
CONVICT WOMEN & ORPHAN GIRLS 
 
EPISODE 4 – 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 4 - AUSTRALIA PART 2  
 
In Episode 4 we continue, though our main protagonists, to get insight into the 
lives and struggles, the contribution, and the legacy of the young orphan girls 
and of the women transported and who, because of cotemporary attitudes 
towards them and the shame of the convict ‘stain’ have not gained any place as 
pioneers in the legends and histories of their home and adopted countries. 
 
The women were not passive victims, but there were times when they were very 
vulnerable. In this 4th and final episode of the series, we get an understanding 
of the deep vulnerability of women when they became pregnant. We learn how 
the authorities through the Female Factories punished and processed convict 
women and reassigned them after their babies were born. The policy and 
practice of taking their babies and incarcerating children, satisfied the need to 
make the women available to service middle class households, to break the link 
between mother and child and to remove babies and children from what the 
authorities considered to be the corrupting influence of their convict mothers.  
 
We learn of the day-to-day existence and very high death rates in the nurseries, 
and in the orphan schools where children over the age of 3 were incarcerated. 
There they remained until their mothers had served their sentence and could 
prove they could provide for their children, or until the children reached the age 
of 12 or 13, at which time they were apprenticed out to settlers in the colonies. 
Many of the children were never re-united with their mothers. We find out what 
happened to the Carlow children, whose widowed mothers wee transported for 
stealing potatoes and to the other children we met in episodes 1 and 2. 
 
In Episode 4, we also get an insight into the hostile welcome that the Irish 
Orphan Girls received on arrival - “the most stupid, the most ignorant, the most 
unmanageable set of beings that ever cursed a country by their presence” - and  



learn how they were processed and indentured to masters and of their 
experiences as indentured servants. 
 
More than half of the orphan girls marrried within two years of arrival in the 
colony, and often to men much older than themselves. Most convict women 
married when they became free. The majority of the convct women were 
sentenced to 7 years transportation, when they served their sentences there 
was no repatriation, there was no hope of getting back to Ireland.  
 
Marriage was the most obvious option for mobility and security. For some it 
worked out for others it did not. There were terrible tragedies, but there are also 
many stories of  how women and girls with resiliance and determination 
successfully created new lives for themselves half a world away from their 
homeland and we meet descendants with wonderful stories of achievements 
against the odds. 
 
Episode 4 concludes the series, which set out to rescue Irish Convict Women 
and Orphan Girls from obscurity and restore their historical importance in 
building the Australian nation.  
 
CONVICT WOMEN & ORPHAN GIRLS is a testament to the lives, struggles 
and legacy of these 18th and 19th century women and girls but leaves us with a 
question - what have we earned from the experience? What is it in our own 
culture that has allowed us through the 20th and 21st century to continuously 
banish from our midst, those who make us feel uncomfortable, or are 
considered undesirable in our communities?  
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