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We learn something about this child, 
but also about childhood.



“Coroners’ inquests are some of the richest 
records we have of life and death … As mortals, 
we all die, but we do not die equally. Race, 
place, gender, profession, behavior, and good 
and bad luck play large roles in determining how 
we go out of the world”.
https://csidixie.org

https://csidixie.org/


The history of families is essential if we are 
to recover life experiences on the 
‘underside’ of history’, the everyday life of 
ordinary people. Issues of gender and class 
raised by family life exist at the core of 
Australia’s past. Our historical 
understanding needs to be informed by 
detailed studies of the personal worlds of 
the past, for the ‘personal’ has always 
impinged on broader events, just as the 
economic and political spheres have had 
implications for family life.



• Family History, a way to know 
ourselves and our times

• The family…is a microcosm of 
the social and cultural mutation 
of the modern world

• The trinity of family history: 
geneaology, history, storytelling





Ethics, motivation, responsibility

‘The dead need history for the 
voice it gives them’ 

Greg Dening, ‘Past Imperfect’, The Australian Review 
of Books, April 1998, p. 5)



‘The dead need history for the voice it 
gives them’ 

Greg Dening, ‘Past Imperfect’, The Australian Review of Books, 
April 1998, p. 5)

“It is important to remember that for an 
individual it may not always be good to 

throw ‘a shaft of brilliant light’ over what 
had been (and might have remained 
without digital archives) ‘in historical 

darkness’”.
Holly Crossen-White



Why were these records created?
Who are they for?

Emotional and traumatic





Jurisdiction of Coroner



Coroners’ Juries



• In Victoria, coroners, police magistrates, justices of the 
peace and deputy coroners all could fill the role of coroner

• The coronership was part of the Common law and came 
with the colonists to Australia.

• The first coroner, William Wilmot (a medical man), was 
appointed in the Port Phillip District in 1840.

• Richard Youl, Melbourne coroner succeeded Wilmot in 
1857, coroner of Melbourne until 1897. Joined in 1857 by 
Samuel Curtis Candler.

• In contrast to the inquest, a magisterial inquiry could be 
held by a police magistrate or local justice of the peace, and 
did not require a jury (esp. in rural areas where it was 
difficult to summon a jury)





Inquests to be held at Public Houses



Inquests
• The official means by which the state investigates deaths that are 

unusual, unexpected or take place in situations (such as government 
institutions) where a high standard of scrutiny is appropriate, 
inquests serve as a mechanism to ensure that deaths from foul play 
or gross neglect do not go undetected, to bring preventable deaths 
to official notice and to explain and record how 'unnatural' deaths 
have occurred.

• Inquests first held in Melbourne in 1840, and the ways in which 
inquests have been conducted have changed significantly. Until the 
establishment of a permanent morgue and Coroner's Court, 
inquests often held in hotels, where the public was free to attend. 

• Newspapers regularly reported proceedings. The (male) public 
played a part in inquests as jury members until 1903, when 
legislation was passed allowing coroners to hold an inquest without 
a jury. As a result, the inquest lost its civic character and became 
increasingly professionalised and bureaucratised.

Simon Cooke, ‘Inquests’, 
http://www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM00756b.htm

http://www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM00756b.htm




• ‘The assumption that coroners did not 
deliberately select literate witnesses is 
supported by evidence suggesting that the 
proportion of witnesses able to sign their 
names was similar to the proportion of people 
able to do so in the Victorian population’ 
(Cooke 1998, 439)

Victorians signing the marriage register, selected quinquennia, 1861-1901 and 1911 and 1921



Work

‘Finding Thomas Brookhouse: locating the nineteenth-century Western 
District rural working class through public records’, Provenance 15, 

2016–2017.

• ‘The life of Thomas Brookhouse was remembered at the time of the 
inquest into his death and the subsequent trial resulting from his 
murder. This ensured that traces of his life would be preserved, if 
only by inadvertent means. Sudden death, however, was not unique 
to Brookhouse: inquest records were created to explain the 
circumstances that caused lives to end prematurely. At least three 
other inquests examining the deaths of shepherds occurred in the 
Colac district between 1857 and 1876. Their findings detail grim 
accounts of causes of death as varied as accidental poisoning, 
lightning strike and dray accident. Common to each of these records 
is the richness of detail they contain about the rural working class. 
Particulars about health, wages and labour relations provided 
contemporaneously as background to coronial proceedings emerge 
as vital primary research material on a class of ‘historically 
inarticulate’ people.’



Work
Susan Walter, ‘Quarry and stone research methods: 

looking for holes in history’, Provenance 15, 2016–2017.

Stone Quarry 1866 (SLV)



William 
Swain

54 ‘He was a cripple, and obtained his 
living by begging about the streets’

Death from 
chronic 
inflammation of 
the membranes 
of the brain

1854/493

John James 
Sutherland

27 Not married, shoeblack
Deposition from William Robert Shaw, 
shoeblack, lived in the same 
house…drunk…fits…no doctor to attend 
him
[Soldiers from the band of the 40th

Regiment … He came into contact with 
a box I was carrying and fell in the 
pavement.
Outside the Bush Inn in Elizabeth Street

Fractured skull 1859/955

Thomas 
Copeland

35 ‘he was a shoe black in the streets…he 
had no friends in the colony’
Deposition from William Robert Shaw, 
shoeblack, ‘I have known the deceased 
for the last three years’

Heart and kidney 
disease

1861/340

SHOEBLACKS



Joseph de 
Gusperri

40 Deposition of Vincenzo Grossi, 
Lodging house keeper of Lonsdale 
Street, ‘he was a Swiss…he is without 
relatives in the colony. he was a gold 
digger-he was a drunkard…he had no 
settled home-when he had money he 
slept in a lodging when without he 
slept in the street. He drank all the 
money he could get’.
Deposition of Thomas Tobin, shoe 
black, ‘I knew the deceased by sight…I 
did not know his name. he was a shoe 
black opposite the Royal Charter Hotel 
in Bourke Street

Tubercular 
pneumonia 
and 
pericarditis

1863/1032

John Exford 50 ‘he was single without relatives in the 
colony he was a street shoeblack. He 
was a drunkard’

Disease of the 
heart

1864/855

William 
Stockdale

40 He was a shoeblack in Bourke 
Street…he had no friends in the colony

Apoplexy 1865/347



Michael 
Thomas

50 ‘he was a pensioner he was single he was 
a shoe black’
Deposition from William Baxter, 
shoeblack: ‘drank very much – he had 
been a soldier’

Liver disease 1866/1117

William 
Lancaster

60 ‘he told me he had a wife and family in 
England’
‘lately residing at the Queen’s Dining 
Rooms, Queen Street’

Disease of the 
brain, lungs 
and … kidneys

1866/648

Edward 
Morcam

40 ‘he was a shoe black on the streets – he 
was not married – he was a great 
drunkard and always drunk when he had 
the means’
Deposition of Maria Austen (wife of 
publican John Austen of Flinders Street): ‘I 
set him up as a shoe black…He has been 
about Flinders Street for the last ten or 
twelve years’

Sanguineous 
apoplexy

1869/921



Henry Heath Glover, ‘12 hours road scraping in 
Melbourne’ (1857)



S.T. Gill, ‘Ease 
without opulence’ 
(1869) [National 

Library of Australia]  
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• Single
• Unmarried
• No friends in the colony
• No relatives in the colony
• No settled home
• Drunkard



The accuracy of suicides’ stated ages

• ‘The ages of suicides listed on their death 
certificates and reported at inquests are not 
completely accurate. They were based on the 
evidence given by family members to either the 
police or coroner. In the absence of written 
confirmation of a person’s date of birth, which 
was probably rare in colonial society especially 
since civil registration of births was only 
introduced in 1853, there was some uncertainty 
about how old people were. People were often 
attributed an approximate age, rounded to the 
nearest five or ten years’ (Cooke 1998, 441)
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Source: ABS (https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/life-expectancy-death/deaths-in-australia/contents/life-expectancy)

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/life-expectancy-death/deaths-in-australia/contents/life-expectancy


Joseph 
de 
Gusperri

40 Deposition of Vincenzo Grossi, Lodging 
house keeper of Lonsdale Street, ‘he was a 
Swiss…he is without relatives in the colony. 
he was a gold digger-he was a drunkard…he 
had no settled home-when he had money 
he slept in a lodging when without he slept 
in the street. He drank all the money he 
could get’.
Deposition of Thomas Tobin, shoe black, ‘I 
knew the deceased by sight…I did not know 
his name. he was a shoe black opposite the 
Royal Charter Hotel in Bourke Street

Tubercular 
pneumonia and 
pericarditis

1863/1032

Joseph de Gusperri or  Joseph GASPERRE ?



Edward Morcam



Argus, 13 November 1869, 1



Edward Morceau?



Herald, 11 November 1869, 3





Place and Local History
Joan Hunt, ‘Piggoreet: A Township Built on Gold’, 

Provenance, 12, 2013.



Place and Local History
Valerie Lovejoy, ‘The Things That Unite: Inquests into 
Chinese Deaths on the Bendigo Goldfields 1854-65’, 

Provenance 7, 2006.
‘…inquest records can give some insight into the 
living and working conditions of Chinese miners, as 
they provide an opportunity for Chinese witnesses to 
present their versions of the circumstances 
surrounding the death of a mate or a relative. This 
paper uses inquest records … to explore the lives of 
Chinese miners on the Bendigo goldfield from 1854-
1865, arguing that Chinese miners led full lives on the 
goldfields, supported in sickness and in health by 
strong networks of relatives and countrymen with 
whom they enjoyed their leisure time’.



Place and Local History

• Dawn Peel, ‘Colac 1857: Snapshot of a Colonial 
Settlement’, Provenance 7, 2008.

• Keir Reeves and Benjamin Mountford, ‘Court 
records and cultural landscapes: Rethinking the 
Chinese gold seekers in central Victoria’, 
Provenance 6, 2007.



Place and Local History

Inquests are a profitable source of info on social life in Footscray in the 1850s and 1860s.
We are privy to the sorrow, the tragedy and the certainty of death, yet we are also incidentally led into the 
thoughts and actions of a contemporary society which left few other written records of daily life.
Records of land subdivision, local directories and many other sources may give us a detailed statistical or 
land use picture of Footscray, but inquests tell us about everyday life, about children, leisure, clothes, 
drunkenness, fishing, work, food, family and education. 



Plan of 7 allotments in 
Portion VIII in the Parish 
of Cutpawpaw County of 
Bourke as marked by 
Robert Hoddle, Surveyor 
October 1844; Sydney C/1 
6230.



(VPRS 24, Box 3, File 26).



(VPRS 24, Box 3, File 24):

…



Inquests reveal a variety of maritime activities over the period:





Hotels
• The Stanley Arms Hotel 

was used as a morgue 
and inquests were held 
there in 1857, 1859, 
1862 and 1863.

• The Punt Hotel is 
referred to in inquests 
for 1861 and 1862, and 
the Bridge Hotel in 
1864.



VPRS 24, 1859/1096.



As well as their central role in child rearing, women played a significant role in the 
household economy, engaging in many tasks such as milking cows, preparing food and 
chopping wood. Tragic accidents reveal the demands on women and their strength and 

resourcefulness:

VPRS 24, 1848/29



Children were often smothered in bed (accidentally 
overlain):

1862



Evidence of infanticide

VPRS 24, 1856/99.



When bodies were plucked from the river, the police report often contained a 
description of what the deceased was wearing. Clues for identification = 

insight into fashions of the day





Sabbatarianism
The father of nine-year-old boy James Durop who drowned 
while out fishing with a Mr Williams, was very clear when it 
came to the cause of his son’s death: ‘I attribute the blame to 
Mr Williams. I should not have allowed the child to have gone 
fishing if asked, on account of it being the Sabbath day’ (VPRS 
24, 1864/320).



The occupations of both witness and deceased were often 
recorded, revealing a variety of jobs in the 1850s and 1860s

• Soap and candle maker working for Mr Hayes on the Melbourne 
side of the river (1862)

• Master Mariner (1862)
• Drayman working on the railway (1857)
• Quarryman at the Junction (1857)
• Ship builder (1854)
• Fellmonger (1854)
• Farmer (1852)
• Fisherman (1852)
• Butcher at Raleigh’s (1851)
• Cook at Raleigh’s (1851)
• Labourer and carpenter in the employ of Messrs Philpotts melting 

down works (1850)



Suicide
Simon J. Cooke (1998). Secret sorrows: a social history of suicide in Victoria, 1841-1921. 
(PhD thesis, School of Historical Studies, The University of Melbourne).

• The Inquest and the meaning of suicide
– Suicide, the state and the community: the inquest as a site for the 

construction of meanings of suicide
– From punishment to registration: the changing function of the inquest on 

suicide
– Suicide and insanity: the opinions of coroners and jurors
– Despair, insanity and sadness: witnesses’ understandings of suicide
– Suicides’ letters: literacy and the meaning of suicide

• Social patterns of suicide and their meanings
– Suicide in an immigrant society
– Suicide, the family and the community
– Suicide by young and old
– Methods of suicide, gender and culture



• Approx. 7132 in Victoria 1841-1921
• Immigration did create a greater susceptibility to 

suicide which was related to social isolation
• Suicides as a % of inquests by sex 1841-1902 and 

persons 1841-1921 (3-year moving averages): Source 
Cooke (1998)



Nelson 
Marks

Esther 
Woolf

Aaron 
Woolf

Julia 
Phillips

Anna 
Woolf

Isaac 
Jacobs

Augusta 
Jacobs

Hyman 
Levinso

n

Louis 
Woolf

Esther 
Rubein

Elias 
Jacobs

Henriette 
Leishersh
onn

Henry 
Robert 
Woolf

Emanue
l Julian 
Jacobs

Miss 
Levinso

n

Age, 18 December 1877, 3 Public Records Office of Victoria, Inquest Deposition Files, 
VPRS 24, P0000, Unit 369.
Courtesy Dr Sue Silberberg



Average household size, Victoria, 
1840-1900 (from Cooke 1998)



Examples of inquests (from several 
generations of one family) which 

demonstrate:

• How depositions can identify family members and shed 
light on relationships

• How depositions can illuminate personal/living conditions
• Why we need to consider how inquests were conducted 

(i.e. question/answer format put to deponents) and inquest 
records were created (transcription of testimony)

• What role gender might have played
• Why you may need to research the deponents to 

understand their testimony
• That not all inquest records were kept, and how newspaper 

accounts in Trove and other records can (sometimes) 
supplement information











I am the wife of John Morgan and reside at Clinker’s Flat.
The deceased is my child, aged two years and named
Emma Morgan. About five weeks ago I took her to the
hospital. Dr Hutchinson saw her on Sunday last. I took her
to the hospital and Dr Hutchinson saw her and [illegible].
The child seemed better on Thursday and yesterday
morning between eight and nine she had a fit and died. I
had no one there but the children. My husband is a
workman on the Bendigo line and gives me the means of
support. I went to the hospital yesterday morning to get a
certificate, the one produced. I do washing. The child died
at ten. The fit was at eight. By [?] a juror. I was in a public
house and had some words with a man and was away
from my tent about an hour.



John Ibbotson Cooper
Probably John Ibbotson Cooper (84) who lived with his son. Sometimes fed
the Morgan children as their mother was away till late, sometimes as late as
eleven. ‘The poor dead child has been left alone crying when the mother was
away drunk. The eldest boy has been at my son’s tent saying he had nothing
to eat.’

William Andrew Cunningham
Appears to have been young, 17 or 18, which might explain the guarded
nature of his testimony. ‘I am a miner and live at Clinker’s Flat. I live close to
the tent where Mrs Morgan lives. I have passed the tent four or five times a
day. I have often seen her and her children. I never saw her the worse of
drink. I have seen the deceased in the arms of her brother and did not think
it neglected and have seen it with bread and butter. I have not been past the
tent this past week. I cannot say that I have seen her the worse for drink. I
never saw the mother take the child about.’



James Hutchison (surgeon)
JP, LRCS Edinburgh 1847. ‘About five weeks ago the deceased was brought to the hospital for
outdoor advice. The mother brought it. She was sober. The child had bowel complaint. The
child had a mixture. She fetched the child now and then. The child was emaciated. XXXXX XXX
XXX and liver oil. When I was in town on leave Dr Smith XXX X XXXXXXX The last time I saw it
was on Sunday last. I thought it would not live long. I think the child would have died under
any care.’

Henry Dermott (medical man)
Formerly of Pimlico, London. Died 3 June 1861 (a little less than three months after Emma) at
Castlemaine, aged 34. Irish. ‘I have examined the body of the deceased. No marks of violence.
The child is very much emaciated. I have seen the XXXXXXXX of Dr Smith and have no doubt
the cause of death is as described. Want of proper food might produce the disease of which
the child has died. I don’t think a post mortem examination would throw any further light on
the matter.’

Patrick Burke (constable)
‘About seven o’clock last evening my attention was drawn to the fact of a child being dead on

Clinker’s Flat. I went to the tent. I saw two or three children and deceased on some kind of
stretcher the child was dead was quite cold and seemed to be left XXXXX as died and dirty
and nothing done to it. I was informed by some of the neighbours that the child was
neglected that the mother got drunk and gave the child nothing to eat. Reported the case to
my superior. I did not see the mother.’



George Greenhill
Probably George Woring (or Warren) Greenhill (c.22), who
eventually became a mayor of Castlemaine (in the end an
unpopular one, effectively retiring in disgrace). ‘I have seen the
little brother leave the child about the XXXX of XXXX and the
mother away. I believe the child had not sufficient food. I have
known the mother coming past my tent in a state of beastly
drink at one o’clock in the morning and twice some men have
taken her home, her husband being absent. The night before the
child died she was taken home beastly drunk. She was away
yesterday when the child died and I found a constable in charge
of deceased. I believe the child died yesterday morning about
eight o’clock. The brother said to me at that time.’





















Inquests of a baby and mother who died in 1865 and 1870 respectively, the 
wife and daughter of Chinese storekeeper, Fong Fat

Fong Fat owned a fancy goods shop on Swanston Street 
and, later, the Eastern Arcade on Bourke Street. 

Herald, 2 Dec 1871



Inquests of a baby and mother who died in 1865 and 1870 respectively, the 
wife and daughter of Chinese storekeeper, Fong Fat



• Five years later, Quinti herself died, of ‘a serious 
apoplexy from disease of the brain.’ According to a 
report, she had been ‘out of her mind’ for five and a 
half years. This inquest also has depositions from 
Fong Fat and the family’s housekeeper/shop 
assistant, Catherine Downey, a widow, whom Fong 
Fat married the next year.



Border Watch, 21 May 1870



Two interesting points for family historians

• Quinti’s inquest is mislabelled in the PROV index. The 
metadata transcribed for the record calls her Fah Fat 
and Male. So I had to hunt quite a lot to find it and 
click that maybe she might be in the male listings – a 
note that sometimes the indexes can be wrong so to 
use wildcards in searches and maybe some laborious 
work needs to be done!

• Also, the BDM database can be difficult to search and I 
had to try quite a few ways of searching to find all their 
death and marriage certificates.



Alice Ball's tragic story was discovered by historians interested in the lives of Irish 
Orphans. This information can be found within the inquest files for young Alice 
Ball, officially called the Inquest Deposition Files, PROV, VPRS 24/P 0, unit 7, 
item 1850/18.



When Catherine Toland (or Tolland) arrived on the "Lady Kennaway" with her sister, Sarah, to start a 
new life half a world away from her native Donegal, she could never have imagined the tragedy that 
would occur in her life.

Catherine married Michael Murphy, a Shepherd, in 1850 at St. Francis Catholic Church in Melbourne 
and went on to give birth to eleven children - only three of whom would survive to adulthood.

It is undeniably tragic to lose one child but to lose eight children - four of them in the one 
devastating incident - must have been unbearable and enough to threaten any parent's sanity and 
will to go on living.

All this information can be found in the Witness Depositions for the Coroner's Inquest into 
the deaths of the young children - how heartbreaking must it have been for Catherine to 
relate the sequence of events that resulted in the deaths of four of her children?



• inquests can offer a window into discovering the background of those who made their way to 
the refuge, as well as how the institution operated.

• the case of Eileen Francis Fogg, admitted on the 7th March 1906, with the baby she had given 
birth to at age 15 only a month prior.

• two months after being admitted, her baby passed away at the site, at only three months of 
age. 

• inquest was held and it was found that there were no suspicious circumstances – Eileen had 
awoken one morning to find her baby had suffocated after having gone to sleep with her in 
her arm. Mrs. Thompson, head Matron, gave a deposition for the inquest stating that Eileen 
was a “particularly kind and attentive mother” and that inmates were aware of the necessity 
to use the cots provided for them in their sleeping quarters (VPRS 24/P0/800, 1906/419). 

• Mothers would often take their infants into their own beds when nurses weren’t by - many 
infant deaths of this sort took place in private homes, in other institutions, like the Women’s 
Hospital, as well as the Carlton Refuge.



Her inquest record tells us a lot about her life before death: her day-to-day activities; 
her love life and family; and, finally, her intimate death-bed conversations, all told 
through the eyes of others. Inquest records are an excellent source of information for 
their value in informing social history research as well as family history research.

At the Melbourne Morgue, On the 13th of March 1936, the State Coroner wrote his inquest 
findings on the cause of death for Doris, a 31 year old woman from regional Victoria who 
died at Warburton Hydro and Hospital in February. She had been rushed to the hospital from 
a nearby chalet showing symptoms of cold shivers and bleeding heavily. He reviewed the 15 
pages of detailed witness statements and doctors’ notes and tried to piece together his 
conclusion on what happened to Doris in the final two weeks of her life.
His note on the inquest form concluded, “ Doris ... died from septicaemia and septic 
inflammation of the kidney following an unlawful abortion, but how or by what means such 
an abortion was caused the evidence added doesn’t enable me to say.” 



circumstances around the fatal shooting of a young 
Italian Prisoner of War at the Rowville internment 
camp during World War 2. Rodolfo Bartoli was a 
long-term internee at Rowville. He was shot and 
killed by the camp Commandant early one 
Saturday evening in 1946 while allegedly trying to 
escape.
Rolled up in the bundle of documents was a copy 
of exhibit 27, the photograph I'd been searching 
for, showing a police detective standing where 
Rodolfo had fallen after being shot. 
Being able to see two of the witnesses from Justice 
Simpson’s inquiry standing near the features 
described by both prisoners and military personnel 
brought the story to life.









Project: Indexing Inquest Deposition 
Files (1840-1937 and 1938-1985)





















Thank you!

https://melbournehistoryworkshop.com/

https://melbournehistoryworkshop.com/

