
CONVICT WOMEN & ORPHAN GIRLS 
 
EPISODE 1 – SUMMARY 
 
From 1787 to 1853, over 25,000 women, nearly half of them Irish, were transported in the 
dark holds of ships on a 16,000-mile journey to the other end of the earth. Arriving alone, or 
with small children in the colonies, these single, married and widowed women, lived, loved, 
toiled and died under Australian skies, there was no repatriation. 
 
In a two-year period during the Great Famine, over 4,000 young orphan girls, inmates of 
the overcrowded Irish workhouses, were carefully selected and transported on what 
became known as the Famine Bride Ships, to the colonies where men outnumbered 
women by 9 to 1 in the outback. 
 
Such infusions of Irish female blood had a telling influence on the development of colonial 
Australia. Neither ‘damned whores’ or passive victims, these women and young girls and 
the choices they made, shaped the world in which they lived. They were the founding 
mothers of Modern Australia. 
 
 
EPISODE 1 - THE CONTEXT FOR TRANSPORTATION  
 
By the end of the 18th century Britain had perfected the slave trade, it was the leading 
industrial nation in Europe, much of the world was under its commercial, financial and 
naval power, however the loss of its 13 American colonies meant it had nowhere to send 
the swelling numbers of criminals that were being held on rotting hulks on the Thames. 
Transportation to Australia provided a solution, and a chance to establish a strategic base 
in the Pacific. Fears of sexual irregularities amongst the men, the convicts, crew, marines, 
officers, gave rise to the idea of bringing women from the Pacific but instead convict 
women from the British Isles were transported to balance the sexes. This would require 
that they be transported for much lesser crimes than the men. 
  
In 1791, the Queen was the first convict ship to take convict women directly from Ireland. It 
was a time of intense unrest, and the ruling class and the state dealt swiftly with crime of 
any kind. Transportation provided one solution for dealing with rebels, law breakers and the 
troublesome poor and it became increasingly so as the labour of convicts could be used to 
fuel the development of the new Australian colonies.  
 
Crimes for which women were transported were often petty, stealing a piece of cloth, 
money, food, and potatoes. It was said that the English were transported for small crimes, 
the Scottish for big crimes and the Irish for no crime at all – theirs were crimes of survival.  
Irish convict women were older than their English counterparts, more of them were married 
with children, and a substantial number were widows. They petitioned for clemency, with 
little success, begging not to be sent, or at least to be allowed to take some of their children 
with them. The Almorah is a typical example of a female convict ship, 4 infants were 
allowed accompany their mothers, 90 others were left behind. 
 
England’s population greatly exceeded that of Ireland, yet over half of all women 
transported were Irish born and only one-third of those transported were tried in Ireland.  
 



The characters of the programme, single, widowed, and married women of various ages 
come from a variety of counties in Ireland including counties Down, Limerick, Carlow, 
Tyrone, Roscommon, Clare, Dublin, Cork, Galway and Tipperary, thus allowing us to 
understand the local, as well as the general, social, political and economic conditions and 
the situation of women at different points in the transportation era, including the experience 
of women who were already economic migrants to England, part of the ongoing migrations 
of poor Irish into England that with anti-Irish sentiments in newspapers fuelled British 
prejudice.   
 
We meet arsonists who deliberately committed a crime that carried the death penalty, but 
who took that risk, in order to be transported. 7% of all transported Irish women transported 
in the era of the Great Famine were arsonists, a reflection of the desperation of the time. 
They successfully had their crimes commuted to transportation. These women who 
couldn’t get into the workhouse, or were too poor to raise a passage to America, were 
using transportation as a form of emigration.  
 
We are introduced to a number of the young orphan girls of the Earl Grey Scheme of 1848-
1850 and their descendants. The rationale for selecting 14-18 year olds was that it could 
clear some females from the severely overcrowded Irish workhouses and offer the girls as 
indentured servants as soon as they arrived in NSW. At the time, there were still 9 men to 
every woman in parts of the colony. 
 
CONVICT WOMEN AND ORPHAN GIRLS traces these women’s stories across the series, 
these founding mothers of Australia.  
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