
William Thompson was a twenty-one year old 

shoemaker when he was transported for Life for 

burglary. In 1900 noted Tasmanian photographer 

John Watt Beattie wrote down 80 year old 

Thompson’s reminiscences. This narrative covers 

his life story in Van Diemen’s Land from his 

arrival in 1841 to his departure from the convict 

system almost 12 years later. Other sources have 

added a small amount of information on his life 

as a free man.

About 50 convict narratives have been published 

but Thompson’s story is special. It comes direct 

from his lips and it paints for us a vivid picture 

of convict life ‘behind the scenes’, in all its 

complexity and colour. It is a welcome antidote 

to the official record, or the many myths that 

have grown up around convict experience. 

The manuscript is held in the State Library of 

Tasmania, and this publication has been edited 

by the Port Arthur Historic Site Management 

Authority’s Julia Clark through a partnership 

between PAHSMA and the State Library. It is the 

second in Port Arthur’s Occasional Papers series 

for both an academic and general readership.
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