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Convicts of the First Fleet were an important part of Australian history. In 1788, the First Fleet
arrived in Australia, bringing with it a group of convicts who were sent to the newly established
penal colony. This event marked the beginning of European settlement in Australia and had a
profound impact on the country and its Indigenous people. In this article, we will explore who these
convicts were, why they were sent to Australia, their journey, life in the penal colony, and their
legacy.

Who Were the Convicts?

The convicts of the First Fleet were men and women who had been found guilty of crimes in England
and sentenced to transportation. Many of them were not hardened criminals but rather individuals
who had committed minor offenses. Here are some key points about the convicts:

- Diverse Backgrounds: The convicts came from various backgrounds, including the poor, the
unemployed, and even some who were educated.
- Crimes Committed: Common crimes included theft, pickpocketing, and forgery. Some were
convicted for more serious offenses, but many were charged with crimes of necessity, such as
stealing food.
- Age and Gender: The convicts included individuals as young as 12 and as old as 60. Surprisingly,
about 20% of the convicts were women, which was unusual for penal transportation.

Why Were They Sent to Australia?

In the late 18th century, England faced several social issues, including overcrowded prisons and
rising crime rates. To address these problems, the British government decided to establish a penal
colony in Australia. Here are some reasons for this decision:

Overcrowded Prisons

- Prison Conditions: English prisons were overcrowded and unhealthy, leading to poor living
conditions.
- Need for Alternatives: Transportation to Australia was seen as a solution to relieve overcrowding
and provide a new start for convicts.

Colonization of Australia

- New Land: The British government wanted to establish a presence in Australia, which was seen as
a vast and unclaimed land.
- Economic Opportunities: A penal colony could provide labor for developing agriculture and



infrastructure in the new territory.

The Journey of the First Fleet

The First Fleet consisted of 11 ships that set sail from England in May 1787. The journey was long
and challenging, taking almost eight months to reach Australia. Here are some details about the
voyage:

Ships and Crew

- Fleet Composition: The First Fleet included the ships:
1. HMS Sirius
2. HMS Supply
3. Lady Penrhyn
4. Charlotte
5. Scarborough
6. Prince of Wales
7. Friendship
8. Borrowdale
9. Fishburn
10. Lady Juliana
11. Alexander
- Crew Members: Each ship had a crew responsible for navigation, maintenance, and the well-being
of the convicts.

Life on Board

- Conditions: The journey was difficult, with limited space and poor living conditions.
- Rations: Convicts were provided with basic rations of food, but there were often shortages, leading
to hunger.
- Health Issues: Many convicts suffered from seasickness and diseases, which could spread quickly
in cramped quarters.

Arrival at Botany Bay

On January 18, 1788, the First Fleet arrived at Botany Bay. However, the area was not suitable for
settlement, leading Captain Arthur Phillip to move the colony to Port Jackson, which became Sydney
Cove. Here’s what happened next:



Establishing the Colony

- Setting Up: The convicts and crew worked together to establish the first settlement, building
shelters and planting crops.
- Indigenous People: The arrival of the convicts significantly impacted the Indigenous people of
Australia, who had lived in the area for thousands of years.

Life in the Penal Colony

Life in the penal colony was tough for the convicts. The work was hard, and the conditions were
often harsh. Here are some aspects of their daily lives:

Work and Labor

- Types of Work: Convicts were assigned various jobs, including farming, building roads, and
constructing buildings.
- Punishments: Misbehavior could lead to harsh punishments, including flogging or solitary
confinement.

Living Conditions

- Housing: Initially, convicts lived in tents or makeshift shelters. Over time, more permanent
structures were built.
- Food and Supplies: Food was scarce, and convicts often had to grow their own crops to supplement
their rations.

Interactions with the Indigenous People

- Cultural Clashes: The arrival of the convicts led to tensions and conflicts with the Indigenous
people, as they were displaced from their land.
- Trade and Relations: Some convicts and Indigenous people engaged in trade, but the relationship
was mostly strained.

Legacy of the First Fleet Convicts

The convicts of the First Fleet played a crucial role in shaping Australia’s history. Their legacy can
be seen in various aspects of Australian society today:



Building a New Society

- Foundational Role: The convicts contributed to the establishment of the first European settlement,
paving the way for future generations.
- Cultural Contributions: Many convicts brought their skills and trades, which helped develop
Australian society.

Changing Perceptions of Convicts

- From Criminals to Citizens: Over time, the perception of convicts changed as they integrated into
society, with many becoming respectable citizens.
- Recognition of Contributions: Today, the contributions of the First Fleet convicts are recognized as
part of Australia’s heritage.

Conclusion

The convicts of the First Fleet were more than just criminals; they were individuals who played a
significant role in the early history of Australia. Their journey, struggles, and contributions helped
shape the nation we know today. Understanding their story is essential for appreciating the rich and
complex history of Australia, as well as recognizing the impact of colonization on Indigenous
peoples. By learning about the past, we can better understand our present and work towards a more
inclusive future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the First Fleet?
The First Fleet was a group of ships that left England in 1787 to establish a colony in Australia. It
carried convicts, sailors, and supplies.

Who were the convicts on the First Fleet?
The convicts on the First Fleet were people who had been found guilty of crimes in England and
were sentenced to serve their punishment in Australia.

How many ships were in the First Fleet?
The First Fleet consisted of 11 ships, including two naval ships and nine transport ships.

Why were convicts sent to Australia?
Convicts were sent to Australia because English prisons were overcrowded, and they needed a place
to send people who had committed crimes.



What was life like for the convicts in Australia?
Life for the convicts in Australia was hard. They had to work on building roads, farms, and towns,
and they had to follow strict rules.

Did any convicts become free in Australia?
Yes, some convicts were able to earn their freedom after serving their sentences, and many went on
to start new lives in Australia.
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