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Convicts were transported to North America and the West
Indies but most surviving records are those sent by ship to
Australia. Between 1787 and 1868 more than 160,000
were transported to Australia. Many of these are now
traceable through digitised records in shipping or legal
records, both available now through Ancestry and other
sites.

Today imprisonment is the most common punishment for crime but in these centuries most
offences were punished with the death sentence, a fine or a whipping. Transportation
emerged as an alternative to the death sentence and was seen as a generous alternative.

After 1615 transportation was increasingly more common. Initially most were taken to
North America or the West Indies. From 1718 onwards transportation was entirely to North
America. The period of transportation was usually 14 years for those receiving conditional
pardons from death sentences and seven years for non-capital offences. However, the
outbreak of revolution in 1776 stopped the move to America.

Transportation sentences were still passed, but convicts were
imprisoned till the government tried to find somewhere to send
them. The prisons were soon overcrowded, and they were held in old
ships (the 'hulks') moored in coastal waters. A new penal colony was
found and on 13 May 1787 the first fleet of six transport and two war
with three store ships set sail for Australia with 717 convicts, 48 of
whom died on the journey. They arrived at Port Jackson in January
1788. The second fleet of ships, which left in 1789 and 278 died.

Transportation was formally abolished in 1868, but in practice it was stopped in 1857, and
had become increasingly unusual well before that date. During the 80 years in which people
were transported 158,702 convicts arrived in Australia from England and Ireland, and 1,321
from other parts of the Empire, making a total of 160,023 men and women transported.

Censuses, primarily concerned with the convict population, were taken periodically
between 1788 and 1859. The census of 1828 for New South Wales is the most complete
with names of more than 35,000 people and details of age, religion, family, place of
residence, occupation, and stock or land held, whether the settler came free or as convict,
or was born there. The name of the ship and the year of arrival are also given.

The Archives Office of Tasmania has a database listing all 76,000 convicts transported there
from 1804-1853, searchable by name. Further advice on researching a convict transported
to Australia, including specific information on many such convicts and transport ships, is
available at convictcentral.com.


