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To briefly give a background to Western Australia, the
first free settlement was at Albany on the southern coast of the
state in December 1826. Major Edmund Lockyer and HM
Brig Amity with a detachment of twenty troops from the 39th
Regiment, and twenty-three convicts to assist in establishing
the settlement, arrived with six months’ provisions. In 1827
Capt James Stirling, on behalf of the government, surveyed
the Swan River and thought it would make an ideal
settlement, and bear this statement in mind when you hear
more of the colony. The Swan River was settled in June 1829
with James Stirling its first governor, and two shiploads of free
settlers. Many problems existed from the beginning including
the site being more difficult to settle than previously thought,
settlement became very spread out and thinly populated,
making the building of infrastructure difficult, and with land
easy to obtain, few people were prepared to work as
labourers. Some of the settlers thought they would lead a life
of a country gentleman.2
To cut a long story short, the economic state of the
colony was perilous. So much for an ideal settlement! The
site proved to be much more difficult to settle with dry land,
a lack of water and hardwood forests difficult to cut down.
Fremantle itself was bypassed and Albany, with a superior
harbour, was used for the mail boat from England and around
Australia. A ship could not dock or enter Fremantle as a ‘bar’
across the river mouth prevented ships from entering the port.
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And the three conditions were that no female convicts
were to be sent, no political prisoners, and no convict
convicted of a serious crime. The first condition was
honoured and no female convict was sent to Western
Australia as they were deemed to be unsuitable mothers for
future native Australians. The third condition was honoured
in the first few years and then broken.
There were forty-three ships sent to the colony with a
total of 9,720 convicts, the first the Scindian in 1850 and the
last, the Hougoumont in 1868. Thirty-seven of the voyages
carried prisoners from England but one collected their
convicts from Bermuda. Six ships brought smaller cargoes of
military prisoners from amongst the ranks of British Troops in
India.4
My ongoing research is to record what happened to
convicts from the north-east during those eighteen years. I am
extracting every felon that was convicted in courts in
Northumberland and County Durham from the shipping lists
and researching the newspaper reports of the trial and what
happened to each prisoner when they arrived in Fremantle.
The following information details two felons from the
north east.
William Watson was on the thirteenth ship, the
Ramillies, which left London on 20 May 1854 and stopped at
Plymouth and Gibraltar. The ship arrived at Fremantle on 7
August 1854 with 277 convicts.5 The ship’s inventory lists all
the convicts transported and in most cases, the date of the
conviction and sentence. The shipping records tell us
William was aged 45, a tinsmith by occupation and a
widower. The inventory described him as 5’7” tall with grey
hair, hazel eyes, oval face, swarthy complexion and stout
build. He had no distinguishing marks.
William (no. 3160) and James Watson (no. 3179) were
convicted of robbery with violence and given fifteen years
transportation. The Newcastle Chronicle (NC) of 6 March

• Aid achieving completion of the much needed public
works throughout the colony.3
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…some men were relatives of expirees who had been
transported for various crimes, had served their time and either
gained a ticket of leave or a conditional pardon. As long as they
didn’t reoffend, they would work for wages or set themselves up
in business, according to their backgrounds. And if they could
afford the fares, could send for their families. To add to the
complications of life in Australia it seemed respectable people
didn’t associate with ticket of leave men and their families
socially.1

• To attract imperial funding that was required for
running the colony providing income for the free
settlers through the supply and service contracts with
the Convict Establishment; and
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In 1847 the colonists were in a dire situation with not
enough settlers to labour and build the infrastructure of the
new colony. Their only recourse was a request to London and
the Colonial Office for convicts. The transportation of
convicts to New South Wales (NSW) and VDL had ceased by
this time. The colony set conditions for the transportation of
felons and these were:
• To make cheap labour available to settlers and thereby
overcome shortage and expense of free workers;
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It is little known that convicts were sent to Western Australia
or the Swan River Colony as it was originally known. The
article will concentrate on the founding of the Swan River
Colony and explore the convict journey from court to
conviction, to prison and transportation.
Having recently completed a holiday down under,
when I had the opportunity to visit various, but not all, penal
colonies in Van Dieman’s Land (VDL or Tasmania), Cockatoo
Island in Sydney Harbour, Perth and Fremantle, together with
State Libraries in various cities, I became even more
fascinated by the development of Australian states. Reading
Ann Jacobs’ books, some of which have been set in the
colony in the 19th century, they recall information on the
convicts, and provide an interesting background to the
colony at this time. In Farewell to Lancashire Anna Jacobs
quotes:
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Convicts to the Swan River Colony
Christine Seal

these had been born in India and one in London, so possibly
hinting at another army family?
The 1892 White’s Directory for Suffolk has Mrs Eliza
Durrant at Beacon Villa, Felixstowe, another seaside property
along the Undercliffe, not far from Harland House.
Harland House itself has an interesting history: In the
1920s it was taken over by Barnardo’s as a children’s home
before becoming St Mary’s Nursing Home by the Sea. In
2017/18 this Nursing Home closed and the building is now
occupied by people renting rooms. Maybe not so different to
when it was leased/rented to holiday makers in Samuel
Durrant’s time.
By 1901 Samuel had retired as a gardener and he and
Emma had moved to the village of her birth, Little Stonham.
Samuel however described himself as a retired builder, rather
than a gardener.15
There are two possible death registrations for Samuel:
1. Sept quarter 1906 in Bosmere Registration District
(which covers Little Stonham) 4a 558 aged 65 — so
born around 1841
2. Sept quarter 1910 in Woodbridge Registration District
(which covers Walton and Felixstowe) 4a 436 aged 69
— also born around 1841
The first registration relates to Samuel the gardener and
the second to his cousin Samuel of Walton.
After Samuel’s death, Emma moved back to Felixstowe
because in 1911 she was once more a lodging house keeper,
living in Ranelagh Road, Felixstowe (not far from Harland
House and Vernon Villa).16 Samuel and Emma’s daughter
Eliza also appeared on the 1911 census, living with her
husband Edward and her son. Eliza’s occupation was as
someone who ‘Lets Apartments’.17 The 1912 Kelly’s
Directory for Suffolk lists some apartments in Russell Road,
Felixstowe as being let by Emma Durrant, so maybe mother
and daughter were in business together. Russell Road is
further south along the promenade from Harland House and
the other larger properties. It was developed at a later date
and consists of a number of roads running at right angles to
the seafront. The properties here are much smaller, terraced
and replicated in many seaside towns in Britain. Clearly they
were aimed at a lower class of visitor than the grander homes
on the cliff top. By the 1910s the concept of a ‘seaside
holiday’ had spread to the working classes. Today, these
properties are still in multiple occupation as flats; the old
boarding houses and family run hotels of the early twentieth
century having long since closed their doors. The area is
much lower lying and is still an area reminiscent of working

class seaside holidays, with candy floss stalls and
amusements.
By contrast the area north of the pier, near to the old
Harland House, Vernon Villa, etc., is seen as a much quieter
area of beach and promenade (although just as crowded in
the summer months, it has more upmarket bars and coffee
shops).
Vernon Villa became part of the Felixstowe Ladies
College in the 1930s and 1940s before returning to a private
residence when the college closed in the 1980s. Between the
north end of the promenade (known as Cobbolds point after
the family who owned most of the land and properties there)
and the Pier there lie the Spa Gardens. These were developed
between about 1907 and 1910. The cliff was layered into
terraces and each part of the gardens has a distinct character.
As has been stated earlier, the inspiration for the planting
came from the larger properties, such as Harland House,
Vernon Villa and The Lodge Mansion. Although by the time
the gardens were built Samuel Durrant was no longer
employed at these large houses, it is nice to think that through
his work as a gardener for both Lady Login and also the
Cobbold family, he had some input into the Spa Gardens. In
the early twenty-first century, the Spa Gardens, thanks to a
Heritage Lottery grant, were refurbished and some have been
replanted to their former Edwardian designs.
____________
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Samuel and Emma’s daughter, Eliza, was recorded as
also being in Felixstowe and a lodging house keeper.14 Eliza
had married her cousin Edward Durrant in 1886 (his father
Isaac was Samuel’s brother, although Edward’s birth was
recorded in Camberwell) and he was recorded as a house
decorator on the census. Their lodgers were Maria
Mackenzie, who was actually born in Suffolk, and her three
grand-daughters of twenty-two, twenty and eighteen. Two of
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Harland House, Felixstowe (recently a nursing home)
Photo © Carole Athroll 2019
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In 1871, the railway had not long arrived in Felixstowe
and various houses began to spring up along the clifftop,
each with their own grounds and gardens. Some of these
were built purely as holiday homes for the upper middle
classes, others were available to rent as summer holiday
homes. One such was Vernon Villa, owned by Lady Login,
who leased it out on short term leases. Originally the house
was named Tamarisk House and built by Sir Robert Harland
in 1843 for his wife, Lady Harland. When Lady Login
purchased the property she called it Vernon Villa as Vernon
was her maiden name.10
It therefore seems reasonable to suppose that Samuel
Durrant became the gardener for Lady Login, keeping the
grounds of the house in good condition to allow her to lease
it out. The gardens of both the Lodge and Vernon Villa had a
lot of money lavished on them, particularly as regards exotic
planting. When the Spa Gardens (public gardens still in
existence today) were created in the 1900s they took their
inspiration from the private gardens on the cliff.11
The 1881 census showed that Samuel and Emma, with
their two children Eliza and Walter, had moved further along
the cliff-top to Harland House.12 This property was owned by
John Chevallier Cobbold (of the Ipswich brewing family) and
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The Lodge to Vernon Villa, Felixstowe
Photo © Carole Athroll 2019
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was being leased out at the time of the 1881 census. Samuel
was shown as Manager and domestic gardener, Emma as a
lodging house keeper.
The family leasing the property were also interesting:
Louisa Sandiland, recorded as a lodger, was married to Philip
Sandilands, an officer in the Royal Artillery. They had
married in 1862 in Christchurch, Hampshire and the places
of birth for their children, as shown on both the 1871 and
1881 census give a flavour of Philip’s postings (Gosport, Isle
of Alderney, Shoeburyness, Woolwich, Hythe, Ipswich and
Aldershot). Louisa herself was born in Canada. Philip was not
with the family in 1881, nor in 1891, presumably on a
posting somewhere in the Empire. He appeared with Louisa
on the 1901 census when he was recorded as a retired Major
General.
Also living with the family were two servants, both
recorded as nurses so presumably looking after the children.
One of them was a thirteen-year-old girl born in Ipswich; but
the other, Lydia Angow, was a nineteen-year-old whose
place of birth was given as Jamaica, hinting at another
posting for Philip. Whether or not she was of African descent
or the daughter of another British soldier is not recorded.
Samuel and Emma Durrant and their two children
were clearly recorded as the main occupants of Harland
House, the Sandilands listed as lodgers. It has to be assumed
that Samuel and Emma were in permanent residence, acting
as managers for the owners (at this time the Cobbolds).
In 1891 Samuel, described as a domestic gardener,
and Emma were still in residence at Harland House along
with their son Walter, who was by now a builder. This time
the lodgers or visitors appear to be a family of children, the
Kennedy’s, from Scotland. They were in residence with their
Scottish governess Edith K Forbes (who was only eighteen
years old).13
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years later, part of the Bath Hotel was destroyed by fire after
two Suffragettes set light to it! What was left became a nurses’
home and has now been converted to luxury apartments. The
Bath Cottages are no longer standing.
Samuel’s occupation was that of an ag. lab.,
suggesting that although he may well have been employed
by a private individual, he did not as yet call himself a
gardener. By 1871, Samuel was referring to himself as a
gardener. He and Emma had two children, Eliza aged 9 and
Walter aged 5, both born in Walton.9
They were living in the lodge to Vernon Villa, a large
house up on the cliff (and not far from their previous
habitation of Bath Cottages). The census enumerator
recorded his route as being: Vernon Villa, The Lodge
Mansion, Gardener’s Cottage (which was uninhabited) and
the Lodge to Vernon Villa. Both Vernon Villa and the lodge
still exists but the latter looks as though it has combined both
the gardener’s cottage and the lodge to make a substantial
bungalow.

1852 records the trial. William was noted as ‘reads and writes
imperfectly’ and James had neither skills. They were charged
that “on 8 February near Byker Hill feloniously assaulted
Robert Watson and with having stolen from him £3 14s 6d
(£3.72). The prosecutor (plaintiff), Robert, had treated the
prisoners to grog in two different pubs, Robert paying for the
drinks, using some money from his purse. On leaving the pub
William struck Robert between the eyes and knocked him
down leaving him insensible. When he came to he found his
pockets turned out and his money gone. The Judge’s
comments stated “the prisoners have been found guilty of a
very serious offence in having robbed with considerable
violence, a poor man into whose company they had got with
pretences of friendship. They were liable to be transported for
life; and he felt that he should not do right if he did not send
them out of the country. He was sure they would do no good
here. In another part of the world they might by good
conduct, regain their position. He then sentenced them to be
transported for 15 years”.6
George Thompson is one of the convicts transported
on the first ship, the Scindian, from Portland Prison. George
was convicted at Newcastle-upon-Tyne Assizes on 29
February 1848 for manslaughter and game laws but the
convict registers refer to an “alleged crime of company
poaching”. He received a sentence of fifteen years and was
described in the inventory as a pitman born in 1825, of
Church of England religion. He could read fairly and write
tolerably. Each prisoner on arrival had a register entry
completed and George’s states he had two sisters living in
Wylam (to the west of Newcastle), of sound intellect, a
tolerable state of mind and limited knowledge. George was
granted a ticket of leave on 29 May 1851 and his character
was described as very good. The General Register entry for
George describes him as having a ‘rather unsettled mind with
much seeming indifference about matters connected with
religion & apparently careless in preparing for a steadier walk
in future with much regret. This man & Alexander Thomas
(no 61) go out this day 29 May to seek work not having been
engaged to matters — from their similarity of disposition
should have liked it better had each gone out at a different
time & still better if spared the temptations of going out
disengaged. I fear my former note as above still applies’.7
There was also a note which indicated that he spent time in
Wakefield prison before embarking on his journey to
Australia. The date for the expiry of the sentence was noted

Chapel at Port Arthur similar to that at Fremantle.
Photo © Christine Seal 2019
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as 29 February 1863, exactly fifteen years after the sentence
in Newcastle Assizes.
Both in England and in Australia the prisoner was
subject to hard work, religion and the strict separation of
prisoners at all times, including in religious observance on
Sundays. Prisoners attending chapel were confined
separately in pigeon holes and not able to speak or see each
other.8 This happened at Port Arthur on VDL as well as in
Fremantle.
There were no prisons to house the felons in
Fremantle, and initially they were housed in a warehouse
converted for their use. Gradually Fremantle prison,
accommodation for the Pensioner Guards, and other prison
staff was built with the aid of the convicts. The Fremantle
Convict Establishment or Prison was completed in 1857.

Fremantle Convict Establishment Today.
Photo © Christine Seal, 2019

Life in Western Australia for the convict was nowhere
near as harsh as that in NSW or VDL and because most of the
convicts spent a year or two in English prisons before
transportation, most of them, after their year at Fremantle
prison, were given a Ticket of Leave. This was a document
that granted the convict parole in the colony, subject to
certain conditions, such as remaining in the district allocated
to them and reporting to the local magistrate, and enabled
them to work for an employer.
____________
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