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Too many examinations of migration fail to look meaningfully backwards, their focus 
firmly fixed on the journey itself and the road beyond. As the title of Richard Turner’s 
book Made in Lancashire suggests, his account begins well before departure, and he 
continues to keep one eye on the rear-view mirror as his migrants find their way and 
settle in the colony of Victoria.

Turner’s account was inspired, in part, by the reformist prime minister (1893–1906) 
of New Zealand, Richard Seddon, whose ancestors form one family among the 225 
assisted migrants that travelled from Lancashire to Victoria in the twelve months 
spanning mid-1852 to mid-1853. His rise, Turner argues, was not due solely to 
‘individual exceptionalism’ (p. 57), rather its origins were deeply rooted in the past. 
Moreover, an appreciation of Seddon’s ‘southern Lancashire inheritance, kinship 
bonds and community ties’ (p. 58) that were transplanted to Victoria was necessary 
to gain an understanding of his achievements. Seddon himself was alive to the 
significance of the experiences of his forebears and the choices that they had made. 
In an effusive address in Bendigo in 1906 he related that:

They understood that it was their duty to work out their destinies for the good 
and advantage of mankind, and the promotion of that happiness and that 
contentment which should be placed within reach of all. (p. 57)

It is by drawing on that modest cohort of Lancashire migrants, who were assisted to 
make the journey to Victoria, that Turner examines how their origins and experiences, 
and the cultural baggage they brought with them, moulded their aspirations and, 
in turn, helped to shape the communities in which they settled. Forming just over 
one per cent of the total arrivals in that period, it was the opportunity for deep 
exploration rather than representativeness that the author sought. Certainly, as David 
Fitzpatrick’s work in Oceans of Consolation (1994) demonstrated using a tiny cache of 
letters documenting Irish migration, a small sample size is not necessarily a barrier to 
the significance of the findings that can be revealed.

Crucial to Turner’s account is the state of flux that existed in both Lancashire and 
Victoria. His cohort is drawn almost exclusively from southern Lancashire, a region 
that experienced dramatic industrialisation and where Chartism, among other 
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radical movements, had a strong following. Perhaps it is not surprising then, that 
he characterises most of the cohort as ‘ambitious risk-takers’, a group who were ‘not 
content with a life of the same in England’ (p. 210). At the same time, Victoria’s 
pastoral economy had been thrown into disarray by the discovery of gold near Ballarat 
in 1851. Yet, as the cohort demonstrates, not all of those migrants would rush to the 
goldfields upon arrival (pp. 110–11). The allure of Victoria as a destination, it seems, 
was more broadly rooted in a belief that such a society held promise and opportunity; 
it was a place where personal and familial aspirations for security and advancement 
might flourish.

And flourish, by and large, the cohort did. A shrewd bunch, they were probably 
as aware of the regulations associated with assisted migration as the Colonial Land 
and Emigration Commission (CLEC) engaged by the Victorian government to 
oversee the scheme. It seems apparent that several of the Lancashire cohort used their 
knowledge of the regulations to ensure they were eligible for an assisted passage. They 
were also not beyond using or bending the rules, with Turner finding several instances 
where the occupations stated by the cohort were those desired by the CLEC, rather 
than ones those migrants had previously performed (e.g. pp. 67–8).

It was perhaps a continuation of this cunning that helped many among the cohort 
to find a degree of success in their newly adopted home. While they shared an 
aspiration to improve the fortune of their family, the cohort’s attainments ranged from 
‘very prosperous to humbly competent’ (p. 189). Their successes Turner measures, 
in part, through the acquisition of property. Once in Victoria, he notes, the cohort 
demonstrated ‘an overwhelming desire to acquire, maintain and transmit property 
to their children’ (p. 13). The author, however, is somewhat uncomfortable with this 
yardstick, acknowledging that it can result in ‘an over-emphasis on economics’ (p. 13).

To counterbalance this, Turner constructs a series of engaging vignettes of his 
Lancashire cohort—and to me this is one of the greatest strengths of his book. 
Although small in number, it is through the reconstruction of the lives of these 
migrants that we begin to understand the wider experience of assisted migrants from 
Lancashire and get a glimpse of the migration experiences of English migrants more 
broadly. In this task the author’s investigation has been blessed by the passage of 
time and the digital revolution in genealogical and historical research. Whereas earlier 
studies required painstaking manual work using microfiche and film to correlate 
individuals in shipping lists to census data and the like, many of these sources 
have now been digitised and often can be found and linked via online genealogical 
platforms. Turner’s use of these resources results in nuanced biographical sketches of 
families and individuals—their achievements and failings, set in the context of place 
and community as it shifts from Lancashire to Victoria.

Yet, as the author acknowledges, in the absence of letters, diaries, journals, 
reminiscences or other more immediate sources, it can also be difficult to glean 
the motivations of migrants and their aspirations. Indeed, it is a shame that Turner 
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found no significant sources of this kind for the cohort—without them we miss 
an opportunity to get an intimate understanding of the nature of these decisions. 
Certainly, the decision to migrate can be intensely personal and emotional. My own 
examination of nineteenth-century migrant diaries and letters found that such a key 
moment of change was often accompanied by emotion—be it heartbreak, pain, fear, 
thrill, passion or hope—and sometimes that emotion was a driver of action. So, to 
me, it is no coincidence that Turner’s cohort were willing to take a chance on an 
unknown future.

At times I did find the amount of contextual material the author provided to be 
excessive. This was particularly the case in chapter 2—‘Populating the Biography: An 
Overview of the Primary Source Records’—in which the author provides an in-depth 
account of the sources that he used to reconstruct the lives of his cohort. To me this 
chapter reads very much like the preliminary work required as part of a doctoral thesis. 
The book is indeed based on Turner’s award-winning thesis, and that past iteration 
of his writing was often apparent. While remaining a valuable work, I feel that the 
author missed an opportunity to transform his thesis into a much more keenly focused 
account (albeit shorter) that took us on the journey from an established homeland in 
Lancashire across some 12,000 miles to emerging settlements in Victoria.

Given the sharp focus of the book on a particular point in time, I was also disappointed 
that the cover image chosen to represent that moment dates from a period at least 
twenty years later. Drawn from the collection of the State Library of Victoria, the 
engraving—‘Emigrants Embarking from Great Britain’—appeared in the Australasian 
Sketcher in late 1880. Prior to that it was published in the Illustrated London News 
with the title ‘A Study from Life on Prince’s Landing Stage, Liverpool—Destroyed by 
Fire July 28, 1874’. That source, in turn, acknowledged that the engraving had been 
previously published in the Graphic in 1872. While on one level the choice of image is 
a superficial detail, the circumstances and experiences of the migrants depicted in that 
engraving (whether twenty or thirty years later) was, in many respects, vastly different 
to those faced by our author’s Lancashire cohort. For example, those shown in that 
image on the landing stage were unlikely to be assisted migrants travelling to Victoria 
(a common factor of the cohort)—in the early 1870s the number of migrants assisted 
to that colony dwindled to a trickle and the scheme effectively ceased in the middle 
of that decade.

Indeed, by the time that cover image was first published, Turner’s Lancashire cohort 
had largely put down roots. The ‘rush’ to gold had ended and most of those among 
the cohort who had tried their luck on the diggings were settling down in the towns 
and settlements that formed nearby. And it is in those locations that Turner argues 
that, for many, ‘the risk paid off’. In the fledgling colony of Victoria, the migrants 
drew on their Lancashire origins and experiences and, in their own way, became 
‘creators of an urban and suburban society in which they had personal and political 
status’ (p. 210).
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