CORNWALL’S FIRST FLEET CONVICTS (1787-1788) | Bodmin and Launceston, Cornwall

On 26 January 1788, British soldiers landed on Eora country (in the centre of what is now the city of
Sydney in Australia) to establish the penal colony of Port Jackson. They were from the first fleet of 11
ships transporting prisoners from Britain, which included 20 men who had been convicted and
sentenced in courts in Cornwall. In due course, over 600 Cornish men, women and children were
transported to Britain’s Australian colonies. To put the seriousness of this into context, ‘Convictism
was one of the three major forms of intercontinental forced migration in world history. Slavery and
indentured labour were the other main types.’ (1)

Yet there is little reference to this in Cornish histories - for the most part, information about the
majority of Cornwall’s transported convicts appears to be relegated to genealogy. This is the first in a
four-part series examining the transportation process for prisoners from Cornwall to Port Jackson as
part of Britain’s colonisation of the Aboriginal lands which later became known as Australia.
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1786, 20 men were sentenced to transportation at Assize Courts at Bodmin and Launceston. They
were (4):

- James Ruse, a 28 year ol d far mer sentenced at Bodmin
for burglary

« William Worsdell, a 57 year old unemployed man sentenced at Launceston on 22 March 1783 to 7
years’' transportation for | arceny

- John Arscott, a 20 year old carpenter sentenced at Bod
transportation for larceny



-JohnWwilliams, a 33 year old unemployed man sentenced

transportation for burglary of apparel

-WilliamBryant, a 30 year old fisherman sentenced at
transportation for fraudulent impersonation

- John Mollands, a 22 year old unemployed man sentenced at Launceston on 20 March 1784 to 7
years' transportation for | arceny

- Edward Miles, a 26 year old unemployed man sentenced at Launceston on 19 March 1785 to 7
years’' transportation for | arceny of apparel

L a

.
[

- John Rowe, a 30 year old unemployed man sentenced at Launcestonon19March1 785 t o 7 year

transportation for larceny of apparel

- William Rowe, a 32 year old unemployed man sentenced at Launceston on 19 March 1785 to 7
years' transportation for | arceny

- Thomas Stanton, a 27 year old unemployed man sentenced at Launceston on 19 March 1785 to 7
years' transportation for | arceny of an ani mal

-JacobCudlip, a 40 year old unemployed man sentenced
transportation for burglary

- Timothy Discall, a 40 year old unemployed man sentenced at Bodminon 25 July 1785 t
transportation for larceny
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- WilliamSmith, a 42 year old unemployed man sentenced

transportation for larceny

- Cornelius Teague, a 45 year old unemployed man sentenced at Bodminon25Julyl1 785 t o 7 year

transportation for burglary of food

- Stephen Johns, a 19 year old unemployed man sentenced at Launceston on 25 March 1786 to 7

years’' transportation for | arceny of an ani mal

- James Richards, a 21 year old man sentenced at Launcestonon2 5 Mar ch 1786 to 7 ye.
transportation for larceny of an animal

- Robert Williams, a 25 year old unemployed man sentenced at Launceston on 25 March 1786 to 7

years’' transportation for | arceny of an ani mal

« Francis Carty, a 31 year old unemployed man (who was not Cornish) sentenced at Bodmin on 14
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- William Roberts, a 31 year old unemployed man sentenced at Bodmin on 14 August 1786 to 7
years' transportation for | arceny

After sentencing, these men were held for up to five years in prison hulks anchored off-shore. In late
1787, they were transferred to ships to be taken to New Holland (as it was known from earlier Dutch
explorers). Most were held on the convict transport Scarborough, except William Bryant and William
Worsdell on Charlotte.



Upon arrival, the officers came ashore on 26 January 1788 and began the colonisation process,
starting with the naming of the penal colony of Port Jackson at Sydney Cove (known to the Gadigal
clan of the Eora people as Warane). The prisoners who survived the journey were landed on 27
January 1788. And for the most part, their subsequent stories remain largely untold and unknown.

Part 2 in this series will look at a famous prison hulk anchored on the River Tamar, and Part 3 will
consider the pr i s omoethssajourex Raredwill dak et ehe ootEomds fore
the first group of convicts from Cornwall. Women were also transported, but the first to be
sentenced from Cornwall occurred 2-3 years later. This series is not looking at Cornish people
convicted elsewhere in Britain.
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(1) https://www.awe.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/convict-sites-part3.pdf

(2) Payt o rcarnwdl:.A Histdry2 (°@d&idn, Coriwall Editions Limited, Fowey
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(4) https://firstfleetfellowship.org.au/first-fleetfirst-fleet-convict-database/

Picture:

Bodmin cells: http://www.photofilecornwall.co.uk/cornwall-seinland/bodmin-courtroom-
experience.htm; Bodmin gaol 1950s: http://www.capitalpunishmentuk.org/Bodmin%201950's.jpg;
Google Maps; prison hulk: https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-135221131/view
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