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BEFORE THE BEGINNING:  
A CRUCIBLE OF CONVICTS

I am he
Who paved the way,
That you might walk
At your ease to-day;

I was the conscript
Sent to hell
To make in the desert
The living well;

I bore the heat,
I blazed the track – 
Furrowed and bloody
Upon my back.

I split the rock;
I felled the tree:
The nation was – 
because of me.

From ‘Old Botany Bay’, Dame Mary Gilmore, 1918*

In 1988, when I was serving as a state minister, Queensland was 
the venue for a World Expo. The state government welcomed 
world leaders and prominent international guests, with Premier 
Mike Ahern and various state ministers hosting and entertaining 
these important people. Most of the cabinet members viewed such 

* Dame Mary Gilmore at her own direction was buried at Cloncurry, where she spent her 
early years of marriage. ‘Waltzing Matilda’ was written just south of Cloncurry, the same 
area in which Qantas was founded.
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events favourably, and the entertainment and hosting was rotated 
to ensure that all ministers were involved. Not being so keen, I had 
secured the last place on the list, hoping it would all be over before 
the rotation got to me. It wasn’t.

Some months into Expo, I was dragged out of bed by 
Smithy, a senior staffer.

‘Join the land of the living,’ he said. ‘We’ve forty minutes to 
get across to South Bank.’

‘What for?’
‘We’re hosting …’ He paused and looked at the embossed 

card, then continued, ‘a reception for King Juan Carlos and 
Queen Sofía of Spain.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I said. ‘He’s a head of state.’
‘It’s written here on the invitation!’
‘Rubbish. Give it to me.’
I read the invitation. Smithy was right.
‘Get the Governor-General’s office on the line. We’re in big 

trouble. Protocol breach, bigtime.’ State ministers don’t entertain 
heads of state.

Much frenzied phoning followed, to no avail. The Governor-
General, Prime Minister, Premier and Governor were all  
away: one in Far North Queensland, the others overseas or 
interstate.

King Juan Carlos and Queen Sofía, unlike the largely cer-
emonial British monarchy, were heads of state who exercised 
substantive power. The Spanish king and his proactive wife 
had earned their place in European history, having negotiated 
their nation’s transition from the rule of the dictator, General 
Francisco Franco, to a stable, functional democracy. Spain had 
been under Franco’s totalitarian control for more than a third 
of a century. Basque separatists and violence-prone left-wing 
extremists notwithstanding, the King and Queen had brought 
Spain through – they had turned Spain into a modern European 
country.

Before the thousands of people milling around the main 
dais, I welcomed them to Australia. I acknowledged that the 
Spanish could justifiably claim to have found Australia and also 
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to have named the country.* Jokingly, I mentioned that a lot of 
my blackfella mates reckoned it could only be whitefellas who 
would be so useless as to lose a country the size of Australia.

The King and Queen proved to be well informed and good 
company. When the Queen asked if anyone had read The Fatal 
Shore, I said that I had. Robert Hughes’s excellent book tells 
the story of the early convict history of Australia, a chronicle 
of cruelty and inhumanity characterised by the brutishness of 
the jailors as well as the jailed, and the savagery of both to the 
Aboriginal people, who often repaid in kind.

Treading warily, the Queen asked, ‘Was the book … ah … 
accurate?’

‘Yes, Your Majesty, most authentic,’ I replied.
Treading even more carefully, Queen Sofia asked the 

burning question: ‘And Australia … Australians, did they … 
um?’

I helped her out. ‘Yes, Your Majesty, that’s where we came 
from.’

‘So Australians descended from all of that?’
‘Majesty, with respect, we ascended from all of that. 

Demographers tell us that more than one in three Australians 
who were here before World War II have a convict or an 
Aborigine somewhere in their family tree.’

After a thoughtful pause, she observed, ‘What an incredible 
race of people you are.’

The convict crucible
Some 160,000 convicts came to Australia in the ‘transportation’ 
period, which had effectively finished by 1850, the year before 
gold was discovered by Edward Hargraves at Bathurst in New 
South Wales. In 1850 the total population of Australia was only 
around 405,400; by 1860 it was nearly 1,145,600, the bulk of 
whom were to be found in the gold rush states of New South 

* In 1606 the expedition of Pedro Fernandes de Queirós found at least that part of 
Australia’s Great Dividing Range that pokes its head into what is now called the Torres 
Straits, and – most importantly – that there were major land masses south-east of the 
Dutch East Indies.
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Wales and Victoria. By the time transportation of convicts to the 
eastern states formally ceased in 1853, the bulk of the convicts 
were located in Van Diemen’s Land rather than on the mainland.

Of the three most prominent families in Australia during 
its first fifty years of white settlement, only two stayed. The 
Macquaries went home to Britain, the Macarthurs stayed, and 
William Charles Wentworth married a released convict. This 
was a fair indication of the makeup of the country’s pre-gold 
rush population: a third went home, a third were partly of 
convict origin and a third were free settlers. In the context of 
the history of those first fifty years of Australian settlement, the 
Macarthurs and many others developed the wool industry, but 
apart from this, not very much of consequence happened.

It was the gold rush that changed everything.
The story of settlement before the gold rushes was not a 

pretty story. Exciting, romantic, heroic – all these – but not 
pretty.
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