Fremantle after it opened in 1855.2  However, 

convicts were surprisingly mobile outside of the prison walls as they helped construct 

public works projects, and received nominal freedom as probationers and ticket of leave 

holders.3 The previous chapters documented the resistance of Western Australian 

government and settlers to the introduction of convicts, and the various forms of labour 

they trialled instead. This chapter will focus on the spatial strategies of management and 

dispersal of convict labourers, as a form of labour that was under the control of the state 

and at a larger scale than the other forms of labour previously introduced into the 

colony. The success of the government backed Juvenile apprentice scheme ensured 

many of the colonists were keen to see a similar system introduced to the colony on a 

larger scale. This chapter will assess how the deployment of convicts as laborers’, in 

hiring depots and work camps, encouraged economic growth within the colony. By 

assessing the dual functionality of regional convict depots securing for agrarian 

settlement the rural spaces far from the urban centre, this chapter will highlight the role 

of convict hiring depots in the displacement of the Indigenous Australian population. 

Finally, though these secondary sites within the penal system often claimed to 

encourage rehabilitation and reintegration, the final part of this chapter will examine 
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their role as spaces which ultimately constrained, exploited and alienated the convicts 

from the rest of society.  

 

Figure 6.1: Fremantle Prison, 1860, National Library of Australia, 3453 2111 

Although convict transportation had played a major role in the economic growth 

of Australia’s eastern colonies since 1788, by the 1850s anti-transportation groups had 

waged effective campaigns to abolish the system in New South Wales and Van Diemen’s 

Land.4 In contrast to the settlers in the east, Western Australia’s landed elite actively 

promoted the colony as a suitable situation for a convict outpost during the 1840s, at 

the height of the anti-transportation campaign in Van Diemen’s Land.5 The colony’s poor 

economic performance, inability to attract free labourers, and difficulty developing 

critical infrastructure all contributed to the colonists’ desire for convict labour.6 Whilst 
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the Western Australia’s economy had recovered since the 1843-44 recession the 

ongoing shortage of money capital continued to limit the development of the colony.7 

This combined with the colony’s ongoing deficit in its overseas balance of trade and 

inability to maintain a stable rate of immigration contributed further to the lack of 

domestic demand within the colony.8 The colonists, therefore had three main aims in 

introducing convicts to Western Australia: to overcome the shortage of free labourers, 

to attract imperial funding, and to develop the colony’s transport infrastructure.9  

For the British government a penal colony in Western Australia was an 

opportunity to create a new destination for their leftover felons at a time when other 

colonies were refusing to accept convicts.10 The British convict system in Australia had 

undergone significant changes since the 1820s following John Thomas Bigge’s inquiry 

into the system in New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land, published between 1822 

and 1825, and the parliamentary Select Committee on Convict Transportation, chaired 

by Sir Henry Molesworth in 1837.11 As a result of these inquiries the system of 

assignment of convicts to individual settlers, who could be either too lenient or too 

harsh, was compared to system of slavery. The state took greater control over the 

management and dispersal of convict transportation, to standardise their treatment and 

extract labour more efficiently for the benefit of the state. 12 

 Despite Molesworth’s report resulting in the cessation of transportation to New 
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South Wales, Australia’s first free settlement was converted to a penal colony in 1850.13 

During the next eighteen years, 9,719 male convicts were transported in 37 ships to 

Western Australia (see figure 6.2).14  

 

Figure 6.2: Graph demonstrating the Number of convicts that arrived in Western Australia 

between the years 1850-1868. Statistical data taken from Charles Bateson, The Convict Ships 

1787-1868, (Brown, Son & Ferguson Ltd, Glasgow, 1969), p. 396. 

Despite the volume of convicts introduced to the colony a detailed study of the 

contribution made by convict settlers has yet to be made. Major works on the Australian 

penal colonies, such as those of A.G.L. Shaw and Robert Hughes, deal with Western 

Australia only briefly, whilst Warren Bert Kimberly and James Sykes Battye restricted 

their observations to statements regarding the operation of the penal system as if it was 

isolated from both broader colony and without any attention to the convicts who 

peopled it.15 More recently, although several works have explored the lives of Western 
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Australian convicts, and their impact on society, these articles tend to be either 

biographical, or focused on the archaeological remains at specific convict sites.16 In 

other words, these local and biographical studies have not yet been placed into a global, 

or even Australia-wide, comparative perspective.  

Economic Impact of Convict Labour 

The growing movement towards the abolition of transportation in New South Wales and 

Van Diemen’s Land in the 1840s placed Western Australia in a unique position to dictate 

the terms of the convict system they hoped to implement.17 In a bid to alleviate the 

colony’s shortage of labour the landed elite requested young male convicts of good 

character, who were primarily from rural backgrounds, and who had already completed 

the penal phase of their sentence in England.18 Social categories were once again 

essential to determining what kind of labourers were desirable in Western Australia, and 

what kind of labour they should be complete: with convicts, in this case, being selected 

based on gender, age, place of origin and the type of crime they had been convicted for.   
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Publishing, Crawley, 2004). 
17 SROWA, Cons 42, Series 7, Fitzgerald to Grey, 24 October 1848. 
18 HCPP, Correspondence on Convict Discipline and Transportation, 1849, (1022 1121), Despatch from 
Governor Fitzgerald to Earl Grey, 3 March 1849, p. 246; also see enclosure No. 4, p. 247.  
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At a time of increasing centralisation of government a large number of prisons 

were either closed down, reconstructed or newly built in England between the years 

1835 and 1877.19 Many of the new prisons being built during this period were influenced 

by the classification system.20 The rationale for this system was that different kinds of 

criminals corrupted each other, prisoners were therefore grouped according to their 

age, sex and level of criminality.21 Whilst the British government were unwilling to meet 

all of the colonists’ demands, prison officials did make ‘every effort’ during the first 

seven years to select and transport convicts who had demonstrated good conduct since 

their conviction.22 In an attempt to prevent ‘moral hazards’, namely acts of 

homosexuality that were believed to plague the eastern colonies the colonial 

government also requested that the majority of those being sent were to be married, 

and be accompanied by their families.23 This reflects presumptions in the Molesworth 

Report that large numbers of young men presented a threat to the idea that patriarchal 

families should be the building blocks of societies, alongside the concentration of men 

in labour depots and prisons raising fears of male-on-male sexual acts and violence. The 

British government was however, unwilling to make this promise as it recognised the 

difficulty in consistently selecting a large proportion of well-behaved married male 

prisoners, who were ‘acquainted with agriculture and field labour’.24 As a result, the 

system that emerged in Western Australia was a compromise of the imperial and 

colonial government’s needs. 

Although the prisoners had already completed the penal phase of their sentence 

prior to transportation, they were still required to undergo a period of observation on 

arrival in the colony.25 Once in the convict establishment at Fremantle, the convicts were 

                                                           
19 Heather Tomlinson, Design and Reform: the ‘separate system’ in the nineteenth-century English 
prison, Anthony D. King (ed.), Buildings and Society: Essays on the Social Development of the Built 
Environment (Routledge, London, 2003), pp. 51-55. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 HCPP, Correspondence on Convict Discipline and Transportation, 1849, (1022 1121), Despatch from 
Earl Grey to Lieut.-Governor Fitzgerald, Enclosure No. 1, pp. 251-252. 
23 SROWA, Cons 42, Series 7, Fitzgerald to Grey, 24 October 1848. 
24 HCPP, Correspondence on Convict Discipline and Transportation, 1849, (1022 1121), Despatch from 
Earl Grey to Lieut.-Governor Fitzgerald, Enclosure No. 1; Also see despatch from Governor Fitzgerald to 
Earl Grey, 24 October 1848, p. 245. 
25 SROWA, Superintendents Order Book, Cons 1156, Series 1, Superintendent Thomas Dixon, rule five, 
January 1851.  
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divided into three distinct groups. First the probation convict, who was required to 

undergo a portion of their sentence on the public works; second, the ticket of leave man, 

who was at liberty to work for hire under restrictions; and, third, the reconvicted convict, 

who had previously held a ticket of leave.26 On successful completion of the first two 

classes, the convicts were awarded a conditional pardon on the proviso that they would 

not return to England, or the British colony in which they had been convicted, until the 

expiration of their original sentence.27 

The Western Australian convict department were influenced by ideologies of 

penal reform in Britain, so once in the colony the probation convicts, those in the first 

group, were further categorised on the basis of their behaviour and labour productivity 

and placed into one of first, second or third classes.28 The differing inducements that the 

convicts were entitled to varied depending on the category in which they were placed. 

Although the probation convicts were initially put into groups based on reports from the 

surgeon superintendents on board the convict ships in which they were transported, 

upward movement within the groups was actively encouraged by the Superintendent of 

Fremantle.29 Once in the prison, promotion to a higher category was then measured by 

their willingness to improve their moral character and their industrial efforts.30 Those 

placed in the first-class category could expect to earn nine pence per day. The convicts 

were permitted to spend £7 per year in the prison store, whilst the convict department 

retained the rest of their earnings in an attempt to cover the cost of their passage out.31 

Before being considered for a conditional pardon all were expected to have paid off the 

cost of their passage. Convicts placed in the second class could earn six pence per day, 

whilst those in the third category were limited to earning four pence per day. In an effort 

to encourage good behaviour, all payments were conditional on the convicts’ behaviour 

and productivity within the colony. Adherence to the rules ensured the men’s 

                                                           
26 State Library of New South Wales (SLNSW), Paper XIX. Remarks on Military and Convict Labour, as 
Employed in Western Australia, From 1851-1858, By Captain Wray, Royal Engineers, p. 117. 
27 Ibid. 
28 SROWA, Superintendents Order Book, Cons 1156, Series 1, Superintendent Thomas Dixon, rule five 
and eight, January 1851. 
29 HCPP, Correspondence on Convict Discipline and Transportation in Australian Colonies, (1795), 1854, 
p. 193. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid, 20 July 1851, p. 67. 
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progression through the system to freedom, whilst misconduct saw them return to 

convict status.32 Although this system was altered in 1853, to incorporate further sub-

categories within the three main behavioural classes, its aim to encourage the convicts’ 

good conduct remained the same.33  

The government introduced a regional hiring depot scheme to ensure public 

works were completed across Western Australia.34 In order to maximise the convicts’ 

labour the colony was divided into districts, with a Resident Magistrate appointed over 

each.35 This enabled the convicts to work on the peripheries of the settlement, outside 

the areas of surveillance and control. These sites became ‘contact’ zones within the 

colony where convict labourers interacted with European settlers, Indigenous 

Australians and other ‘free’ immigrants. Regional convict depots were established in the 

towns of Albany, Bunbury, York, Toodyay, Lynton (Port Gregory), Geraldton, Fremantle 

and Guildford (see figure 6.3). As well as providing a base for the Royal Engineers who 

supervised the public works and probationers in a specific region, the depots were also 

utilised as spaces to confine the ‘unproductive’.36 Consequently, any convict who was 

not considered industrious by their employers could be returned by them to the depot.37  

Whilst each depot slightly differed in layout they all contained sleeping barracks 

that could accommodate between sixty and 120 ticket of leave men in hammocks, a 

hospital, punishment cells, quarters for officers, guards and sappers, a cookhouse and 

                                                           
32 HCPP, Correspondence on Convict Transportation, 1863, (3224), Despatch from Governor Hampton to 
Secretary of State for the Colonies the Duke of Newcastle, 19 February 1863, Item 30, p. 26. 
33 SROWA, Superintendents Order Book, Cons 1156, Series 2, Superintendent Thomas Dixon, 14 May 
1853. Also see: HCPP, Correspondence on Convict Discipline and Transportation in Australian Colonies, 
(1795), 1854, Return showing the classification of probation prisoners, June 1853, Thomas Dixon, extra 
classifications now included Good, Very Good and Exemplary, or Under Punishment, p. 194. 
34 On convict gangs in Australia see:  Tom Dunning and Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, ‘Mutiny at Deloraine: 
Ganging and Convict Resistance in 1840s Van Diemen’s Land’, Labour History, Vol. 82 (2002), pp. 35-47; 
Grace Karskens, ‘Defiance, Deference and Diligence: Three views of convicts in New South Wales road 
gangs’, Australian Journal of Historical Archaeology, Vol. 4 (1986), pp. 17-28; William M. Robbins, 
‘Management and Resistance in the Convict Work Gangs’, Journal of Industrial Relations, Vol. 45, No. 3 
(2003), pp. 360-77; William M. Robbins, ‘The Supervision of Convict Gangs in New South Wales, 1788-
1830’, Australian Economic History Review, Vol. 44, No. 1 (2004), pp. 79-100. 
35 SLNSW, Paper XIX. Remarks on Military and Convict Labour, as Employed in Western Australia, From 
1851-1858, By Captain Wray, Royal Engineers. 
36 HCPP, Correspondence on Convict Transportation, 1863, (3224), Annual report of the Superintendent 
of Convicts, H. M. Lefroy, December 1862, p. 34. 
37 Ibid. 
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commissariat store.38 Although these depots formed the core of the system, a number 

of semi-permanent workstations also complemented them. These workstations were 

established along major routes which were considered too far from the depots to make 

daily travel practical.39 Again, whilst the arrangement of these stations differed the main 

components remained the same as each depot was equipped with a small barrack for 

the ticket of leave men, huts for the warders and sappers, a cookhouse and 

storerooms.40 

These depots were usually located within or close to towns and served as a base 

for the local administration of the convicts. On arrival ticket of leave holders could then 

be employed privately as unskilled or semi-skilled labourers by the colonists, this usually 

involved some form of agricultural labour, such as clearing and ploughing land. However, 

some were employed on a more permanent basis as shepherds.41 Around four per cent 

of the convicts transported to Western Australia were employed in administrative roles, 

often for the convict system.42 Those who did not find employment were assigned to 

public works being carried out in that region. After demonstrating good behaviour, a 

ticket of leave was issued to probationers, who were convicts who had earnt the 

privilege of working outside of the prison walls, but were still serving their sentence.43 

A ticket holder was then free to seek employment in various districts of Western 

Australia provided they sought approval from the Resident Magistrate in that region.44 

After being issued with a ticket of leave the men were ‘free’ to select an employer and 

the region in which they wished to work.45  

                                                           
38 Ibid, Memorandum from Royal Engineer Office, Fremantle, January 26, 1863, p. 50. 
39 Martin Gibbs, ‘The Archaeology of the Convict System in Western Australia’, Australasian Historical 
Archaeology, Vol. 19, 2001, pp. 60-72. 
40 HCPP, Correspondence on Convict Transportation, 1863, (3224), Memorandum from Royal Engineer 
Office, Fremantle, January 26, 1863, p. 50-51. 
41 HCPP, Correspondence on Convict Discipline and Transportation in Australian Colonies, 1854, (1795), 
Comptroller Generals Report, 1 April 1853, p. 115; Ibid, Lieutenant DuCane’s Report, 14 April 1853, p. 
166. 
42 Sandra Potter, ‘Alfred Daniel Letch, A White-Collar Convict’, in Jacqui Sheriff and Anne Brake (eds.), 
Building a Colony the Convict Legacy, Studies in Western Australian History, Vol. 24 (2006), pp. 37-47. 
43 SROWA, S2334, Cons 7287 01, Ticket of Leave, (7842). 
44 SLNSW, Paper XIX. Remarks on Military and Convict Labour, by Captain Wray, Royal Engineers.  
45 HCPP, Correspondence on Convict Transportation, 1863, (3224), Despatch from Governor Hampton to 
Secretary of State for the Colonies the Duke of Newcastle, 19 February 1863, p. 25. On convict workers 
in rural economies in Van Diemen’s Land, see: Bruce Hindmarsh, Bruce ‘Yoked to the Plough: Male 
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Figure 6.3: Map of Regional Convict Depots in Western Australia 

Situated within Australia’s coercive labour spectrum, convict transportation is 

often considered to be most closely linked to indentured servitude.46This is because like 

the term of an indenture, the length of a convict’s sentence was also fixed. Whilst the 

convicts were ‘free’ to select an employer and region they wished to work in the men 

were then bound by the restrictions of the Master and Servants Act to stay with their 

employer for a year. In contrast, a master could discharge the convicts with only a 

month’s notice.47 This requirement was later recognised as being more prohibitive than 

helpful to the convicts and was altered in 1856. After this period, ticket holders were 

permitted to be hired on a monthly basis.48  

                                                           
convict labour, culture and resistance in rural Van Diemen’s Land, 1820-40’, (PhD thesis, University of 
Edinburgh, 2006). 
46 I. W. McLean, Why Australia Prospered: The Shifting Sources of Economic Growth (Princeton 
University Press, Oxfordshire, 2013) p. 46; Emma Christopher and Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, ‘Convict 
transportation in global context, c. 1700-88’, in Alison Bashford and Stuart Macintyre (eds.), The 
Cambridge History of Australia, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2013), p.72. 
47 Rica Erickson, The brand on His Coat, Biographies of Some Western Australian Convicts, p. 5. 
48 House of Lords Select Committee, Evidence given by Fitzgerald, 24 July 1856, p. 153. 
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The hiring depot system ensured that the ticket of leave holders were evenly 

distributed rather than concentrated in one area, which meant that even settlers on the 

peripheries of the colony had access to this vital source of labour. This in turn ensured a 

high rate of employment for the ticket holders, which the government hoped would 

ease their transition from bond to free society. Numerically the convict system had a 

significant impact on the colony’s demographic growth, as pensioner guards, convict 

authorities, administrators, warders and Sappers and Miners, often with their families, 

to ensure the running of the system.49 The increase in population can also be attributed 

the British governments active involvement in attracting free migrants during this 

period. As a result the total population rose by almost seventeen thousand people 

between the years 1850 and 1868.50 However, as well as increasing the population the 

convict system also led to an abnormal population structure, as by the late 1850s males 

exceeded females by 2:1.51 This, as Appleyard notes, exacerbated the already high 

masculinity ratio further reducing the colony’s rate of natural increase.52 Whilst it is 

difficult to ascertain the full economic effect of convict labour on the colony, as many 

men were pardoned shortly after receiving their ticket of leave, the opening of pasture 

lands to the east and south of Perth following the introduction of convict depots in these 

areas demonstrates their effectiveness in expanding settler control of the colony.53  

In just four years, following the introduction of convicts, the number of settlers 

living outside of Perth and its suburbs had more than doubled in many regions (see 

figure 6.4).54 The impact that this increase had on the agricultural sector is demonstrated 

by the increase in land under cultivation, as the total area under crop rose from 6896 

acres in 1849 to 49,089 acres in 1869.55 As well as helping the colonists to cultivate their 

                                                           
49 Gaye Norton, The Archaeology of Market Capitalism: A Western Australian Perspective (Springer, New 
York, 2011), p. 19; Rika Erickson, The Brand on His Coat, p. 4: Pensioner Guards were retired soldiers 
who volunteered to act as guards on the ships and as a reserve guard in the colony, Sappers and Miners 
of the Royal Engineers assisted in the building of the penal systems infrastructure. 
50 Government Gazette of Western Australia, Perth, 19 December 1848, and HCPP Statistical Abstract for 
Colonial and other Possessions of United Kingdom, 1854-68, 1870, p. 204. 
51 R. T. Appleyard, ‘Western Australia: Economic and Demographic Growth, 1850 - 1914’, p. 212-13. 
52Ibid.  
53 ‘Mr Dempster’s Party’, The West Australian Times, 28 April 1864, p. 2.  
54 SROWA, Western Australia Blue Book 1849, 31 December 1849; Statistics of Western Australia, 
Registrar General’s Office, Perth, 16 December 1854, Table No. 3. 
55 SROWA, Statistics of Western Australia, 16 December 1854, and Statistics of Western Australia 1854. 
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Figure 6.4: Comparative Distribution of Population in Western Australia 1849-1854                        
SLOWA, Western Australian Blue Book 31 December 1849, Government Statistics of Western 

Australia 1854 

land, many ticket of leave holders worked in the wool, whaling, and timber industries. 

Despite the abundance of natural resources in Western Australia early attempts to 

establish these industries had been unsuccessful due to the colony’s lack of labour, 

capital and poor transportation networks.56 With areas such as Champion Bay, Victoria, 

Northam, York, Bunbury, Murray and Beverly now more easily accessible the settlers 

began to invest in sheep as they anticipated the increased demand for goods and 

services by convicts would make previously marginal industries viable.57 Annual wool 

exports rose from £15,482 in 1850 to £49,261 just a decade later.58 While an increase of 

labourers in the timber industry led to the extraction and exportation of 4209 tons of 

sandalwood between the years 1850 and 1860, a 69 per cent increase on the previous 

                                                           
56 Jack McIlroy, Bathers Bay Whaling Station, Fremantle, Western Australia, Australian Historical 
Archaeology, Vol. 4, 1986, pp. 43-50; Pamela Statham, ‘The Sandalwood Industry in Australia: A History’. 
In: Hamilton, Lawrence; Conrad, C. Eugene, technical coordinators. Proceedings of the Symposium on 
Sandalwood in the Pacific; April 9-11, 1990; Honolulu, Hawaii. Gen. Tech. Rep. PSW-GTR-122. Berkeley, 
CA: Pacific Southwest Research Station, Forest Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture: p. 26-38. 
57 Western Australia, Minutes from the Legislative Council Meeting, July 1864. R. T. Appleyard, ‘Western 
Australia: Economic and demographic growth 1850-1914’, in (eds) C.T. Stannage, A New History of 
Western Australia, p. 214-15. 
58 SROWA, Blue Books, Government Gazettes 1850-1860. 
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decade.59 Whilst estimates of economic activity by Wray Vamplew indicate that the size 

of Western Australia’s economy in 1860 was four times its level only a decade earlier.60 

To enable this growth in industry during the first decade the convicts had cleared 

563 miles of road, drained a further 167 miles of road, erected 239 bridges, felled 4000 

trees in preparation for roads, laid 14 and a half miles of tramway, and built Fremantle 

Prison establishment, public buildings, pensioner villages, eight hiring depots and 

numerous road and work stations.61 Yet, despite these improvements, many settlers 

were left disappointed as they felt convict labour was primarily being utilised, especially 

during the first decade, to build facilities for the convict system rather than general 

infrastructure for the colony.62 In addition to the settlers’ resentment regarding the use 

of convict labour, concerns over the low number of probationers who were employed 

on public works were also widely reported in the local newspapers.63  

Analysis of the number of probationers labouring on public works in any year 

demonstrates the root of this concern as figures in each region rarely exceeded 100 

labourers. The only exception to this was in York, Guildford and Bunbury in the years 

1854 and 1856. This was primarily due to the initial terms of the Swan River settlement, 

which stipulated that all convicts had to have completed the penal phase of their 

sentence. This meant that prior to 1857 the majority of convicts received a ticket of 

leave on the day they arrived in the colony.64 The Penal Servitude Acts in 1853 and 1857, 

                                                           
59 Ibid. Despite this increase the effect of convict labour on the sandalwood industry was limited due to 
the fall in the Chinese price of sandalwood in 1848, see Pamela Statham, ‘The Sandalwood Industry in 
Australia: A History’. 
60 An Economic History of Western Australia Since Colonial Settlement, 175th Anniversary of Colonial 
Settlement 1829-2004, Department of Treasury and Finance, December 2004. Also see: Wray Vamplew 
(ed.), Australians Historical Statistics (Fairfax, Syme and Weldon Associates, Broadway NSW, 1987), 
p.130. 
61 HCPP, Correspondence on Convict Discipline and Transportation, 1863, (3224), Memorandum 
showing ‘approximately the amount of work performed by convict labour’ between the years 1850-1862 
by the Royal Engineer Office, Fremantle, James Manning, Clerk of Works, E. M. Grain, Captain of 
commanding Royal Engineers to the Comptroller General of Convicts, Lieut.-Col. Henderson, 20 January 
1863, pg. 50. 
62 The Inquirer and Commercial News, 27 May 1863, p. 2. Article draws attention to a proposed Bill for 
the better execution of public works. 
63 In ‘Domestic Saying and Doings’ Perth Gazette, 15 August 1851, p. 2, settlers in the York district 
displayed their discontent in consequence of the ticket of leave party having only been employed in 
clearing the allotment on which they were to be engaged. 
64 HCPP, Convict discipline and transportation, 1851, (1361 1418), Despatch from Earl Grey to Governor 
Fitzgerald, 6 February 1851, p. 252. 
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which gave judges the discretion to sentence anyone who might otherwise have been 

transported for less than fourteen years to penal servitude, reduced the number of 

convicts that were eligible to be transported after this period. This partially accounts for 

the reduction of convicts on public works between the years 1858-1862 as the number 

of men being transported to the colony significantly declined during this period (see 

figure 6.5). As figure 6.6 demonstrates a far higher number of convicts were employed 

as ticket of leave holders in private service, although this figure peaked in 1858 following 

the changes to the Penal Servitude Act. Ticket holders were also more widely dispersed 

throughout the colony, as they were free to seek employment in a district of their 

choosing. This is in contrast to the probationers who were required to stay in the vicinity 

of the depots and road camps. 

 

 

Figure 6.5: Distribution of probationers on public work, 1852-1862. Figures from HCPP, Convict 

Discipline and Transportation, Comptroller Generals Report, 1850-1869, (1153 1285), (1852 1517), (1601 

1677), (1916 1988), (2197), (2301), (2568), (2701), (2796), (2981), (3224), (3264), (3524), (3735), (4074), 

(4189) 
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Figure 6.6: Distribution of Ticket Holders in Private Service 1851-1861 (figures unavailable for 1855).          

For statistic details see figure above 

The lack of convicts available to labour on public works combined with the scattered 

nature of Western Australia’s settlements meant that improvements to the colony’s 

infrastructure remained slow until the latter part of the first decade. An official despatch 

from Grey to Governor Charles Fitzgerald in January 1850 demonstrates that the 

colonists were right to be concerned as the intended use for convict labour had been 

strictly outlined from the beginning:- 

The first demand of all upon the labour of the convicts must be to construct or 
improve the places of detention required for themselves, and for the other 
convicts by whom they are to be followed.65 

Grey went on to state that once ‘this object is provided for, the public works to be 

engaged in’ should, ‘as far as possible be of such a nature as will not disperse’ or remove 

the men any great distance from the headquarters.66 An examination of the comptroller 

                                                           
65 HCPP, Convict discipline and transportation, 1850, (1153, 1285), Despatch from Earl Grey to Governor 
Fitzgerald, 5 January 1850, pg. 110. 
66 Ibid. 
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generals’ half yearly reports demonstrates that these conditions were strictly adhered 

to as a significant proportion of the convicts labour was used in the building of the 

system until late in the first decade.67 Examples of the type of work being carried out by 

the convicts during this period included general carpentry, masonry, sawing and 

quarrying to ‘complete a permanent establishment in Fremantle’, as well as building 

barracks, and depots on the peripheries of the colony.68 Ongoing roles such as repairing, 

cutting firewood and assisting officers also took up a considerable amount of the 

probationers’ time. And, whilst convict labour was recorded to have been used on public 

works, such as building, and retaining the Perth Road, North Fremantle Road and the 

Jetty in North Bay (near the mouth of the Swan River) these were identified by the 

comptroller general, and therefore possibly selected, because of the benefit they were 

expected to have on ‘the system’.69 

This combined with the convicts’ lack of skills, due to their predominantly urban 

origins, meant that the settlers largely viewed the implementation of the convict system 

as a failure.70 An article printed in 1864 in the West Australian Times highlights their 

frustration: - 

Let them pave the roads…, but, why should they be employed, like the 
bonded Israelites of old, in making bricks for Imperial barracks, which in 
a few years time, when transportation is at an end, will be of no more 
use to the Colony than the Pyramids are to Egypt?71 

Changes to the Penal Servitude Act during this decade further increased the colonists’ 

anxieties as the declining number of convicts entering Western Australia led to the 

                                                           
67 HCPP, Convict discipline and transportation, 1852-3, (1601 1677), half yearly report from the 
Comptroller General for period ending December 1851, p. 167. HCPP, Convict discipline and 
transportation, 1854-55, (1916 1988), Comptroller Generals half yearly report for period ending 
December 1853, p. 158. HCPP, Convict discipline and transportation, 1857-58, (2301), Comptroller 
Generals half yearly report for period ending December 1856, p. 18. HCPP, Convict discipline and 
transportation, 1861, (2796), Enclosure 1 in No. 5, Comptroller General’s Office, 21 August 1860, p. 10-
11. 
68 Ibid. 
69 HCPP, Convict discipline and transportation, 1854-55, (1916 1988), Comptroller Generals half yearly 
report for period ending December 1853, p. 158. 
70 The Inquirer & Commercial News, Wednesday 20 July 1864, p. 2. Article highlights the Imperial 
government’s breach of contract in not sending out ploughmen. For a discussion on the colonists 
disappointment during the first decade and the reasons for this see: HCPP, Convict discipline and 
transportation, 1861, (2796), Enclosure 1 in No. 5, Comptroller General’s Office, 21 August 1860, p. 10-
11. 
71 The Inquirer & Commercial News, Wednesday 20 July 1864, p. 2. 
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closure of several of the depots. Therefore, despite attempts to spread labour 

throughout Western Australia, much of the convict’s efforts, during this decade, were 

spent in building and maintaining the system’s extensive infrastructure. 

Depots as spaces of Isolation 

Despite these concerns, the colonists’ need for labourers ensured that the convicts were 

initially welcomed into the colony by many of the settlers during the system’s first 

decade.72 For a small number of those transported, this welcome extended to the 

formation of relationships with the free settlers. Whilst it is difficult to gauge how many 

of the convicts went on to marry, as those with conditional pardons or certificates of 

freedom did not need to request permission to wed, records for the marriages of ticket 

of leave men are more readily available. On average only twenty ticket holders 

requested permission to marry each year, between the years 1852 and 1860. Although 

one quarter of the convicts were married on their arrival in the colony, only ten ticket 

holders per year between the years 1850 and 1860, made applications for their wives 

and families to join them in Western Australia. The sentence of transportation signified 

the physical removal of convicts from their social networks at home to achieve 

governmental aims in colonies overseas.73 This permanent severance of their 

connections to friends, family and home has been called ‘a social death’.74 The letters 

and life of convict Edward Langridge reveal the psychological and personal side of this 

punishment for convicts transported to Western Australia. 

  Born in Sussex in 1825, convict 1006, Edward Langridge was sentenced to ten 

years’ transportation at the Maidstone Assizes, Kent, on the 18 March 1850 for burglary 

with assault. He left Portland, England on 2 November 1851 aboard the Marion.75 The 
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6.7: An example of one of the letters that Edward Langridge wrote to his wife and daughter in 

Kent, State Library of Western Australia MN 815, ACC 305A 

voyage took 89 days and the Marion arrived in Fremantle on 30 January 1852 with thirty 

passengers and 279 convicts.76 Like many of the convicts, Edward’s initial impulse after 

landing in Western Australia was to write to his wife, Susan Langridge, and their 

daughter. Unfortunately for Edward, prisoners tried at assizes or under summary 

conviction were only permitted to write and receive letters once every three months.77 

Furthermore, prison officers were authorised to destroy any letters which contained 

‘public news, bad advice, and improper language’.78 Despite these limitations Edward 

was able to send his first letter back to his family in 1852 expressing his hope that they 

would soon be able to join him.79 

Families of prisoners who had attained their ticket of leave were encouraged to 

apply to the government for half of the cost of their passage during this early period of 

                                                           
76 Charles Bateson, The Convict Ships, 1787-1868 (Brown, Son & Ferguson Ltd, Glasgow, 1969) p. 374.                                                                                                                                                                            
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the convict system.80 However, only 7.5 per cent of married couples were reunited in 

the colony, as wives were often unwilling to migrate.81 Whilst some feared the long 

journey, others were simply unwilling to follow or share the convict stigma. 82 Although 

we can only speculate as to the reasons why Susan chose to ignore her husband’s 

requests, Edward’s letters provide insight into the struggles that faced many of the 

convicted men transported to Western Australia. 

I have wrote three letters an have never had an answer... I thought 
that you would be the last person to turn your back on me… I wish you 
bouth [sic] was with me an then i should be happy but now I have no 
won [sic]...83 

Susan never replied to any of her husband’s letters. Edward’s final message to his family 

is a poignant reminder of the ongoing pain of familial separation that convicts endured. 

Dear wife i hope that you will be sure an take care of poor little old 
Fanney i should like to see it so dear wife that you will answer this 
letter ore you may not expect to hear from me anymore if you do not 
so i must conclude with my love to you and all your affectionate and 
inesent [sic] convicted husband.84 

Edward ultimately started a new life in the colony, marrying Ann Ralph, an Irish 

immigrant from Tipperary.85 To appease those settlers who had disagreed with the 

introduction of convicts into the colony, the British government agreed to provide 

assistance in sending an equal number of free migrants to the colony.86 However, after 

1855 the labour market’s inability to absorb migrants led to a lag in emigration and a 

slowly increasing gender imbalance.87 This meant that despite their youth only 12.5 per 
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cent of expirees (a term given by free settlers to a convict whose term had expired) went 

on to marry.88  

In addition to the gender imbalance making it hard for convicts to marry, social 

stigma was an additional barrier to male ex-convicts seeking to get married, as colonial 

society was clearly divided between bond and free. As a result, only immigrant girls and 

those from the lower classes were willing to marry expirees. The spatial characteristic 

of the hiring depots meant the system relied heavily on the convicts to adhere to a strict 

set of regulations designed to ensure control over the men’s mobility and labour.89 

These included always carrying their ticket of leave, being indoors after 10.00pm, and 

refraining from drinking alcohol.90 Ticket holders were also required to report to the 

resident magistrate twice a year, reflecting the determination of the convict system to 

control their location. The threat that any breach of the rules would result in a return to 

Fremantle prison, and the loss of their ticket remained the key incentive in ensuring their 

adherence to the regulations.91  

Yet, although the depots provided the ticket of leave men with the opportunity 

to become part of the communities in which they worked, for many the process of 

integration remained elusive. This was, in part, due to the dual functionality of the 

depots in attempting to control and integrate the ticket holders. Rather than helping to 

integrate the convicts, the guidelines isolated the men physically in space, by virtue of 

their status as convicted felons. The high number of ticket of leave holders who went on 
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to commit minor crimes (see figures 6.8 and 6.9) demonstrates this.92 However, many 

of these offences appear to be due to the stringency with which breaches of regulations 

were enforced regarding drunkenness.93 The system of awarding gratuities to the 

convicts on their release from public works was an added factor in the high rate of re-

convictions as the money they earned, according to official reports, was frequently used 

to purchase alcohol.94 Consequently, whilst some, such as Edward Langridge, managed 

to find solace and acceptance through marriage, for many expirees life in the colony 

remained a solitary existence as they continued to be excluded from respectable society.  

 

 

Figure 6.8: Convictions in the Colony of Free and Ticket of Leave Holders 1852-1865 
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In an attempt to portray these figures in a positive light the Comptroller General 

interestingly chose to submit the number of offences committed by ticket of leave 

holders alongside those of free men in Western Australia (see figure 6.8). As a result of 

this inclusion the number of offences being committed by ticket holders appears, on 

average, to be slightly lower than those being committed by free men. However, when 

the total population of ticket holders and free men are provided it becomes clear that a 

far higher proportion of ticket holders were being convicted of crimes than those who 

were free (see figure 6.9).  

 

Figure 6.9: Total number of male settlers and ticket of leave men in comparison to the 

total number of convicted male settlers and ticket of leave men in Western Australia. 

Australian Bureau of Statistics, cat. No. 3105.0.65.001 

To further regulate the ticket of leave holders and ensure they remained in their 

designated districts additional forms of control were also sought by the colonial 

government following requests by colonists for increased military protection.95 Grey, 

who was equally concerned about the dangers that the convicts posed to the colonists 

in Western Australia, agreed to Governor Charles Fitzgerald’s request, and sent a 
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company of 100 Sappers and Miners to the colony in 1851.96 Thus, the depots performed 

another function as sappers and miners, along with pensioner guards, were strategically 

placed in small villages close to the convict depots to ensure they were on hand if 

needed.97 Whilst these forces of coercion were created to provide protection for the 

settlers from the colony’s increasing convict population, they were also frequently 

utilised in the control of the Indigenous inhabitants.   

The Aboriginal peoples had remained a source of concern for many colonists in 

Western Australia as early attempts to control and use the Indigenous population as a 

labour force had proven unsuccessful (see Chapter Two). Although incidents involving 

Aboriginal peoples were rarely experienced within the more established areas of the 

colony by 1850, settlers living on the outskirts remained fearful of their presence.98 The 

establishment of hiring depots on the peripheries of the colony increased the 

occupation of Aboriginal land by European pastoralists.99 The establishment of pastoral 

stations, often at Aboriginal watering places ultimately led to the Indigenous 

population’s removal from these important centres.100 The draining of the colony’s 

swamps further isolated the Indigenous population.  

The Noongar people frequently used the large flat spaces of the swamps as 

places to meet, hunt, and find shelter.101 In 1850, the Perth Gazette reported that one 

of these gatherings on the edge of the town was attended by ‘upwards of 300 natives’ 

who came from miles around Perth.102 Initially disliked by the colonists as the cause of 

diseases, such as malaria, the incorporation of the swamps into Perth’s settled territory 

highlights the colonists’ desire to control the landscape and expand the borders of their 
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settlement.103 One of the means used to reinforce these constructed boundaries was 

the formation of a ‘native police force’ to assist the European officers. The Secretary of 

State for War and the Colonies, Earl Grey, sanctioned measures in 1851 that he hoped 

would provide protection for ‘the borders of the unsettled districts of the colony’.104 In 

an effort to demonstrate the benefits of such a scheme Grey forwarded a document on 

the use of ‘native police’ in New South Wales to Governor Fitzgerald.105 The ability of 

Indigenous police officers to assist in the conflicts ‘between the white settlers and the 

aboriginal tribes’ was highlighted as one of the more beneficial aspects of the scheme.106  

Due to the inefficient state of the police force, and their inability to maintain 

order particularly in Perth where high numbers of ticket holders were becoming 

increasingly problematic, seven mounted Indigenous policemen were appointed at a 

total cost of £44 per annum.107 The European police officers employed to work alongside 

them were hired at a rate of £52 per annum each.108 Consequently, the introduction of 

an Indigenous police force to Western Australia was a plan by the imperial government 

to supply the colony with an inexpensive police force to aid in the control of the convict 

and Indigenous populations. This shows how the local criminal justice systems that 

preceded the arrival of European convicts in 1850, became entangled with the convict 

system in order to manage Indigenous populations to ensure the continued 

development of the pastoral frontier, and the colonists who manned it.109 By 

establishing hiring depots at the far reaches of the colony the colonial government was 

not only ensuring access to a continual supply of labourers in the districts, it was also 
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making known and securing the occupation of Indigenous land and people into colonial 

governance. 

Unwell or Unwanted?  

A further related social issue was the rise in vagrancy as ticket of leave holders and 

those with conditional pardons struggled to find work during the 1860s. This situation 

was mainly due to the British government’s agreement to encourage free emigration to 

the colony to reduce the gender imbalance that resulted from the transportation of only 

male convicts.110 In a colony that had long held negative views of those who were 

deemed burdens, this lack of employment was an added disappointment to the convicts 

who had dreamed of achieving a better life.111 Once more the resources of the convict 

system were relied upon as many ticket of leave holders were forced to seek shelter and 

food at the hiring depots.112 These men were then employed by the convict system and 

paid piecework, which enabled them to earn about one shilling and four pence a day, as 

well as being well fed and lodged at the depots. Although the men were not allowed to 

receive more than two shillings a week of their earnings, the rest being paid to them on 

entering private service, this rate of pay was much higher than that of those in private 

service. This measure further alienated the men from the local communities in which 

they resided as the free settlers, who were already angered by the depression of wage 

rates, blamed the convicts for the disparity in their conditions. However, whilst those 

with a ticket of leave remained the responsibility of the convict system, men with 

conditional pardons became the problem of the colonial authorities as the Surgeon 

Superintendent, George Attfield, noted they were forced to seek aid under the pretence 

of being sick.113 

This directive had long-lasting consequences for convicts suffering from poor 

health as the colonial government quickly recognised the financial burden that these 
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men posed and refused to grant them their conditional pardons.114 In response to this 

dilemma the Colonial Secretary, Frederick Barlee, established a regulation in 1857 to 

ensure that conditional pardons could not be issued without a medical certificate to 

prove the ‘prisoner was in a state of sound bodily health’.115 Concern regarding this 

matter was suppressed by the British government in September 1863 when they 

prohibited the colonial government from issuing conditional pardons to ensure convicts 

remained in the colony until the expiration of their sentences.116 This was to stop those 

with conditional pardons from leaving the colony and finding work elsewhere.  

Due to the recommendations on convict selection, popular tradition suggests 

Western Australia received less serious offenders than the colonies in the east. A 

detailed study by Sandra Taylor, demonstrating the overall suitability of those being 

transported to Swan River during the early years of the system, supports this theory.117 

She claims the majority of the men had been sentenced for lesser crimes, and had 

agricultural backgrounds. However, the passing of the Penal Servitude Act in 1853 

dramatically altered the number of convicts who could legally be transported, as it 

discontinued transportation for those with sentences shorter than fourteen years.118 

This reduction in the number of potential transportees had a significant impact on the 

overall composition of the convicts being sent as age, severity of offence, and previous 

convictions increased amongst those who were sent. The change in occupation is also 

significant as the number involved in agricultural occupations fell by almost half. It also 

became clear that a significant number of the convicts being sent to the colony were 

susceptible to periods of mental instability. A despatch from the Governor, dated just 
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five years after the arrival of the first convicts highlighted the pressing nature of the 

problem as he declared the need for a lunatic asylum to be built within Swan River.119  

A contemporary theory suggested high numbers of convicts were experiencing 

mental illness due to the conditions they were forced to endure once convicted.120 As 

Katherine Foxhall argues, of all the hidden diseases of convicts that naval surgeons 

frequently complained about this institutionalised unfitness seemed to be ‘inherent in 

the very fabric of prisons’.121 Imprisonment in a British gaol or hulk was a difficult and 

often harrowing experience as many became ill, particularly after the opening of 

Pentonville.122 In the continuing search for a solution to Britain’s convict problem the 

government opened Pentonville prison in 1842, as a holding pen for convicts sentenced 

to transportation.123 Prior to their transportation convicts were required to undergo a 

regime of confinement in separate cells designed to instil religion and moral reform.124 

However, those who had experience with the system soon began to notice the physical 

and mental effects that solitary confinement had on the prisoners. A convict named John 

Mortlock, initially convicted of wounding with intent, described his experience on board 

the Leviathan at Portsmouth in 1842, as being similar to that of a ‘galley slave’.125 This 

was a hulk which held over six hundred men, all of which he notes were as ‘tame as 

rabbits’ after enduring a brutal regime of starvation and discipline.126 There is little 

doubt that the convicts who received such treatment would have undergone a 

significant amount of mental strain, a condition that would have been further 

aggravated by subsequent readmissions. In 1862 this concern was highlighted by the 

Colonial Secretary of Western Australia, Frederick Barlee in a memorandum to Governor 
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John Hampton, who had previously worked as a surgeon on board convict vessels before 

becoming comptroller of convicts in Van Diemen’s Land in 1845. Barlee wrote: - 

Many of the convicts are men whose dissipated habits in early life, 
combined with the effects of solitary confinement in English prisons, have 
rendered them almost helpless beings. It is a mistake to… saddle Colonial 
funds with the maintenance of men who have been of no service in the 
colony, and who may for years swell its pauper list.127 

Whilst awaiting transportation, prisoners could be held in separate confinement for a 

period of nine months from the date of their reception in a government prison.128 Every 

convict had to then endure a state of almost complete isolation for six months before 

they were awarded a visit from friends or family.129 On their removal from separate 

confinement to public works the convicts would be placed in classes based on their 

behaviour. During this period convicts were permitted to write and receive letters, and 

have visits, every other month. If unfavourable reports were acknowledged during these 

stages the convicts faced their privileges being revoked, and the possibility of being 

returned to the first stage.130 The basic logic behind this system was to provide the men 

with the opportunity to reflect and repent on their misdeeds.131 Whilst the removal of 

destructive influences was to be effected at all times, supporters of the system were 

adamant that separation should not be allowed to turn into solitary confinement.132 To 

avoid solitary conditions, frequent medical attendance and religious instruction were to 

be used in an attempt to stimulate and improve the convicts. The effect this system had 

on the men’s mental health is difficult to ascertain from the limited knowledge of those 

who attended the convicts and the records available. Nevertheless, advocates were 

aware that extended periods of solitude sometimes resulted in suicide and the threat of 
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insanity amongst inmates.133 Indeed, all too often the system inevitably slipped into one 

of solitary confinement as communication with the prisoners was described as irregular 

at best.134  

Despite these debates on the benefits of confinement for criminals with mental 

instability, the report did recognise the public’s concern over their release into 

society.135 Western Australia’s place in the chronology of penal reform means that it 

bore the brunt of mental health problems caused by new regimes of silence and 

solitude. Whilst the Select Committee were reluctant to admit to these misgivings, the 

increase in cases of lunacy among convicts in Western Australia was starting to create 

genuine alarm amongst the population.136 Having received only a few cases of mentally 

ill patients prior to the introduction of convicts, interest over their control during the 

early colonial period had been relatively minor. This was predominantly due to the 

limited financial and human resources excluding any possibility of building an asylum. 

The lack of civil institutions during this period also posed a problem in regard to their 

treatment, especially as the hospital remained little more than a tent for the first two 

years.  

One of the first buildings, to be constructed in the colony was the Round House 

prison in January 1831. The prison was built to accommodate both male and female 

prisoners in a radial design around a central courtyard, and had been used to house 

Indigenous prisoners. Although its history in the containment of mental illness is only 

briefly alluded to, individuals described as insane were recorded as inmates of the prison 

from its inception.137 Although the number of convicts recorded as insane remained 

relatively low during the first decade, the authorities’ inability ‘to dispose of them’ had 

                                                           
133 HCPP, Select Committee on Operation of Act to substitute other Punishment In lieu of 
Transportation. First Report, Minutes of Evidence, Appendix, 1856, (244), Horatio, Waddington Esq, 
Examined, Minutes of Evidence 17 April 1856 in the First Report from the Select Committee on 
Transportation, London, 6 June 1856, p. 18. 
134 Ibid. 
135 Ibid. 
136 The Inquirer, Report on the increase of insanity among the inmates of the convict establishment, 23 
September 1857, p. 2. 
137R. N, Hudson, G. A. Farrell, ‘The Round House Gaol, Western Australia’s First Lunatic Asylum’ in The 

Australian and New Zealand Journal of Mental Health Nurses, 1998 Dec;7(4), pp. 152-62. 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10095465


188 
 

  

become a pressing concern for the colonists.138 Frequent articles appeared in the local 

newspapers as the colonists’ doubts increased over temporary arrangements to situate 

an asylum within the town centre.139 Although the colonists recognised the need to 

remove the mentally ill to a secure location, many were keen for this to be ‘in some 

cheerful part of the country’.140 It was the colony’s financial situation, which once more 

dictated the terms of their removal in November 1857, to a cramped, ill-ventilated 

warehouse in Fremantle that had been leased from the old harbour master, Captain 

Scott in 1850.141 The asylum was under the control of the Comptroller General of the 

Convict Establishment, and accommodated convict patients with both physical and 

mental illnesses.  

It was almost five years after the establishment of a sanctuary in Fremantle 

before building for a permanent lunatic asylum commenced in 1862, and a further two 

years before its completion. In July 1864, the ‘lunatics’ were removed from their 

temporary housing to the Fremantle Lunatic Asylum, which now provided spacious, 

ventilated rooms with a pleasant outlook over land and sea.142 Whilst Dr Attfield, the 

Surgeon Superintendent of the asylum, expressed enthusiasm in his belief that the new 

building would provide a stimulating environment. He also noted his concern regarding 

the increase in numbers of convicts being committed for supervision as he felt this 

would hinder his attempts to care for those with genuine health problems. This problem 

was further exacerbated by the asylum’s connection to the convict establishment as it 

often relied on similar methods, such as the practice of employing gaol warders who 

believed their role was to simply subdue and restrain. One of the most frustrating 

aspects for the staff was the range of reasons being utilised in the committal of convicts. 
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For several years the Surgeon Superintendent had been struggling to classify the 

behaviour of some of the criminal patients within his care. In 1859, he had written a 

letter to the comptroller general, in which he raised doubts over some of the men. 

Attfield recognised that a significant number of the convicts knew they were 

‘irresponsible for their acts’ whilst in the asylum, therefore the temptation to ‘swear, 

bluster and do mischief’ without punishment was ‘quite enticing’.143 He went on to 

condemn this type of patient stating that ‘their insanity is equally as doubtful as their 

sanity’ and would hinder the cure of those who were insane.144 

Furthermore, fears that the colonial government would be burdened with the 

cost of these men meant that the issue of conditional pardons had quickly become 

dependent upon the health of the ticket of leave men.145 Whilst Governor Hampton was 

quick to recognise the ‘untenable’ nature of this rule, which his predecessor Charles 

Fitzgerald had introduced Hampton was quick to highlight his own concerns in a 

despatch to Newcastle.146 Namely, that the arrangement would ensure ‘troublesome 

men’ would be forced to comply with the convict establishment. Whilst Newcastle 

forbade the practice from continuing in an attempt to provide the colonial authorities 

an agreement was made to ensure that any man ‘free either by pardon or lapse of time’ 

becomes chargeable to the government on account of bad health, the cost of his 

maintenance would be defrayed from Imperial funds, providing they were incapacitated 

by mental or bodily infirmity from earning his own living as a convict.147 

Another subject, which was alluded to in many of Dr Attfield’s reports, was the 

treatment of patients who were deemed ‘morally insane’, a problem that medical 

officers from other parts of the empire also faced.148 The difficulty arose in trying to 

establish if the patients were actually insane in the usual acceptance of the word, or 

merely as Judge Baron Bramwell noted displaying signs of ‘insane morality’, which he 

                                                           
143 HCPP, Convict Discipline and Transportation, 1860, (2701), George Attfield, Surgeon Superintendent’s 
Annual Report to the Comptroller General, January 1859, p. 56. 
144 Ibid. 
145 HCPP, Correspondence on Convict Transportation, 1863, (3224), Despatch from Governor Hampton 
to Duke of Newcastle, Perth, 16 April 1863, p. 52. 
146 Ibid. 
147 Ibid, p. 53. 
148 HCPP, Sixth Annual Report of the directors of convict prisons in Ireland, 1860, (2655), Mountjoy 
Female Convict Prison, Medical Officers Report, 1859, p. 68. 
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felt was nothing more than a propensity to commit crime.149 To those in authority, moral 

insanity was the determination to resist being subjected to any laws, whilst at the same 

time knowing the difference of right from wrong.150 This made it difficult for those in 

charge to determine whether to punish the individuals, or consign them to a lunatic 

asylum.151 Furthermore, those with mental health problems often became trapped in a 

cycle of re-offending, a situation which was made worse by the declining need for 

convict labour within the colony. The increase in free migrants entering Swan River 

during the 1860s had led to a steady rise of labourers, which inevitably resulted in the 

decline of convict employment as the system neared its end. Free settlers were no 

longer beholden to convicts and actively sought socially acceptable alternatives.   

For the convicts who were unable to find regular work the temptation to drink 

often led to their confinement in either the prison or the lunatic asylum for being a 

public nuisance. Although not recognised in England as a legitimate reason to commit 

individuals to an asylum, alcoholism, or dipsomania as it was known, was another 

problem that Attfield was required to deal with.152 A similar social issue that led to the 

misuse of the asylum was the rise in vagrants, as the colonists continued to try to 

disassociate themselves from their convict past.153 Several men now found themselves 

in the position of having to beg in order to survive. Once more, the resources of the 

lunatic asylum were misappropriated as the colonial authorities created an environment 

in which these convicts, turned vagrants were forced to rely on the infrastructure that 

the convict system provided.154 

                                                           
149 HCPP, Report of the Capital Punishment Commission, together with the minutes of evidence, 1866, 
(3590), Letter of Barron Bramwell to the Commissioners, 15 November 1864, p. 673. 
150 HCPP, Convict Discipline and Transportation, 1867 (3851), George Attfield, Surgeon Superintendent’s 
Annual Report to the Acting Comptroller General, 31 December 1866, p. 17. 
151 Ibid. 
152 For an example of the contemporary belief that the lunatic asylum was the best place for alcoholics 
see: No title, The Herald, Saturday 22 August 1868, p. 2 
153 HCPP, Convict Discipline, Annual Reports on the convict establishment at Western Australia and 
Tasmania, (3735), 1866, Report to Comptroller General from Surgeon Superintendent, G. L. Attfield, 1 
January 1866, p. 22. Attfield discusses the problem of vagrants who are fed and clothed by the 
government under the pretence of being sick. 
154 Convictism, The Herald, Saturday 4 December 1869, p. 3. The article calls for better attempts to 
absorb convicts into the general community, noting that without hope of employment they will have no 
choice than to fill the colony’s workhouses and asylums. 
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Those who had genuine mental difficulties shared an equally undesirable fate. 

Even if they managed to gain their release the stigma of having been an inmate of 

Fremantle Convict Establishment and the Lunatic Asylum inevitably led to further 

offences. The connection between the two institutions strengthened the belief that 

those afflicted with mental illness should be treated as criminals, reinforcing isolationist 

ideas concerning their care.155 In addition, despite Dr Attfield’s best efforts to replace 

confinement with rehabilitation the lack of space and knowledge on mental health 

meant seclusion and restraint would remain an unavoidable aspect of the patient’s 

treatment for many years to come. 

Conclusion 

After twenty years of labour experiments the colonial authorities and landed elites of 

Western Australia finally thought the solution to the colony’s labour problems had been 

solved. Unlike the other indentured, Indigenous and child labour schemes convicts could 

be utilised to build public infrastructure at no cost to the colonial government because, 

all efforts to control the convicts would be paid by the Imperial government. Yet, despite 

the system’s ability to meet the colony’s basic labour needs the colonists began to 

resent, and therefore reject the use of convict labourers as they failed to meet their 

exacting requirements for skilled and semi-skilled labourers from agricultural 

backgrounds. This combined with an increased flow of free migrants ensured that many 

convicts were increasingly excluded from the communities in which they lived. By 

rejecting the convict population during the colony’s last phase as a penal settlement, 

the colonists had inadvertently created a negative cycle of confinement. Rather than 

accepting ticket of leave men and pardoned convicts as valuable members of society 

they unwittingly created a much larger burden in the process, as the convicts they 

wished to ignore became fully dependent on a system most would never escape.  

 

                                                           
155 For an example of contemporary beliefs regarding the connection between crime and insanity see: 
Photography and Crime, The Herald, Saturday 2 March 1867, p. 4. The article draws attention to a series 
of portraits taken by Dr Hugh Diamond, of ‘insane persons’ highlighting the comparisons between 
pictures of those with diseased morals and diseased minds, between crime and insanity. 
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 Conclusion 

From its establishment in 1829, the development and growth of the Swan River Colony 

was driven by attempts to exploit the coerced labour of indentured European, Indian, 

Chinese and Indigenous peoples. Like the need for land, labour was also fundamental to 

the success of a settler society which led the colonists of Western Australia to adopt a 

diverse mix of labourers in their attempt to establish productive agricultural and 

pastoral homesteads. Through the colonial government’s concerted attempts to ensure 

a supply of efficient and effective labour, this thesis has shown how early settlers of the 

Swan River Colony utilised much wider imperial and global networks to find alternative 

labour sources. It is therefore clear that, despite the colony’s physical isolation from the 

metropole and other Australian colonies, the Swan River Colony was connected to global 

networks of people and ideas. 

In addition to bringing their own knowledge and understanding of labour 

systems to the colony, the early Swan River colonists were connected to global and 

imperial networks of ideas through the circulation of letters, newspapers and 

government materials. This information had a significant impact on the types of workers 

being introduced. In seeking to avoid remaking what they saw as past mistakes, the 

Swan River colonists introduced labourers who were believed to be subservient. As a 

result, racial portrayals were often used by the landed elite in an attempt to control the 

varied forms of labour being introduced following their inability to manage the 

European indentured servants during the first few years of the settlement. Yet, as well 

as being fundamental to the economic success of the colony, labour was also used to 

augment the status of the colonists as the landed elite attempted to secure their 

dominance through the exploitation of labourers. The elite brought with them an 

ideology inherited from British society where wealth and control were held in the hands 

of a few. This view, combined with contemporary ideas surrounding colonial labour and 

race, enabled them to justify the passing of legislation to manipulate and control their 

labour force. The use of coerced labourers was therefore a further measure put in place 

by the colonists to ensure their superiority and dominance. This system of labour was 



193 
 

  

also intended to ensure that the colonists’ visions of vast land holdings were realised at 

a time when the economic viability of the colony was uncertain.  

This pragmatic approach can be seen in the colonists’ treatment of the Aboriginal 

population as policies were introduced to control and coerce the Indigenous population 

into labouring for the colonial elite under the guise of humanitarian ideas. Ideas about 

the uncivilised ways of non-Europeans were deeply imbedded within the English 

consciousness and had been used for centuries to justify the treatment and control of 

Indians, Native Americans and enslaved Africans. In this new frontier, violence often 

marred the colonists’ interactions with the Indigenous population of Western Australia, 

as the colonial elite’s desire for land placed them in direct competition with the land’s 

original owners. Following the colonial authority’s difficulties in attempting to ‘civilise’ 

and control the Indigenous adult population, a scheme to assimilate the younger 

generation in institutions and mission schools was introduced during the early 1840s. 

The colony also began a system of criminalising those found guilty of resistance and 

inter-aboriginal crimes. This blurring of categories placed on Indigenous workers, from 

labourer to convict, further complicates our understanding of their treatment. 

Despite the experiment’s failure, this approach was repeatedly utilised by 

authorities in both the metropole and the colony as schemes to introduce Parkhurst 

juveniles, the destitute and convicts, under the belief that they were offering them a 

better life, and the opportunity to reform continued. The children’s lack of prospects in 

Britain ensured they were a highly prized commodity as the colonial elite recognised the 

opportunity to employ them for less than the standard wage of free labourers in the 

colony. The Swan River Colony’s system of coerced labour was therefore based on 

generational as well as racial exploitation which linked the colony’s economic 

development to the supply of coerced labour through imperial and global networks. 

  This project further contributes to our understanding of the development of 

Western Australia by demonstrating the role and impact of the colonial landed elite. 

Whilst the colonial and imperial governments were instrumental in orchestrating a 

European indentured labourer system, via the conditions of the colony’s settlement, the 

economic deterioration which followed saw a shift from public to private labour 
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schemes. From 1831 onwards, the colonial elite were instrumental in shaping coerced 

labour schemes as government measures failed to ensure a regular flow of amenable 

labourers to the colony. Highly regulated public schemes to encourage alternative 

labour sources were, from this point, intertwined with private enterprises that sought 

to exploit the poor economic conditions of labourers in China and India. Demonstrating 

the pragmatic nature of these arrangements, the colonial elites selected labourers that 

were deemed docile, willing, and industrious. Furthermore, Chinese and Indian 

labourers were identified by the colonists for their willingness to migrate for short 

periods without their families before returning home, ensuring these groups posed no 

threat to European dominance in the colony. Despite the joint effort to privately and 

publicly manage these schemes, efforts to introduce more regulated forms of labour 

during the 1840s demonstrate the level of resistance that workers presented as they 

attempted to reject the terms being placed upon their labour. 

By addressing each of the labour schemes that were trialled within the colony, 

this thesis has demonstrated that these workers were not passive players within the 

British Empire. Each system developed the labourers’ own means of resistance as they 

sought to alter the terms of their employment. For whilst indenture is often cited as a 

‘new form of slavery’, as this thesis has demonstrated, the system was far more complex 

as the labourers introduced from Europe, China and India were able to assert a level of 

control to ensure their needs were met. Similarly, whilst the majority of Indigenous 

peoples were poorly rewarded for their labour, their relationship with the settlers was 

also more complex than first recognised. In certain areas, owing mainly to the scarcity 

of European labourers, a natural dependence based on the differing needs of each group 

emerged.  

Researching systems of coerced labour has highlighted the relative visibility of 

these groups in the archives and how this intersects with the history that has been 

written. In foregrounding these schemes which, although often aborted or unsuccessful, 

were crucial in providing the context and climate in which a system of convict labour 

could be introduced. This is especially important as the landed elite’s decision to 

introduce convicts was largely driven by the acts of resistance that these earlier forms 

of labour generated. Although the importance of reforming and educating convicts in 
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the metropole increased in popularity during the nineteenth century, convict labour 

continued to be seen as a viable solution in the effort to populate and maximise the 

economic productivity of British colonies. With no more options available to them, and 

unwilling to risk the economic success of the colony any further, the landed elite were 

themselves forced to accept the colony’s change in status from Australia’s first free 

settlement to the continent’s last penal colony. 
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