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Ruth and Jane Stephens per Thomas Arbuthnot arrived 3 February 1850 

and their mother, Eliza Stephens, per Lismoyne arrived 29 November 1849 

 

A story of family reunion during the Famine 

 

Ruth Stephens [pictured, with thanks to descendant, 

Peter Eley] and Jane Stephens arrived in Sydney on the 

Thomas Arbuthnot on 3 February 1850, shown on the 

shipping list as simply from Wicklow with no further 

indication of native place. Ruth was aged 15 and Jane 

was 14; both were house servants and members of the 

Church of England who could read and write. The 

shipping list [see below] noted their parents as John 

and Eliza, ‘parents living in Sydney’ [Ref: SRNSW 

4/4919 and SRNSW 4/4786 – scanned on Ancestry].  

 

The disposal list for the Thomas Arbuthnot [Ref: 

Governor FitzRoy’s Despatch No. 127 of 1850, 

Mitchell Library, Sydney A1256 CY2056 – see below] 

shows that after five days on the ship, the sisters were 

placed in the Immigration Depot at Hyde Park 

Barracks in Macquarie Street, Sydney, the current site 

of Australia’s National Famine Memorial. Both were 

hired after 21 days in the barracks by Mr/Mrs M. Bowerman of Macquarie Street, Sydney. 

Ruth was indentured for 3 years at a wage of ₤6 a year; Jane, being younger, was indentured 

for 4 years at the same rate and both received full board and lodgings as part of their 

employment arrangement. 

 

 
 

Ruth and Jane were in the Rathdrum Workhouse in County Wicklow and the Poor Law Minute 

book of Rathdrum, 13 October 1849, p.53, unusually, shows their names when recording 

incoming correspondence: 
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The paragraph reads: 

 

Two letters were read from Lieutenant Henry Government Emigration Officer in reference 

to the proposed Emigration from the Workhouse of Ruth & Jane Stephens, daughters of 

Eliza Stephens, who has been sent out to Australia as Sub-Matron on one of the 

Government Emigration Vessels in August last [see page above, with thanks to the 

Wicklow County Archivist, Catherine Wright] 

 

As this document indicates, Ruth and Jane’s mother, Eliza, received a passage as a sub-matron 

on a previous vessel which was also an orphan ship – the Lismoyne which arrived in Sydney 

late 1849. Note from the list below that although the ship arrived into Sydney on 29 November, 

the girls were not inspected by the Immigration Board until 3 December, the date on the top of 

the document below. This also accounts for the five days which the girls spend on the ship 

before going to the Barracks, which was noted on the disposal list. 

 

Eliza Stephens and her daughters had all been in the Rathdrum Workhouse. Eliza was 37 and 

the shipping shows she was the daughter of Isaac & James Markes/Marks (both dead). The 

Lismoyne immigrant list proves the additional information that her husband, John Stephens, 

was living in Van Diemen’s Land [Ref: SRNSW 4/4911 and SRNSW 4/4786]. 

 

 
 

The story emerges that the husband and father, John Stephens, had been transported as a convict 

and was later followed to Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania) by his wife, Eliza and his daughters. 

John Stephens arrived at Hobart on 18 March 1847 per Tory with a ten year sentence and was 

‘hired by W Archer, Longford’ [Ref: HO 10/40] 

 

 
 

His full convict record [see next page] in Tasmania shows that he was tried in Wicklow on 7 

July 1846; embarked on 31 October 1846 with a 10 year sentence and arrived in Van Diemen’s 

Land on 18 March 1847. He was Protestant and could read and write. He was transported for 

stealing John Pearce’s cows. John Stephens was a blacksmith, 5’9”, aged 34, fresh complexion, 

large head, brown hair, no whiskers, oval visage, high forehead, brown eyebrows, grey eyes, 

large nose, large wide mouth and medium chin. He had no distinguishing marks. This 

description is remarkably like the surviving photo of his daughter, Ruth. Once in Van Diemen’s 

Land he spent two years and six months in a probation gang. 
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When the Stephen sisters arrived on the Thomas Arbuthnot the authorities found that the girls’ 

parents were in Van Diemen’s Land [Tasmania] so they spent a short time in Sydney before 

being re-located to Tasmania. A wonderful story of a free ride to the colony because that is 

what this Workhouse emigration scheme gave the women involved – a totally free passage. 

The Poor Law Guardians provided an outfit and got them to the port in Plymouth. 
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Ruth Stephens 

Ruth Stephens married William Eley at Longford, Tasmania on 7 March 1853. Ruth and 

William had 11 children: 

Child’s Name  Birth Date & Place  Death Date & Place 

 Eliza 30 Sept 1854 – Longford 1945 – Longford 

 Alfred 3 Oct 1857 – Deloraine 1903 – West Australia 

 Ruth (Rhoda) 7 Oct 1859 – Deloraine 2 Aug 1932 – N.S.W. 

 Hannah Ruth 9 March 1863 – Longford 20 Aug 1900 

 Arthur Issac 2 March 1865 – Longford 22 May 1934 – Bangor 

 Isabella May 9 June 1866 – Longford  

 Lucy Ellen 14 June 1869 – Longford 

 William John 9 June 1871 – Longford 

 Mary Ida 17 July 1873 – Longford 5 March 1884 – Longford 

 Frederick George 5 Dec 1875 – Longford 18 Jan 1885 – Campbelltown 

 Matilda Grace 9 March 1878 – Longford c.1920 – Launceston 

 

Ruth’s death is recorded as 6 May 1907, aged 72, wife of William [Tasmanian death index 

1907/366] and she is memorialised on a headstone in the Longford Christchurch Anglican 

Pioneer Cemetery in Tasmania with other members of the Ely family [see below]. 
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Eliza Stephens, mother of workhouse immigrant girls, Ruth and Jane 

Eliza had also been in the Rathdrum workhouse in County Wicklow came to Sydney as the 

matron on the orphan ship, Lismoyne before her daughters, Ruth and Jane sailed from Plymouth 

on the Thomas Arbuthnot at the end of October 1848. Soon after she had been reunited with 

her previously transported, husband John Stephens in Van Diemen’s Land where they had at 

least a few more children as noted in the Tasmanian birth indexes: 

 

 Hannah Eliza Stephens born 2 May 1851, Longford [1851/324] 

 Isaac Marks Stephens born June 1853, Longford [1853/754] 

 Mary Stephens born 20 Oct 1855, Longford [1855/1066] 

 Leonard Stephens born 20 Jan 1858, Longford [1858/1285] 

 

Eliza drowned in the Esk River. Her inquest was reported in the Launceston Examiner, Tuesday 

10 January 1882, the two witnesses were her youngest Australian-born children Leonard and 

Mary: 

 
 

The above article noted that Eliza’s body was found drowned on Sunday evening, 7 January 

1882 in the Lake River and the inquest was held on Tuesday 10 January at the Railway Hotel.  

 

The registration of her death notes her death as ‘about 30 December 1881’ and her inquest 

confirmed the details.1 

 

 
 

 

                                                           
1 Launceston Examiner, 10 January 1882. Death RGD35/1/51 no.376, Inquest SC195/1/62 Inquest 8448 
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The drowning was also mentioned in the Tasmanian Police Gazette [POL 709/1/19 p.7 

(1882)]:   

 
 

 

 

Grateful thanks for information on this family supplied by descendants Peter Eley, Vicki 

Pearce and Teri Arico. 


