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 We sailed from Southampton, called in at Rio and Cape Town, then went on to our 

destination. We sailed around a great part of Africa, the “dark continent”, as we advanced 

people of the nineteenth century call it. But no doubt there are millions of people living there 

for whom Africa is a normal place to live: perhaps they wonder about some “dark continent” 

to the north of Africa. 

It was remarkable that hundreds of human beings, squashed together on that wooden 

vessel, catapulted by the wind-tormented sails, nevertheless succeeded in reaching our goal 

on the other side of the earth. What a triumph of our technology! True, the sense of triumph 

was often dimmed: months of confinement in suffocatingly small quarters made us sick, and 

at least three of us died. I believe that is a normal statistic for such long voyages. Tropical 

days made us sweat and bothered. I remember with a sense of nausea days when the sails 

hung loose and our ship barely moved. That too made us nervous and irritable. 

But the last long stretch of the voyage was very different. We were pushed by the 

mighty Roaring Forties. Then we had the opposite fear: would the fierce winds take us 

beyond the last continent? Would we succeed in turning left at the appropriate moment and 

avoid being swept on to a ghastly death among mountainous waves of an unmapped southern 

ocean?  

Our destination was the continent known as New Holland or, as people are more and 

more saying, Australia, the body of land furthest from England, the drain that receives the 

refuse of British prisons.  In particular we were headed for the southern island, Van Diemen’s 

Land, the periphery of that peripheral continent. Between that island, Van Diemen’s Land, 

and the terrifying ice and snow of Antarctica there are only the swirling masses of water of 

the Southern Ocean.  

That island, as big as Scotland, is reputed to have beautiful areas, but what we saw at 

first was enough to stamp it as a hell, a man-made hell. Our ship anchored in Macquarie 

Harbour on the west coast. It was difficult to enter the narrow gateway. We passengers had 

no idea why we had called in there at all. Soon we knew at least one reason. We would be 

transporting to Hobart a dozen wretches who were to be tried and then hanged. The heavily 

manacled creatures even looked joyful to be going on board. There were whispers that 

several had even committed murder so they would be sent for trial and so escape from 

Macquarie Harbour. They preferred death to living as beasts of burden under the lash and the 

insulting tongues of brutal guards. Another passenger explained to me that Macquarie 

Harbour is the very last station in the world of prisons. Convicts are sent from England to 

New Holland; of those the hardened criminals are sent further on to Van Diemen’s Land; and 

of those the repeat offenders are sent to Macquarie Harbour.  

Even the topography and the weather conspire to make life difficult there. Often 

howling winds are whipping water off the sea, and I believe this is the wettest part of the 

whole continent. But the bad weather did not stop the work of the men in the chain gangs 

struggling in groups of ten to carry huge tree trunks or doing some other heavy labour under 

the baleful eyes of their whip-wielding guards. In at least two places I saw a crude triangular 



wooden frame whose purpose was easy to guess. There 100 or 200 or more whip strokes are 

given on bare backs and buttocks. We were told that almost daily some unfortunate gets a 

share of the skin-tearing lashes. Perhaps the shrieking wind helps to muffle the screams of 

pain.  

For a few moments I saw three human forms appear among trees. Those people 

looked with undecipherable expressions at the scene and departed with solemnity. They were 

black people, the original inhabitants of the island. They obviously have no role in the world 

being created by Europeans. But that passing visit spurred my interest. If Macquarie Harbour 

is a type of hell even for us middle-class Englishmen, how could the Aborigines understand 

it, indeed how can they react to our invasion of their ancestral territory?  

I decided to ask some questions. 

We were all pleased to put that atrocious place of punishment behind us and sail on to 

the capital of this island, the place now called Hobart Town.  

 

 


