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Introduction

 Boring people do not leave records

 Put the crimes into context of the times

 Find out all the details, not just the hard facts

 There may be some embarrassment

 There will be some fantastic records!
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Finding Criminal Ancestors

 There is a family story

 Check indexes

 Browse newspapers

 Browse police gazettes
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Family Myths

 Always investigate

 Ancestors do not just disappear

 One family story was that GG grandfather had been

eaten by a crocodile in Oxley Creek

 No death certificate. No inquest. No proof.
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The Real Story

 His wife said (1887)

“I was living at Oxley when he left me for a 
year and ten months.  

I took out a summons before for maintenance 
at Ipswich about fourteen months ago.  He 
was ordered to pay 10/- a week he did not 
pay it.  He paid 8 pound 5 shillings as near as 
I remember.  He gave me two pound about 
the beginning of July last.  

I have got seven children to support.  One boy 
is working, three are able to do for 
themselves but four are not......., 
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The case was dismissed “as the 

wife was not injured and the 

correction was not more than a 

husband is entitled by law to 

exercise”
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www.findmypast.com.au

Police Gazettes 

are not just 

criminals, 

also victims 

and missing 

persons

Queensland only 

1864-1874

English 

newspaper good 

for convicts sent 

to Australia

http://www.findmypast.com.au/
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http://search.ancestry.com.au

http://search.ancestry.com.au/
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www.qld.gov.au/recreation/arts/heritage/archives/convicts

https://www.qld.gov.au/recreation/arts/heritage/archives/convicts
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www.qld.gov.au/recreation/arts/heritage/archives/courts

https://www.qld.gov.au/recreation/arts/heritage/archives/courts
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http://trove.nla.gov.au

http://trove.nla.gov.au/
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What did your ancestors 

look like?

 Personal descriptions

 Scars and tattoos

 Photographs

 Sketches

 Other biographical details eg education, religion, 
occupation
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All in the family: 

father & daughter

My GG grandmother was 

 aged 40, height 5ft 4 1/2ins, medium build, fresh 

complexion, brown hair, hazel eyes, second finger of 

her right hand dislocated

 Scottish, Presbyterian and could read and write

 arrived in 1865 on board the Sunda
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All in the family continued

My GGG grandfather was 

 aged 32, height 5ft 4 1/2ins, stout build, fresh 

complexion, brown hair, blue eyes

 Scottish nationality 

 tattooed with the Montrose coat of arms on his right 

breast, bracelets on both wrists and American colours 

on his right arm
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Family Homes

 Life in prison

 Conditions in gaol

 Prison work

 Contributed to society
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http://trove.nla.gov.au

Petrie Terrace Gaol ca 1880s 

(Brisbane City Council image)

Brisbane Women’s 

Gaol ca 1903 (State 

Library of Queensland 

image)

http://trove.nla.gov.au/


Times Have Changed

 My GG grandmother’s first ‘crime’ was to fall pregnant 

at the age of 16

 Child raised by his grandparents

 Then followed an unhappy marriage out at Eulo and 

Thargomindah

 Alcoholism, prostitution, homelessness followed (when 

not in gaol)

 Eventually met another man, became respectable, 

died a very old lady

 Yet no one in the family had ever heard of her!
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Blame the Parents?

 The family had several oyster farms in Pumicestone

Passage near Bribie Island

 Whether or not I can credit her choice of profession to

the aphrodisiac powers of the humble oyster or not, it

does give me an alternative theory for her occupation

 Did she eat too many of her father's oysters while

growing up?
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Another GG Grandfather

 aged 52 years, Roman Catholic, height 5ft 7 1/2ins, 

proportionate build, sallow complexion, grey hair, blue 

eyes, weight 10 stone 12 pounds

 could read and write

 walked lame, his left thumb was deformed, his nose 

sharp with a red mole under the left nostril and finally a 

mole on his left rib cage

 no photograph could ever give that much detail  
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Newspapers

 Caricatures

 Sketches

 Accounts of what happened - can be more 

informative than actual court records

 Look at all relevant newspapers of the day
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Brisbane Courier 
1 Sep 1903

Brisbane Courier 

10 Sep 1903

Brisbane Courier 

15 Sep 1903



“Finn was a little the 

worse for liquor at that 

time”

Brisbane Truth

Acquitted



Details of Family Life

 Dispelling family myths

 Little things you would never have known

 Name of the ship they arrived on

 Hardships they experienced
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Family Hardships Revealed

 My lame GG grandfather was a farmer  

 On 9 June 1890 he wrote to the Lands 
Department asking for an extension of time 
to pay rent instalments.  The letter states that 
he lost his crops due to wet weather.  

 In addition he had broken a limb more than 
seven months ago and it was still difficult for 
him to do hard work.  

 It must have been a very bad break or not 
fixed properly at the time as he was still 
walking lame 14 years later.
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Accidents Do Happen
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Drink driving  and 

horse and buggy 

accidents

Acquitted



Record Sources

State Archives

Specialist Groups Historic Gaols eg
Fremantle, Boggo Road

CoraWeb

Trove
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www.coraweb.com.au/categories/criminal-and-court-records

http://www.coraweb.com.au/categories/criminal-and-court-records
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www.records.nsw.gov.au/archives/collections-

and-research/guides-and-indexes/gaols/indexes

https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/archives/collections-and-research/guides-and-indexes/gaols/indexes
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www.prov.vic.gov.au/explore-collection/explore-

topic/justice-crime-and-law

https://www.prov.vic.gov.au/explore-collection/explore-topic/justice-crime-and-law
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www.archives.sa.gov.au/content/gaols

http://www.archives.sa.gov.au/content/gaols
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www.sro.wa.gov.au/archive-collection/collection

http://www.sro.wa.gov.au/archive-collection/collection
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www.linc.tas.gov.au/family-history/Pages/Prison.aspx

https://www.linc.tas.gov.au/family-history/Pages/Prison.aspx


And Lots More!

http://members.pcug.org.au/~ppmay/braidwood.htm
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http://members.pcug.org.au/~ppmay/braidwood.htm
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http://fremantleprison.com.au/history-heritage

http://fremantleprison.com.au/history-heritage/


http://boggoroad.blogspot.com.au

http://boggoroad.blogspot.com.au/
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http://boggoroadgaol.com

http://boggoroadgaol.com/
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www.boggoroadgaol.com.au

http://www.boggoroadgaol.com.au/
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https://prosecutionproject.griffith.edu.au

https://prosecutionproject.griffith.edu.au/
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http://trove.nla.gov.au
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Of_Capital_Punishment_in_Australia.png
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https://twistedtwigsgenealogy.com
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Conclusion

 Don’t be afraid to look, ancestors were 
human

 If it wasn’t for them, we would not be here 
today 

 The biographical and physical information is 
not always available elsewhere 

 New resources – more online indexes, 
digitised records, ongoing

 Revisit your missing ancestors and maybe 
those brick walls will come down!
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