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Abstract
Multiculturalism is by no means a phenomenon of our contemporary world. Prior to the British
invasion of Australia, we know Aboriginal peoples were multicultural in every sense of the word.
The pervasive myth/belief that the convicts were all from the British Isles still prevails. After
many years of research in the field with other scholars, we now know that this is not the case.
Although the non-British or non-Anglo-Celtic convicts were not a large number they were indeed
significant and a clear indication of exactly how easy it was for a non-British subject to become
entangled in the pernicious sprawling net of the British Empire. Although the numbers of nonBritish convicts do not run into thousands they are significant enough to add another layer of
meaning and historical narrative to the history of Convict Australia. Thus, from 1788 to the end of
transportation the seeds of multicultural Australia were already being sewn. The title of my paper
intends to reveal how a “vertical” reading of history, together with decades of silence regarding
convict history in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries has led to a perpetuation of the
myth of the Founding Fathers/Mothers of White Australia being of British descent. From the mid
twentieth century onwards a “transversal” reading across the board and tenacious study and
questioning of documents has led to the revelation of a large corps of foreign convicts from
Canada to Finland, China to India, and a whole host of Europeans, to name only a few.
Any discussion of non-British convicts must first approach the matter of intercolonial
transportation, something that came fully to light during the latter half of the twentieth century.
The British not only transported convicts or undesirables to Australia. History has well
documented the shipping of convicts to America, but the involvement of the imperial machine in
systematically transporting individuals between its different possessions with no regard to the
consequences or suffering involved is yet another dark side to the history of the British Empire.
I want to look at the cases of Spanish, Hispanic, Portuguese convicts and those of Sephardi
descent who found themselves caught in the mesh of the British legal system and sentenced to
transportation. Given that the Sephardim, their history and their very special theological,
emotional and ancestral ties with Spain are relatively unknown to many, I will briefly examine
their history which justifies their inclusion as convicts of both Spanish and Sephardic descent. The
presence of Ashkenazi Jews in the First Fleet has been documented but the presence of the
Sephardim has remained an untold story for a very long time. I will then discuss how these

particular convicts fit into the wider category of non-British convicts in Australia before
answering the following questions. Who were these people? How did they come to be
transported? Why might some people with clearly British names claim that they are not of British
descent but rather, for example, Spanish? One can only hypothesise with regard to the latter case,
but there are various areas that can be examined such as the British involvement in the production
of sherry, port and madeira involving Spain, Portugal and Madeira. One has also to consider the
War of Independence as it is known in Spain, more familiar to us as the Peninsula or Napoleonic
Wars.
Finally, given the statistics regarding foreign convicts, I would argue that convict transportation
enabled the first stage of Australian multiculturalism. Furthermore, these foreign convicts’ stories
must be told as part of Australian colonial history and one of the many origins of multiculturalism
in white Australia
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