
CONVICT WOMEN & ORPHAN GIRLS 
 
EPISODE 3 – 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 3 - AUSTRALIA PART 1  
 
Episode 3 focuses on the convict women’s arrival in Australia their assignment to 
masters, their incarceration and their resistance.  
  
In the early days, the women were simply exiled, they were taken off the ships and had 
to fend for themselves. They would have to find shelter, someone to look after them, 
feed them, and clothe them. They were encouraged to marry as soon as possible; the 
convict administration was only interested in them for reproductive purposes. They were 
married off and settled on small plots of land with male convicts.  
 
In the 1820s free settlers with capital were enticed to Australia, given huge blocs of land 
and a supply of convict labour, men to clear the land and build the sheep stations and 
convict women to work as their domestic servants. While advertisements continued to 
appear in the newspapers announcing the arrival of a female convict cargo and the 
availability of women for distribution, the disposal of women became more formalised. 
New orphan Schools and Nurseries were built to incarcerate their children on arrival –
settlers did not want women with children.  
 
Through dramatic reconstructions we begin to understand the assignment process and 
the experience of women for whom assignment was a lottery. They had no choice in 
where, or to whom, they were assigned and the regulations didn’t protect women from 
the abuse of masters or the unwanted advances of men. Stuck out in the bush, miles or 
days from a town, isolated, without female company and without a chance of ever seeing 
your children was particularly difficult. 
 
Tighter discipline for convicts male and female followed the construction of permanent 
prison buildings. Female Houses of Correction, more commonly known as Female 
Factories, were established in New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land. We see the 
life, the forced labour and the punishments in these institutions and how women 



developed and shared strategies to survive both their incarceration and assignment to 
masters.  
 
Ellen Scott of Limerick was only 16 years old when convicted in London of stealing a 
watch. Ellen was one of the most difficult women the authorities had to deal with in Van 
Diemen’s Land. Following her story we learn of the crimes for which women were 
repeatedly incarcerated, put in solitary confinement, made to wear the ‘iron collar’ and 
gagged, and we get insight into the continued resistance and the behaviour of convict 
women that so disturbed and outraged the authorities.   
 
We learn of what happened to Rose Ann Hyland, one of only six survivors of the NEVA 
shipwreck. 
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