
The Canberra region, like much of New South Wales, 
was largely developed by convicted criminals, known 
as convicts. In the 1820s and 1830s, when pastoralists 
were first establishing land holdings in the region, 
convicts were assigned to work as labourers on their 
properties. They cleared the land, tended the livestock 
and constructed roads and buildings. 

Whether driven to escape by harsh treatment from their 
masters, or simply by the desire for liberty, some convicts 
chose to take to the bush. These ‘bolters’ stole food, 
clothing, horses and guns from settlers and travellers to 
survive at large. From the 1850s onwards, after gold was 
discovered in NSW, the bushrangers, who were largely 
native-born men, held up travellers, local landowners 
and coaches transporting gold and cash.

As one of the most isolated regions of nineteenth-century 
Australian settlement, the Canberra region had its fair 
share of bushrangers. In 1829, the Sydney Gazette and 
NSW Advertiser reported that in the county of Argyle 
‘bushrangers [were] robbing and plundering in the 
most audacious manner’. The convicts and bushrangers 
featured here are just a few of the many who left their 
mark on the history of the Canberra region.

Convicts, Bolters  
and Bushrangers



Garrett Cotter was transported to Australia from Ireland 
at the age of nineteen. His crime was firing on British 
troops during an uprising, for which he was sentenced 
to be transported for life. 

Cotter was described by his employers as a good 
stockman and was eventually assigned to Francis Kenny’s 
property on the eastern side of Lake George. During the 
drought of 1827-28, Cotter took Kenny’s cattle across 
the Murrumbidgee River to find grazing land. Cotter 
family history says that Garrett was helped by Onyong, 
a Ngambri elder, who guided him to good pastures. 

In 1832 Cotter was accused of stealing a horse from a 
neighbouring property. The charge was thrown out for 
lack of evidence, but because he had resisted arrest for 
two months the Goulburn magistrates sent Cotter to 
live ‘beyond the limits of location’. This meant that he 
had to stay west of the Murrumbidgee River. 

For about six years, Cotter lived beyond the river which 
came to bear his name. He was granted a Ticket of Leave 
which allowed him to work in the Queanbeyan District 
in 1838. In 1847 he was granted a Conditional Pardon 
which made him a free man as long as he never returned 
to the United Kingdom. 

Garrett Cotter  
(1802 – 86)



Mount Tennent in Namadgi National Park is named after 
local bushranger John Tennant (although over the years 
the spelling has changed). Tennant was transported 
from Belfast in 1823 for burglary and was assigned to 
work for Joshua John Moore who established Canberry, 
a property at Acton, about 1824. He was convicted for 
stealing £6 from Moore in 1826 and assigned to work in 
irons on a road gang as punishment. 

According to local legend, Tennant escaped from the iron 
gang and turned to bushranging, using Mount Tennent 
as his hideout. In November 1827 he robbed the empty 
hut of the overseer at Duntroon station, James Ainslie 
(after whom another Canberra mountain is named). 
After committing a number of other robberies in the 
region, Tennant and his accomplice were caught by a 
search party, including Ainslie, in January 1828. 

After making several attempts to escape custody, 
Tennant was sentenced to seven years incarceration 
on Norfolk Island. The Colonial Secretary warned the 
Commandant of Norfolk Island that:

The six men named…long the terror of Argyle and the 
surrounding country, are now forwarded and I am directed to 
point out to you for your information their extreme desperation 
in order that you may be aware of their characters.

Tennant served his term and arrived back in Sydney less 
than a year before he died in August 1837. Canberra 
legend has it that his loot is still hidden on Mount 
Tennent, waiting to be discovered.

John Tennant  
(c.1795 – 1837 )



William Westwood was transported for fourteen years 
to New South Wales from Essex in 1837. Prior to this 
conviction for stealing a coat, he had served twelve 
months imprisonment for highway robbery. 

Working on the Gidleigh property at Bungendore, 
Westwood claimed that he stole because he was poorly 
fed and clothed. On the verge of arrest, he bolted and 
started bushranging around Lake George to support 
himself. After seven months Westwood was caught 
at Berrima in the Southern Highlands. He managed to 
escape from the lock-up at Picton and spent another 
three months on the run. He was sent to Port Arthur in 
1842, from which he escaped three times. 

As part of the Commandant’s boat crew at Port Arthur, 
Westwood helped save two men from drowning, and 
was granted six months probation. During this time he 
was again arrested for robbery in Tasmania and in 1845 
was sentenced to be transported to the penal settlement 
on remote Norfolk Island for the rest of his life. 

On Norfolk Island, the Commandant ordered that 
the prisoners no longer be allowed to keep their 
own tins and utensils for cooking food. In response, 
Westwood led a mutiny, personally killing an overseer 
and three constables. He was hanged in 1846, and 
buried at a location known as ‘murderer’s mound’ in 
non-consecrated ground outside the Norfolk Island 
cemetery.

William Westwood  
alias Jackey-Jackey 
(1820 – 46 )



Born Francis Christie in Scotland, Gardiner emigrated with his 
parents in 1834. They settled at Boro, about 25 kilometres 
north-east of Bungendore. Using aliases such as Gardiner, 
Christie or Clarke, he became a horse stealer in the Goulburn 
region. He was convicted a number of times and sentenced to 
work on road gangs. 

Gardiner took to bushranging around 1860, targeting the 
Cowra road. After shooting and wounding a police officer in 
1861, Gardiner joined a gang with others including Ben Hall 
and John Gilbert. In 1862 the gang held up the Lachlan gold 
escort at Eugowra, getting away with £14,000. Gardiner and 
his gang also held up mail coaches, including the Cooma to 
Goulburn mail in May 1863, and the Sydney mail just outside 
Goulburn in July of the same year. 

Gardiner and his de facto wife fled to Queensland where they 
ran a store near Rockhampton. Traced by the police, he was 
arrested and charged in 1864 with the wounding of a police 
officer with intent to kill. He was found guilty of two charges 
and sentenced to 32 years of hard labour. In a controversial 
decision, the Governor of NSW used his prerogative of mercy 
to release Gardiner into exile in 1874.

Gardiner left Australia for the United States where he set 
up a saloon in San Francisco. He was reported to have died 
around 1903.

Francis (Frank) 
Gardiner
(1830 – c.1903 )



Ben Hall was one of the best known bushrangers in New 
South Wales, and a subject of public sympathy. He apparently 
lived a respectable life until his wife deserted him two years 
after they were married, taking their young son with her. Hall 
was subsequently locked up and charged by the local police 
under suspicion of being involved in highway robbery, but was 
acquitted by a jury. 

Hall turned to bushranging about 1862, forming a gang and 
roaming the area around Forbes in central western New South 
Wales. Holding up banks and stealing horses, it appeared that 
the gang’s aim was infamy. The Bathurst Times lamented that, 
‘The sympathy which they get from a section of the public 
builds up their vanity in which they indulge’. 

Hall was involved in holding up the Yass and Goulburn mails 
before an incident at Collector on 26 January 1865. While 
holding up Kimberley’s Inn, gang member John Dunn shot 
Constable Samuel Nelson dead in the street in front of his 
two sons.

On 5 May 1865 Hall was ambushed by police near Goobang 
Creek and died of multiple gunshot wounds. He is buried in 
the cemetery at Forbes.

Ben Hall
(1837 – 65 )



The Canberra region was originally policed by the New 
South Wales police force. Even after the Federal Capital 
Territory was formed in 1911 a Territory-specific force 
was not established until 1927. Since then, the ACT 
police force has grown from eighteen men to over 900 
men and women (including sworn and un-sworn staff). 
The force has gone through many name changes, from 
the Commonwealth Police (FCT)  in 1927 through to the 
ACT Police Force in 1979. 

In October 1979 the Australian Federal Police was 
formed, and the ACT Police became ACT Policing, an 
arm of the AFP. Whatever name it has been known by, 
the role has stayed the same: to keep the peace and 
preserve safety in the ACT.

Policing  
Canberra



In the nineteenth century most rural towns relied on a 
small police lock-up, usually attached to the station or 
barracks, such as the one still standing at Michelago.

The first lock-up in Canberra, in the modern-day suburb 
of Acton, operated for just eighteen months in 1838-39 
before moving to Queanbeyan. It wasn’t until 1883 
that a police station with a lock-up was opened at 
Ginninderra.

The first modern forms of imprisonment were the 
Quamby Juvenile Detention Centre built in 1962, and 
the Belconnen Remand Centre in 1976. Sentenced 
prisoners were held in New South Wales prisons such 
as Goulburn and Junee, and women were often sent 
further afield, even as far as Grafton, to prisons that 
could accommodate females.

In 2009, after more than two decades of discussion, 
the Australian Capital Territory finally opened its own 
human rights-based prison, the Alexander Maconochie 
Centre, to cater for all types of prisoners.

Justice, Punishment 
and Rehabilitation


