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Ann Hunter review of Ann Curthoys, Shino 
Konishi and Alexandra Ludewig, The Lives and 
Legacies of a Carceral Island: A Biographical 
History of Wadjemup/Rottnest Island

(Routledge, 2022), 212 pp, HB $273, ISBN 9781032185033

Ann Curthoys, Shino Konishi and Alexandra Ludewig have successfully collaborated 
to produce a nuanced history of the island of Rottnest or Wadjemup through the 
experiences of individuals who shaped or were changed by their time on the island. The 
authors share a journey that reveals new and fascinating insights on the biographical 
history of Rottnest/Wadjemup, chronologically, over four centuries. The book does 
this by reconstructing lives and legacies of key individuals who arrived voluntarily or 
by force, including the ‘marginalised’, by ‘recuperating them as individuals’ (p. 12). 
They utilise biography as a research methodology to interpret and humanise historical 
processes, particularly the history of incarceration, which is a dominant feature of the 
island’s history.

The book reveals that for most of the island’s history, Wadjemup ‘was a forbidden 
place and not occupied’ (p. 4). Noongar oral tradition reveals a long ceremonial, 
spiritual and food relationship going back over 30,000 years. After it became an 
island, it became a ‘place where the spirits were taken’ (p. 4). The fact that Noongar 
people would not willingly visit the island because of this significance would be 
exploited by British colonisers for their own ends, with Noongar people the first to 
experience the devastating impacts of incarceration on the island.

Central to the book and islander studies is the history of ‘unfree labour’ that 
encompasses slavery, enforced labour and incarceration, and it permeates most of 
the chapters. The main use of the isolated and strategically located island (nineteen 
kilometres from the mainland of Western Australia, on the eastern edge of the Indian 
Ocean) was as ‘an island prison for Aboriginal people to which more than 3,700 
Aboriginal men and boys were forcibly removed during the colonisation of Western 
Australia’ (p. xi).

Dutch Explorer William Vlamingh is the subject of the first chapter, which traces 
his early life and command of a scientific expedition to the Great South Land in an 
Indian Ocean context. Employed by the United Dutch East India Company (VOC) 
from 1688, Vlamingh was instructed to search for shipwrecked survivors from an 
earlier Dutch expedition and to note potential resources. He was also advised to enlist 
‘3 or 4 black slaves or convicts’ as ‘bonded intermediaries’ to obtain information 
from Indigenous peoples he encountered and to capture a ‘Southlander’ to bring 
back to Amsterdam for study (p. 23). Earlier Dutch ships had warned that ‘the South 
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Land was inhabited by cruel, black and barbarous men’ (p. 23). Vlamingh did not, 
however, encounter any Noongar people on Rottnest, but could see their fires on the 
mainland.

Vlamingh is still remembered today for naming the island ‘Rat’s nest island’ or 
‘t Eylandt ‘t Rottenest and for providing information and maps that would be used by 
others including the British government for exploration, for strategic purposes and 
for subsequent exploitation (p. 19). Vlamingh also appreciated the natural resources 
and human comforts that Rottnest offered, calling it ‘a paradise on earth’ (p. 31).

There are two chapters on Henry Vincent, who became the first superintendent of the 
island prison. The first covers 1839 to 1845 and traces the early history of the carceral 
island through the lives of Henry and his wife Louisa. Henry was first appointed by 
the British colonial government as superintendent of Fremantle prison, which was also 
‘used to confine Noongar who challenged the settlement through stealing food, killing 
stock, or assaulting the colonists, often in revenge’ (p. 40). From 1831 Vincent also 
supervised work gangs on building and road construction. In 1838 he volunteered to 
superintend the first prison for Aboriginal people who were to be forcibly removed to the 
island for crimes under British law such as stealing sheep and larceny. As conflict with 
Noongar people intensified, and alternative options for reconciliation were closed off, 
the colonial government took control of the island. The prisoners were forced to labour 
towards making Rottnest prison self-sufficient, constructing buildings from the natural 
materials such as limestone that were available on the island. This was part of a larger 
policy of ‘protection’ that intended that Aboriginal people would become assimilated 
into settler society, a policy that focused in Western Australia on building a labour force 
for a colonial economy (p. 43). This was to be a different form of ‘protection’ from that 
implemented by protectors in eastern Australia.1

On Rottnest this was meant to combine training and education or a ‘reformatory’ 
role with forced labour and punishment (p. 44), but Vincent interpreted his 
instructions his own way. As the authors write: ‘Away from the eyes of his superiors, 
Vincent chose which instructions he would assiduously follow and which he would 
ignore. He had little interest in Christianisation and education, and a great deal in 
the prison’s building programme’ (p. 44).2 This he pursued with vigour, often forcing 
the prisoners to work in harsh and cruel conditions that resulted in illness and deaths.

In 1840, Aboriginal protector Charles Symmons was appointed as a visiting 
magistrate to check that Vincent was carrying out his instructions properly and to 
enquire into problems at the prison. He failed, however, in protecting Aboriginal 
people there, instead backing Vincent’s coercive punishment, even after investigations 
into Vincent’s cruelty were proven (p. 49). As the authors point out, ‘the prison’s 

1	  For more information on the forms of ‘protection’, see Samuel Furphy and Amanda Nettelbeck, eds, Aboriginal 
Protection and Its Intermediaries in Britain’s Antipodean Colonies (London: Routledge, 2020).
2	  See also Neville Green and Susan Moon, Far from Home, Aboriginal Prisoners of Rottnest Island, 1838–1931 
(Nedlands: UWA Press, 1997), 17 (Instructions).
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island location hampered government and other oversight of his regime, and when 
prisoners or officials criticised, colonial authorities consistently took the side of the 
superintendent’ (p. 77).

The book also emphasises the strength and resilience of those who were subjugated 
to the ‘repressiveness of the colonial state’ (p. 11). One of the biographical fragments 
that reveals the perspectives of the ‘marginalised’ is Souper, a nine-year-old Noongar 
boy who was sentenced to two years on Rottnest from 1842 to 1844 for the theft 
of a sheep.3 He voices his feelings: ‘I no like Rottnest, they only give cabbage, flour 
and soup’ (p. 51). Despite mounting allegations of cruelty against him, Henry 
Vincent continued as superintendent until 1866 (except between 1849 and 1855 
when the colonial government closed the prison). He was the pioneer of a systematic 
policy of forcible removal, hardship and deprivation, pursued by successive colonial 
governments until 1902, after which the prison continued as an annexe of Fremantle 
gaol until 1931. Vincent supervised Aboriginal prisoners in the construction of the 
‘infamous quod’ with its windowless cells, which was completed in 1864 and used 
to lock prisoners up at night. The building came to symbolise the harshness of the 
prison, with the building later repurposed, including for holiday accommodation, 
only being closed to the public in 2018.

One of two non-Aboriginal women incarcerated on Rottnest, seventeen-year-old 
Jane Green was sentenced for two years (1840–42) on the island. Orphaned at nine 
years of age, she was only fourteen years old when she was sent by the Children’s 
Friend Society to Western Australia with other girls to work as indentured servants. 
Working for settlers Francis and Charlotte Whitfield, she ‘gave birth to a baby boy, 
probably fathered by Captain Francis Whitfield’ (p. 61), which was later found dead. 
She was charged with murder and was sentenced on the lesser offence of ‘concealment 
of birth’. Her punishment was forced domestic labour for the Vincent household 
including likely assisting Louisa Vincent with the care of the children.

In reconstructing Jane’s life on Rottnest, the authors acknowledge the limitations 
of available historical evidence, including difficulties of interpreting silences in the 
archives where there are no records of her emotions and experiences. To the extent 
that this is possible, we learn of her ‘plausibly inferable motivations’, an approach that 
draws on theoretical frameworks for biography.4 Inferences are made about events she 
is likely to have witnessed and experienced. Vincent’s report provides information 
on her good conduct, which is interpreted as her willingness to comply with the 
discipline (p. 65). Jane’s ability to make the most of her opportunities are revealed; 
her resilience also shows through in her life story after Rottnest, which reveals a long, 
hard, but satisfying life.

3	  Green and Moon, Far from Home, 277.
4	  See, for example, Hans Renders, Binne de Haan and Jonne Harmsma, ‘The Biographical Turn, Biography as 
critical method in the humanities and in society’, in The Biographical Turn: Lives in History, ed. Hans Renders, Binne 
de Haan and Jonne Harmsma (London: Taylor and Francis Group, 2016), 1–11 at 5.
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The next chapter examines the early life of the celebrated children’s novelist and wife 
of Governor Frederick Broome, Lady Mary Anne Barker. Mary Anne’s writings about 
Rottnest Island form part of her letters to her teenage son in London, published for 
a British audience in 1885. This focused on her experiences of Rottnest as a place of 
recreation; she recounts her explorations and notes she had ‘fallen tremendously in 
love with the charming little island’.5 Her account of the Aboriginal prisoners was 
that they were ‘treated kindly and well taken care of ’, which was obviously at odds 
with the reality of a crisis of severe overcrowding, deaths and illness at the prison 
(p. 101). Her Letters to Guy memoirs show her failure to identify ‘colonialism and 
dispossession’ (p. 101). This can be contrasted with her husband Frederick Broome, 
who in approving the commission of inquiry in September 1883 ‘realised that the 
overcrowding, disease and deaths at the island were a symptom of a much larger 
problem arising from the pastoral spread in the north’ (p. 118).

This dichotomy of opinion raises questions about what biography as a research 
methodology can reveal about the relationships and influences between husband and 
wife. In the case of Louisa and Henry Vincent, this is gleaned to a certain extent from 
the court records and the violence and cruelty that Louisa Vincent experienced from 
her husband. In the case of Lady Barker, it raises questions about what inferences 
can be drawn about the nature of the relationship, the role of convention, including 
reasons for her reliance on ‘hypothetical scenarios … Despite her intimate connection 
to the governor’ (p. 101).

The partial biography through direct testimony of seven Aboriginal men in October 
1883 is especially important in revealing their perspectives and feelings about their 
incarceration and their captors, life on the island, and in illuminating the processes of 
management and control. Benjamin, Bob Thomas, Brandy, Yadthee, Harry, Jumbo 
and Weeti Weeti recount how they were forcibly removed in neck chains over long 
distances from different parts of the country. Yadthee, Weeti Weeti and Benjamin 
describe how they were packed together and arrived in a weakened state to experience 
the bad conditions, inadequate and poor-quality food, and the dread of disease.

The reader gets a strong understanding of the nature and impacts of incarceration 
through individual experiences and perspectives. For example, even though it was 
assumed prisoners would supplement their poor diet, Bob Thomas complained that 
‘the “hours of liberty (9 to 4)” were too short, especially given the distance they would 
have to walk to get to the best fishing grounds’ (p. 121). This testimony revealed not 
only physical but also psychological impacts, with Bob Thomas testifying that ‘I do 
not like Rottnest, because I am not the same as if I was in my own country. If I was 
out, I would be my own master’ (p. 121).

5	  Lady Barker (Lady Broome), Letters to Guy (London: MacMillan and Co., 1885), Letter XIV, 30 January 1884, 
143.
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The location and isolation of Rottnest was also of strategic importance for defence 
during the world wars. This chapter examines the island history through the lives 
of two merchant seaman, Karl Lehmann and Martin Trojan (officers from German 
ships), who were interned on Rottnest for eighteen months (1914–15) and 
incarcerated with 1,100 civilians, with one hundred soldiers to guard them. Their 
photos show a different life from the expected stories of incarceration and deprivation 
usually associated with internment camps: the isolation and openness of Rottnest 
Island allowed for peaceful coexistence (including Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
prisoners who laboured to support the camp).

The book summarises the life and legacy of Herman August Kuring, who was 
appointed in 1939 as commandant of the garrison defending Rottnest Island. Kuring 
was born in Victoria to a father of German heritage, had a distinguished Australian 
military career in World War I before being discharged in 1918 after severe injuries 
and re-enlisting in 1939. On 3 September 1941, while inspecting Rottnest Island 
defences, Kuring went missing and was drowned off the rocks. Despite the tragedy of 
his drowning and disappearance, his legacy was tainted by persistent rumours that he 
was a spy, when he was associated with the sinking of the Sydney some ten weeks after 
his disappearance. The authors use biography as a research methodology to reveal the 
falsity of the rumours. As they point out, the story is not merely about the facts of a 
life and the events leading up to a death, but ‘now operates as a lens through which we 
can view the interplay of values, suspicions and memories that defined mid-century 
Western Australian society and for which islands repeatedly served as fertile breeding 
grounds’ (p. 153).

In the last chapter, the authors draw on oral history interviews to interpret the life 
and legacy of Fay Sullivan, whose long relationship with Rottnest occurred from the 
late 1940s when the island was increasingly used for public recreation. Fay lived on 
the island as the only nurse tending to the many holidaymakers, working long hours 
and under pressure. After a period of time, she and the manager Des Sullivan married 
and each became ‘leaders in their own areas on the island’; she a part-time nurse and 
host for holidaymakers and dignitaries—the ‘heart and soul of Wadjemup’s social life’ 
(p. 179). The postwar period marked increased forgetting and attempts at the erasure 
of the island’s dark carceral history.

The Lives and Legacies of a Carceral Island adds to the growing body of scholarship of 
the biographical turn that resurrects the marginalised from the archives, albeit with 
consciousness of limitations. The epilogue offers hope for the future, identifying the 
importance and relevance of history for understanding and educating others about 
the past, including a vision by Noongar researcher and filmmaker Glen Stasiuk for 
reconciling the contested histories. The book is valuable not only for academic scholars 
of islander studies, biography and Aboriginal history, but also to policymakers and 
‘sojourners’ to Rottnest. It provides opportunities to inform public histories, which 
would be assisted if the book were more publicly accessible and available in more 
visually appealing formats.
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