My granddaughter trying on an unfinished convict bonnet

The town they left behind: Convict women from the Fair City
of Perth, Scotland.
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| have to admitto being a novice whenit comes to researchingconvict history. Infactwe,
as a family, are relative newcomers to Tasmania. There will be many of you here today with
fargreaterexpertise and| hopeto learn fromyou. Herethelegacyof convict settlementis
allaroundus, butifl hadremained inScotland | would never have giventhese women a
second thought. Transportation wassomething that occurred elsewhere, in Englandand
certainlylreland.

| came to mycurrentresearch project byaccident. | had heardthat Christina Henri was
organisinganeventdown atthe wharfatwhich people would be askedto wear servant’s
bonnets to commemorate the women convicts. | hadmade acouple ofbonnetsinthe past,
so |l thought| would make twoorthree more and perhaps cajole mydaughterand
granddaughterto come along.

When | reachedthe pointofembroideringnameson the newbonnets | wasstuck. | hadno
specific convicts to commemorate.

Itoccurred to me, then, thatif I searchedthe lists, | might find one ortwo women from my
home town of Perth,inScotland anduse theirnames. So Istarted mysearch and | ended up
with 191 names ofwomenwho had beensentenced to transportation from Perth. 21 of



thesehadbeenbornorhadlivedinPerth itself. To saythat!| was surprised and shocked
wouldbeanunderstatement!!

| was born and raisedthere myself. | lived there forthe first fifteen years of mylife and
returnedthere whenl was marriedfora furthersixyears. | thought | knew the history of
the town from myschooldays. We were taughtto be proud of our heritage. Yet| had never
heard anything about women beingsent’beyondthe seas from the High Court sittings
there. This wasprobablynot considered a topic for polite societyand it seems to me that
theirnamesandtheirhistoryhave beenexpungedfromthe city’s collective memory.

Perth
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A number of you here today will have visited or lived in Scotland and may know Perth well.
Foranywho are unfamiliar with the city, this map shows that the modern grid differs very
little from the medieval town with the two mainthoroughfaresof the South Street and High
Street predominant. The River Tayflows to the eastandthe bridges form a link to the
suburbs of Bridgend, Barnhilland Kinnoull. Perth wasandisa prosperous markettown.

Perth in the 19" century

The midnineteenth centurysaw QueenVictoriaonthethroneandherinterestinScotland
sparked arevivalinwhat were regarded as traditions and the creation of newschemes to
idealise these. Sir Walter Scott was admired for his novels. Landseer painted glens
populated bystags. This was theromanticimage.



There was an uglier truth. Industrialisation was transforming centres such as Glasgow and

Dundeeinto over-crowded slumcities, with expanding populations crammed into
insanitary, disease-ridden tenements.

The Fair City of Perth has an ancient history, perhaps dating fromRomantimes. Its streets
have seenthe trade guilds of the middle ages, the riots following the preaching ofJohn Knox
and the passage of the Jacobite armies. Perth inthe nineteenth century had rich farmlands
and countryestates surrounding it. The patronage oflandowners, such as the Earl of
Mansfieldat Scone Palace, boosted the wealth ofthe community. The Provost, William
Marshall, was aware of the New Town developments in Edinburgh and aspiredto the same

Georgian settings for Perth. He commissioned the terraces which still stand alongside the
parklands of the North and South Inches.

St. Leonards in the Fields Church(built 1885) with Marshall Place and Georgian Terraces
built around the early years of the 19" century

The Georgian Terraces of Rose Crescent built in the 19" Century still stand overlooking the
North Inch

The town was progressive. The scourge of cholera promptedthe constructionofa
waterworks building nearthe South Inchin 1832. Waterdrawnfroma well on Moncrieffe
Islandin theriverwas pumpedhere and provided a safe supply. The Sheriff Court buildings
had been completed onTayStreetin 1819, in the classical Greek style. The High Court of
Justidaryof Scotland metheretwiceayearinspring and in autumn. Thisis where the
women convicts would have faced their judge and perhaps a jury of fifteen men.



The county buildings (built in 1819) holding the Sheriff Court and the semi-circular court
room used by the High Court of justiciary

Perth Bridge seen from Rose Crescent and the North Inch

To further promote the sophistication ofthe citya domed Art Galleryand Museum was built

in 1824. Besidethis, the first majorbridge overtheriverhadbeenconstructedinthe late
18" centu ry.

The harbouratPerthbroughtin avarietyof cargoes. While there was no major
industrialisationinthe city, two whisky distillers had set up their businesses. Flaxand
cotton werespunandwovenandbleachedinmillson the outskirts of the town

Old mill buildings at Stanley on the outskirts of Perth

In 1848 the firm of Pullars opened a dyeworks whichbecame one ofthe largestinthe world.
By the 1850s banks, friendlysocieties and charitable institutions had opened offices in



Perth. Civicpride wasfurther boosted bythe construction of St. Ninian’s Episcopal
Cathedralin 1850.

Victorian Gothic: St. Ninian’s Cathedral (1850)

The citywas well-served with churches. Charityforthe poorhadalways been part of their
mission. Underthe new Act of 1845 this wasformalised with the Parish Councilstaking
responsibilityforthe ‘deserving poor’ who hada claim, through birth, marriage orlong
residence upontheirhelp. Moneyfrom bequests and collections was to be used for this
purpose. But, while this system of Parishreliefoffered help to the destitute and those
sufferingdisease, forthose who were able-bodied, fit to work but fell upon hard times,
there was no assistance. Theywould be classified as vagrants orbeggars—an
embarrassment to respectable citizens. There wasa palpable sense of prosperityinthe
town. Sir WalterScott wrote “The Fair Maid of Perth’. In 1842, according to localpress
reports, the town wasexcited byan idea which caused, inthe words of the writer ‘an
enthusiasmofthe most animated and devoted kind, a tumultuous paroxysmof joy’ when
news came that Queen Victoria and Prince Albert were to visitin September of that year.

Cobbled streetscape in central Perth around the 19" century
Medieval traces 19" century



Map of the cityin 1774

There was, however, a darkerside to thispicture. The centre ofthe townstill held echoes
of its medieval past. Here narrow lanes, wynds and vennels connected the main streets.
Here housing wascrampedanddingy. The names of the Meal Vennel, the Skinnergate and
the Watergate were synonymous with decaying propertiesand poverty.

The great Church ofSt. Johnhad dominated the centre of the townin medieval times and
these narrow streets grewaroundthis hub. Inthis area were the taverns and the brothels.

Here cholera outbreaks occurred. Here the respectable citizens preferred to turntheir eyes
away.

St. John’s Church Perth: Founded in medieval times by the 19" century a lack of funds for
maintenance meant that three congregations worshipped within the building.

The convict women

And so we come to the convict womenwho called Perththeirhome. The numberis small
when considered as part of the grand total of those transported. The 21 women from Perth
were tried inthe High Court. 17/21faced 7 years transportation. 2/21facedtenyears. One
woman wassentenced to 14 years forfraudand one to life forinfanticide. This child (for
she was probablystillinherteens) drowned herbabysonintheriverat Dundee ‘because
she hadnomeans of caring forhim’.



In 19/21 cases their crime was theft. For5 of these women the items stolenhad some
majorintrinsicvalue such as sums of moneyoritems of jewellery. The remaining 14
convictions fortheft range from the stealingof a handkerchief, through gowns, shawls, a
wheelbarrow, a bucketanda blanket. In 20/21 casesthe women had previous convictions
fortheft. The greatestnumbers of the women were sentencedinthe decade between 1840
and 1850.

Two of the 21 women brought children with them to Van Diemen’s land. 15 of them
married orre-marriedinTasmania. There are records of the deaths of 8 of the 21 women.
2 died within 3years of reachingHobart. The remaining 6 lived ontheislandforbetween
18 and 46 years.

Most of their ‘crimes’ would seem to present daysocietyto be petty, but repeated
convictions and periods of imprisonment brought them to the dock of the High Court. The
location of theirhomes and haunts is significant as the namesof insalubrious streets and
vennelsrecurin pre-transportation data.

Whatthese womenrepresented was a stainuponthe good name and reputation of the ‘Fair
City’. For2 ofthe 21 an addiction to liquor further destroyed anysuggestion of
respectability. The description of ‘a wandering beggar’ was appliedto another. Another
seems to have beenworkingas a prostitute. The worthycitizens would have beengladto
be shotofthem fromthecitystreets. The furtherawaytheycouldbe sentthe better.

Conclusion

The topic of this seminar asks what convict women brought withthem as well as what they
left behind. | would suggest that the women from Perth mayhave brought a sense of
rejectionand grievance, inthattheirrespectable city had expelled them. Aroundthem
there, there wasprosperity. There was obvious relative wealth. Ina fairlysmall townthese
women would have beenliving inthe middle ofthis civicaffluence. So | would propose that
contrasts withintheirimmediate sodety couldinfluence the attitude of convict womento
theirfate. These womenhadbeencondemned forrefusingto acceptthe depth of theirsins
and thus were denied salvation except by payinga price throughthe trialsof exile.

My feelingatthe moment and myrationale forstarting thisresearch projectis a sense of
embarrassment—ifnot shame—that these women fromthe east coast of Scotland were
consideredso unworthybya respectable populace thatthey were sentto Tasmaniato be
forgotten.

| keepreturning to the cases oftwo women atthe polarextremesof 19" ce nturysociety.
One, MaryDougall, whowas broughtupin Perth, arrived here inHobartin April 1842,
sentenced to seven years penalservitude for the theft of a handkerchief. The other, the
Queen, Victoria, drove through triumphalarches in September 1842, to receive the keys to
the city of Perth from the Lord Provost. Accordingto accounts she was cheered bythe
entire populationas she made herroyal progressthrough the city.



So while MaryDougall served hertime as a prisoner of her Majestyin Hobart, Victoria

ReginasleptatScone Palace asthe guest of the Eard of Mansefield. The contrast between
the circumstancesof these two women could not have been more extreme.



