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E(b)	 Governor’s Despatch: Robinson to Lord Carnarvon re: the escape of the Fenians p.102-3 (p.3-4 of 
8 page despatch) (19 April 1876). Courtesy National Library of Australia.
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F	 Photograph of the Catalpa at dry dock, New Bedford, Massachusetts U.S.A. (c.1877). 
Courtesy Battye Library – Acc 4735B. 
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G	 Cashman’s Diary, p 28  (7 January 1868). Courtesy J.Y. Joyner Library, East Carolina University	
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H	 Leather convict buckets, Fremantle Prison Collection  (c.1867-68)	
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I(a)	 J.B. O’Reilly Poems, manuscript bound in vellum with gold clasp, cover decorated with Fenian code 
script. Showing letter and dedication to Rev. Patrick McCabe (mid-late 1868).  
Courtesy Battye Library – Acc 3708A.	   
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I(b)	 J.B. O’Reilly Poems, manuscript bound in vellum with gold clasp, cover decorated with Fenian code 
script). Showing letter and dedication to Rev. Patrick McCabe (mid-late 1868).  
Courtesy Battye Library – Acc 3708A.	   
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J	 ‘Fremantle – Port Topics – Escape of Fenian Prisoners’, from WA Times newspaper  (21 April 1876). 
Courtesy Battye Library, State Library of Western Australia.
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In this activity compare and contrast primary documents 
to explore food rationing for convicts sentenced to hard 
labour, and how food was used in penal institutions to 
control behaviour.

2. Perspective on Events

Activity 1
Read the following extracts from the Cyclopedia of Western Australia (1912) and the 9/2426 DIET FOR 
PUBLIC WORK CONVICTS (c. 1864). 

1)	 Consider the nutritional value of the diet given to prisoners and which food groups are lacking. Research 
the kind of diseases that may have occurred as a result of this diet. 

2)	 Explore how diet was used for punishment to control the behaviour of prisoners.
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Catalpa, 1897 by E.D. Ashley
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DIETARIES FOR CONVICTS AT PUBLIC WORKS (c.1864)

FOR CONVICTS AT HARD LABOUR

Breakfast.
¾ pint Cocoa, containing

½ oz. Cocoa
2 oz. Milk
½ oz. Molasses.

Bread (See below.)

Dinner.
Sunday 4 oz. Cheese,

Bread.

Monday
and
Saturday

5 oz. Beef ,– With its own
liquor, flavoured
with ½ oz.
Onions, and
thickened with 1/8
oz. Flour, and
any Bread and
Potatoes left on
the previous
days, and ¾ oz.
Pepper, per cent.

1 lb. Potatoes,
Bread.

Tuesday
and
Friday

1 pint o f Soup,
containing 8 oz. Shins of

Beef
1 oz. Pearl Barley
2 oz. Fresh

Vegetables,
1 oz Onions
1/8 oz. Flour

1 lb. Potatoes,
Bread.

Wednesday 5 oz. Mutton - With its own
liquor, flavoured &
thickened as
above.

1 lb. Potatoes,
Bread.

Thursday 1 lb. suet Pudding
containing – 1½ oz. Suet,

8 oz. Flour,
6½ oz. Water.

1 lb. Potatoes,
Bread.

Supper.
1 pint Gruel,
containing

2 oz. Oatmeal
½ oz. Molasses, or Salt, varied

with ground
Ginger, or
Pimento

Bread. (See below.)

Bread, per week,
168 oz.

” each week day 23 oz.
” each Sunday, 30 oz.

FOR CONVICTS AT LIGHT LABOUR

Breakfast.
¾ pint Cocoa, containing

½ oz. Cocoa
2 oz. Milk
½ oz. Molasses.

Bread (See below.)

Dinner.
Sunday 4 oz. Cheese,

Bread.

Monday
and
Saturday

4 oz. Beef ,– With its own
liquor, flavoured
with ½ oz.
Onions, and
thickened with 1/8
oz. Flour, and
any Bread and
Potatoes left on
the previous
days, and ¾ oz.
Pepper, per cent.

1 lb. Potatoes,
Bread.

Tuesday
and
Friday

1 pint o f Soup,
containing 6 oz. Shins of

Beef
1 oz. Pearl Barley
2 oz. Fresh

Vegetables,
1 oz Onions
1/8 oz. Flour

¾ lb. Potatoes,
Bread.

Wednesday 4 oz. Mutton - With its own
liquor, flavoured &
thickened as
above.

1 lb. Potatoes,
Bread.

Thursday ½ lb. suet Pudding
containing – ¾ oz. Suet,

4 oz. Flour,
3¼ oz. Water.

1 lb. Potatoes,
Bread.

Supper.
1 pint Gruel,
containing

2 oz. Oatmeal
½ oz. Molasses

Bread. (See below.)

Bread, per week,
145 oz.

” each week day 20 oz.
” each Sunday, 25 oz.
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This activity requires you to select 3 artefacts or artworks from 
the Escape! Fremantle to Freedom exhibition. Make reference 
notes for your selected items during your visit to the exhibition 

4. Truth or Legend 

NOTES FOR TEACHERS
Much of history becomes mythical through interpretation and re-telling. Consider the legend-making 
components of the Catalpa escape story and compare it with other Australian historical events that have taken 
on new proportions over time (such as the story of Ned Kelly). Were the Fenians heroes or villains?

Activity 1
Work in small groups for this activity.

You are a group of Australian historians and you have been asked for 10 facts about the Catalpa escape that 
no one could dispute. These 10 facts will be on display in a well-established museum.

1)	 List the 10 facts you would choose about the Catalpa escape.
2)	 Each group write up their 10 facts on card and display them up around the room.  
3)	 Discuss the proposed facts on display in the class, and examine them according to whether they are 

accepted or challenged as facts relating to the Catalpa escape by other members of the class or the 
teacher.

4)	 After the activity, evaluate how easy or difficult it is for an historian to state historical facts without being 
challenged.

Activity 2
To what extent has the Catalpa escape and the events that led up to it been given legendary status?  
Analyse the elements that have given legendary status to the story of the Catalpa.

Consider whether there are elements in some historical narratives that influence the creation of a cultural 
legend (for example Ned Kelly, the Anzacs and Moondyne Joe). Compare the legendary nature of the Catalpa 
escape with another historical event you have been studying. 

and identify the links of each item to the overall story of the 
Catalpa escape. Consider which aspects of each item have most significance for the historian today, how these 
have been interpreted and whether they tell a complete story.

One of the best-known flags in the world, often referred to as the ‘Stars and Stripes’, played a critical role in the 
Catalpa story. This flag has changed over the years. Consider the symbolism of national flags that feature in 
the story of the Catalpa escape.

Activity 1
Choose three related artefacts or artworks from the Escape! Fremantle to Freedom exhibition that interest 
you. What are the main points of the narrative they tell? Do you agree with the interpretation of history they 
suggest? How could a different interpretation suggest a different narrative?

Activity 2
1)	 What do the stars and the stripes on the American flag symbolise? Research the history and development 

of the American flag from 1777 to the present day. 
2)	 Research two other national flags for their symbolism and development.
3)  	 Design your own personal flag. Choose the colours, shapes and symbols carefully so they can tell other 

people something about you.

3. Interpreting  
Historical References
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5. Continuity and Change,  
Values and Beliefs

IMMIGRATION
Vast numbers of Irish people have migrated to Australia since 
the transportation of the Fenians. It is interesting to compare 
attitudes towards Irish immigration from colonial times until now: 
considering the contributions of Irish migrants to Australian 
culture and society since 1868, and evaluating the extent of change in these attitudes over time.

CAPITAL PUNISHMENT
In Western Australia the last hanging was in Fremantle Prison in 1964, while the last hanging in Australia 
occurred in 1967 in Melbourne. The law abolishing capital punishment in Western Australia was not passed 
until 1984. During this twenty-year period there was much community debate about this subject.

Activity 1
The melody of The Ballad of the Catalpa is drawn from a traditional Irish folk tune. The original words were 
written about an Irish rebellion in 1790s, and the song was called Here’s to the Boys of Kilmichael. After the 
Catalpa escape became public knowledge, new words were written to fit the old tune and tell the story. Like 
many traditional folk songs the authors are unknown and there are various versions. 

1)	 What influences have the Irish had on cultural activities such as art, music, theatre, film and sport in 
Australia? 

2)	 Discuss some influences that have changed attitudes towards the Irish and other ethnic groups in 
Australian communities over the last 200 years. 

Activity 2
Research why whaling was such an important activity in the mid 1800s and the attitudes towards whaling now.

1)	 Do a PMI chart (Pluses, Minuses, Interesting) to show the value of whaling to the world economy at that 
time.

2)	 Do a PMI chart that addresses the current issues of whaling.

Organise a classroom debate to present the cases for and against whaling. 

Activity 3
Look at the Fact Sheet on Crime and Punishment in the EDUCATION KIT RESOURCES.

1)	 What is the difference between capital and corporal punishment?

2)	 Why do you think corporal punishment is no longer used in Australia?

Organise a classroom debate to present the cases for and against capital punishment.
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Catalpa, 1897 by E.D. Ashley




