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Using Digital Records to  

Reconstruct the Lives of Transported Convicts 

 

Session One 

The digital workshop that you will complete in session two will give you a hands on experience of digital 

primary sources used by historians to understand the convict transportation system. It will also provide 

you with an insight into historical research taking place at universities today. While physical archives will 

continue to be used, researchers are increasingly turning to digital sources. However, historians must use 

digital repositories critically. For example, a limitation of the Digital Panopticon website is that users can 

potentially define people wholly in relation to their interactions with the criminal justice system. The 

following workshop will guide you through exploring the whole lives of these convicts including their lives 

outside of crime. 

Since the 1960s, historical research has increasingly looked at history from a bottom-up perspective. 

Meaning there has been a concentration on the ordinary people in history instead of only analysing the 

ruling elites. You might not think that convicts were ordinary but in many ways they were. They were 

representative of other working class men, women and children of their time. Dealing with the same 

economic hardships and daily struggles as those around them. Yet it is because they were convicts that 

we can find and trace their whole lives. To keep track of convicts, the authorities gathered and recorded 

information. This surveillance has resulted in a paper trail that we as historians can use today.  

Before reading the documents, watch the following introductory videos. Video One: The statistics of 

convict transportation will give you some context on the history of convict transportation to Australia. By 

contrast, Video Two: The changing frequency of convict transportation shows the changing rates  of 

convict transportation from Britain to Van Diemen’s Land, demonstrating how the frequency of this 

punishment changed over time.  

While a broad overview is important in understanding the convict system as a whole and uncovering 

important trends, it is equally important to focus on individual life stories of convicts in order to 

appreciate the diversity of these historical actors.  

With this in mind, we will now look at a real case study of a transported convict to Van Diemen’s Land. In 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zysvVYFWtaY&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zysvVYFWtaY&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5twcw1_Uxko&feature=youtu.be
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doing so, the primary sources that tell the life story of this convict will be introduced. You will investigate 

these primary sources in session two.  

Below is the life archive of Margaret Corbet. What you see is a timeline of Margaret’s life. This has been 

created by using criminal justice sources and non-criminal records including genealogical records and 

newspapers.  

 

 

Image created by Emma D. Watkins 

To see further life narratives, follow the link: https://www.digitalpanopticon.org/Convict_Lives  

https://www.digitalpanopticon.org/Convict_Lives
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Primary Sources 

There are a multitude of nineteenth century criminal justice sources available for utilization, but they are 

not without issue. Organizations whose motives were to punish and/or reform offenders generated these 

sources. However, provided these surveillance purposes are borne in mind, it is still possible to use these 

primary sources to gain an understanding of crime and punishment. 

The Digital Panopticon is a website that allows you to search millions of records from approximately fifty 

different datasets (meaning different types of records or sources). These records relate to the lives of 

90,000 convicts from the Old Bailey (see below) which is the Central Criminal Court in London. In the 

second workshop you will be able to use the Digital Panopticon to access the lives of these convicts, with 

a particular focus on those transported. You will be able to explore criminal justice records including the 

Old Bailey Proceedings and transportation records. Before these primary sources are used, we need to 

understand them further. 

The Central Criminal Court (Old Bailey) Proceedings  

 

First, offenders can be identified in the Central Criminal Court in London – known as the Old Bailey 

Proceedings. The Old Bailey Proceedings are the largest body of texts detailing non-elite lives ever 

published. Dating from the late seventeenth to early-twentieth century, they are fully searchable online. 

Of course trial records are official and public texts. This means that they construct accounts of behavior 

within the context of the value systems in which they were written. Yet, a trial is one of the rare moments 

in which information is recorded regarding the lives and behavior of the lower classes. Information 

available includes details of the crime and sentence, certain demographic information (age and gender), 

rich witness narratives, and criminal verbatim (the words of convicts).  

 

 

https://www.digitalpanopticon.org/
https://www.digitalpanopticon.org/Transportation
https://www.oldbaileyonline.org/
https://linctas.ent.sirsidynix.net.au/client/en_AU/names/search/results;jsessionid=948F3A40FA4B7329E23AA63992A0F33E.enterprise-24600?rw=12
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Case Study  

 In December 1830, Margaret Corbet was convicted of Simple Larceny (theft). The Old Bailey 

Proceedings contains information about her crimes. 

 

Here is an example of an Old Bailey Proceeding. It details a crime committed by Margaret Corbet.  
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Photocopy of original Old Bailey Proceeding available at www.oldbaileyonline.org  
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Case Study continued...  

Margaret stole four printed books worth twenty-one shillings. In her defence she stated:  

“We went into the shop, and asked the young lady to relieve us; she said her father was not at 

home - we were going home, and met two young men, who asked where there was a bookseller's: 

we told them in Marylebone Lane - they said they would give us 6d. to sell these, and we went and 

offered them.”  

What Margaret is doing here is attempting to legitimise her behaviour and justify her actions. As 

part of her defence, she positioned herself as a member of the ‘deserving’ poor and asked for help 

from the local community. True or not, Margaret’s statement was not believed and she and her co-

defendant, Ellen Murphy (also claimed to be aged thirteen) were found guilty and transported for 

seven years. Margaret was indicted twice in the same session. She was given two consecutive 

seven year sentences. Margaret’s crime was representative of other crimes committed by juveniles: 

petty and unremarkable. Using the information provided by her trial record, it is possible to trace her 

in other criminal justice records.  

It was, “recommended that she be sent out of the country” because she was, “rather idle”. 

Interestingly, the same phrase was used to describe Ellen. They were both transported to Australia 

on the same ship.  
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Photocopy of original Old Bailey Proceeding available at www.oldbaileyonline.org  
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Case Study continued...  

After a relatively short wait of one month, Margaret was transported in 1831 arriving in Hobart after 

four months’ voyage. According to the date of her trial, she should have been fourteen years of age. 

However, her conduct record described her as seventeen. Unfortunately, as is sometimes the case 

with linking records – some records are not available.  For example, Margaret’s birth certificate 

cannot be found. It is possible that like many convicts, Margaret misled the courts during her trial and 

her age was more accurately given in her conduct record. Here she had no reason to lie. 

Nevertheless, this Catholic Londoner could both read and write and had experience of domestic work 

when she was transported onboard the ‘America’. All this information is available from her 

transportation records. 

Researchers now need to follow Margaret to Australia by reading her transportation records.  
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Australian Transportation Records  

 

Much of the central archive of the Convict Department survived. Digitized information includes 

behavioural information, height data, details of punishment, employment information and progress in 

the penal colony. 

Essentially, until a convict received a pardon they remained in what was effectively a police state. This 

has resulted in invaluable material for historical research in the form of a conduct record (Margaret’s can 

be seen on the next page). These records on individual offenders allow historians to reconstruct 

experiences of convict detention in the colony. Another important transportation record is the description 

list (see page 11). This described what a convict looked like. A convict’s description list allowed the 

authorities to distinguish one convict from another as well as advertise in the newspapers for the 

recapture of escaped convicts.  
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Case Study continued...  

Margaret did not wait long before offending in the colony. As early as June 1831, under assignment 

to a free settler, Margaret had to be returned to Cascades House of Correction (a female factory) 

for reassignment. This was due to ‘misconduct’ – a regulatory, non-serious offence that 

nevertheless resulted in punishment. Whilst most of Margaret’s offences were not serious, she 

absconded several times. Of the offences Margaret committed, four were non-regulatory offences, 

which were more serious in nature. Margaret received her ticket of leave in 1837 and her 

conditional pardon in 1841. Margaret was freed in 1844.  However, Margaret continued to offend. 

Often this offending was associated with her husband, John Bates (who she married in 1836). It 

was not serious offending and was punished with a series of fines.  

   

Description list  

 

 

 



 12 

 

Newspapers  

 

 

Newspapers are important because they tell us something about how society viewed offenders.  

Problematically for historians, they have a tendency to sensationalize crimes.  However, they can also be 

essential for scholars.  This is because newspapers have historically provided the public with details of 

crimes committed and individuals prosecuted, punished and pardoned by the law. 

 

Ticket of Leave Advertisement  

 

Launceston Advertiser (Tas: 1829-1846) 21/9/1837, p.4.  
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Case Study continued...  

Newspapers advertised when convicts had earned their ticket of leave. Importantly, their name 

would appear alongside the convict ship that had transported them to Australia. As you can see 

from the 1837 advert in the Launceston Advertiser (see page 12), Margaret Corbet is listed along 

with her convict ship the ‘America’. Her ticket of leave was awarded in September 1837. Those that 

earned a ticket of leave had increasing freedoms. For example, they were able to work on their own 

account. This meant that they could keep the money that they earned.  

 

“Common Brawler. -  Margaret Bates”  

 

The Hobarton Mercury (Tas: 1854-1857) 6/6/1855, p.2.  
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Case Study continued...  

This newspaper article (see page 13) allows the historian to learn lots of important social 

information about Margaret. It describes her offending patterns in the 1850s. For example, 

Margaret was fined five shillings for actions which ‘disturbed the peace’ in 1855. A “common’ 

disturber of the peace” also meant that this was not the first time that Margaret had offended in 

Australia. The article also allows historians to learn about her family life. Her marriage certificate to 

John Bates has been uncovered by historians but no information on her children has been located. 

However, the newspaper article describes a, “large family, and an infant in her arms”. Thus, this 

newspaper article is historically significant because it reveals more information about Margaret’s 

social and domestic life in Australia. 

 

 

Summary 

Penal records were written from the perspective of the authorities writing them and this is a limitation. 

As a result, the surveillance purposes of these records needs to be taken into account.  

Through complex computer based data record linkage processes, it is possible to trace offenders through 

their differing life-paths. This is exactly what the Digital Panopticon allows researchers to do. The lives of 

offenders like Margaret can be placed in context with other offenders, and further understood. 

Workshop session two will provide a step-by-step guide in how to use the Digital Panopticon to trace the 

lives of convicts. By using the Digital Panopticon Search Builder, you will be able to discover historical 

lives for yourself.  

 

 

 

https://www.digitalpanopticon.org/search

