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Abstract 

Widowhood and remarriage affected a majority of people in colonial Australia, 
yet historians have given them scant attention. Today, widowhood primarily 
concerns the elderly, but in the mid-nineteenth century a considerable proportion 
of deaths were amongst young adults. Thus many widows and widowers had 
children to care for, who were also affected by the loss of a parent and the 
possible remarriage of their surviving parent. Extended families might be called 
on for support, while communities, at the local and government level, were 
confronted with the need to provide welfare for the widowed and orphaned, 
including the older widowed.  

This thesis considers how widowhood impacted on men and women at all 
levels of society in the nineteenth-century Australian colonies, especially 
Western Australia and Victoria, taking into account the effects of age, class and 
numbers of children of the widowed. When men were the chief family earners 
and women were dependent child bearers the effects of widowhood could be 
disastrous, and widows had to employ a range of strategies to support themselves 
and their families. Men too were affected by widowhood, for the loss of a wife’s 
housekeeping skills could cause serious financial consequences. 

One response to widowhood was remarriage, and the thesis discusses the 
advantages and disadvantages of remarriage for men and women. Historians 
have regarded remarriage as the best option for the widowed, especially for 
women. Research into remarriage, especially in Britain and Europe, has focussed 
on demography. Assuming that all widowed wished to remarry, demographers 
have compared remarriage rates for men and women, within the context of the 
relative numbers of marriageable men and women in a given community.  

This thesis, however, queries the emphasis on demography in the study of 
remarriage decisions. Drawing on marriage and death certificates, the thesis 
calculates the rates and patterns of remarriage in Victoria and Western Australia 
in the early 1860s. It shows that the unequal sex ratio in Australia made some 
difference to remarriage rates, giving widows more choice than, for instance, 
their counterparts in nineteenth-century Britain. However, not all findings can be 
explained by demography.  

Thus the social, legal and economic frameworks within which the 
widowed made their decisions were also examined in this thesis. Personal 
responses to widowhood and remarriage varied according to temperament and 
individual family circumstances. Attitudes to remarriage were largely dependent 
on the gender and class of the widowed. The law treated men and women 
differently, and remarriage thus had different implications for widows and 
widowers. The economic effects of remarriage were related to the legal context, 
with men in a more advantageous position. While widowhood usually had 
adverse financial consequences for women, remarriage did not necessarily 
provide a satisfactory solution.  

The emphasis on demography in research into widowhood and 
remarriage has tended to obscure the importance of other factors. In remarriage 
decisions, class and age were at least as important as the apparent availability of 
potential spouses, for men as well as women, while the personal has been 
consistently underestimated and the impact of gender has usually been 
oversimplified. 
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Introduction 

In the nineteenth century widowhood could arrive swiftly from accident or 

illness. In 1887 Julia Suttor of a well-known Bathurst pastoral family described 

the death of a neighbour in childbirth in her diary. “Mr Lydaird I hear seemed 

quite stupefied they say he cannot yet realize his loss…a Baby a Month old and 

other children her husband is a Constable and highly respected.”1 Julia herself 

had been widowed a year earlier, at the age of 57 years, when her husband, John 

Bligh Suttor, died after a short illness, aged 77. We might expect that 77 years 

would have been considered a respectable lifespan in 1886, but Julia’s shock and 

grief continued for years, as recorded in her diary. [27 May 1888] “Two years 

today since my dear Husband died…I felt I could not go to look at his grave 

today. My heart was too full of sorrow.”2 Julia remained a widow for the rest of 

her life. 

Bereavement could take individuals by surprise, but widowhood and 

remarriage were regular phenomena in nineteenth-century Australia. The young 

widow in John Longstaff’s sentimental painting, Breaking the News, (see 

frontispiece) whose husband has presumably been killed in a mining accident, 

was representative of a harsh reality. In 1861 there were 6,623 widows of all ages 

living in Victoria, out of a total adult female population of only 121,548. More 

than 600 of those widows were young women aged between 25 and 30.3 In 

Western Australia in 1868, nearly 30 per cent of marriages were remarriages.4 

Many people had lost at least one parent by the time they reached maturity, and a 

large proportion had acquired a step-parent. When it came their own turn to 

marry, it was quite likely that they would not grow old with their spouse.  

Julia Suttor had been married for forty years, a long marriage by colonial 

Australian standards. Although it is difficult to determine average marriage 

lengths accurately, many marriages ended prematurely by the death of one of the 

partners. Mortality was high for young adults; in a study of 233 couples who 

married in Western Australia between 1842 and 1849 Margaret Anderson found 

                                                           
1  Julia Suttor, Diary, 1887-1890, 17 May 1887, Suttor Family Papers, FM4/1390, ML.  
2  ibid. 
3  Census, Victoria, 1861.  
4  Susan Hart, “Remarriage in Colonial Western Australia”, Honours dissertation, UWA, 

2004. 
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that only 117 (51 per cent) of the marriages survived the wife’s childbearing 

years.5 If they were widowed young, the lives of men and women would be 

thrown into uncertainty as the loss of an income-earning husband and father, or a 

mother and housekeeper, were serious matters. In her memoirs Fanny O’Leary of 

Benalla, Victoria, recorded her reaction to her sister Mary’s widowhood in the 

late nineteenth century as “truly awful for my poor sister with her large and 

helpless family alas!!”6 A few years later, in 1886, Fanny also became a young 

widow. Samuel Mitchell, a mine manager from Northampton in Western 

Australia, widowed twice in the late nineteenth century, lamented that “only 

those who have experienced it, know what it means for a man to be left with a 

family of young, motherless children”.7  

Even if men and women were older when they were bereaved, the 

majority of widowed could still face a precarious future. Julia Suttor had lived all 

her married life on prosperous properties near Bathurst and might have been 

expected to experience a comfortable old age. However, due to difficulties with 

her husband’s will and the dubious financial dealings of one of her sons, she was 

left with very little money. For several years Julia lived an unsettled life, moving 

from the house of one relative to another, showing how the death of a spouse 

could alter the social and economic status of even the most apparently fortunate 

of women.  

Widowhood was of course a unique experience for each individual, and 

gender, age and class differences affected the response to bereavement. Julia 

Suttor’s experience of widowhood was different from that of a poor widow living 

in an inner city slum, or of a younger widow. Sarah Shaw, the mother of Ethel 

Turner (who wrote Seven Little Australians) had been widowed twice by the time 

she was thirty and she had three young daughters to raise alone. In 1880 she 

married for a third time.8 Likewise, Samuel Mitchell’s situation was not the same 

                                                           
5  Margaret Anderson, ‘ Research Note: The Reproductive Experience of Women Married 

in Western Australia, 1842-49’, in Patricia Grimshaw and Ailsa McCleary (eds), 
Australia 1888, Bulletin, 1984, p.22. 

6  Frances MacCarthy-O’Leary, nee Rowe, Reminiscences, Rowe Papers, MS 12298, Box 
3068, State Library of Victoria (SLV). 

7  Samuel Mitchell, Looking Backward: Reminiscences of 42 years, Samuel Mitchell, 
Privately printed, Northampton, Western Australia, 1911, p.25. 

8  Philippa Poole (ed.), The Diaries of Ethel Turner, Collins, Australia, 1979; Brenda 
Niall, Seven Little Billabongs, MUP, Carlton, 1979; A. T. Yarwood, From a Chair in the 
Sun, The Life of Ethel Turner, Viking Penguin, Melbourne, 1994.  
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as that of a struggling farmer or labourer.  Mitchell believed his children suffered 

when their mother died, but he was a comparatively wealthy man. He could 

afford servants to provide at least basic care for his children, unlike a poor father.  

Widowhood affected men adversely, but in many societies there were 

more widows than widowers, and the excess caused concern. In the early modern 

period in Britain and North America poorer widows were often branded as 

witches, to be feared and harassed. In the nineteenth century poor widows were 

usually objects of pity. Western imaginings of India include fascinated horror at 

suti, where women burnt themselves on their husband’s funeral pyre. The 

practice was apparently never widespread, but it is significant that it was widows 

and not widowers who perceived suicide as an alternative to widowhood.9  

One solution to the potential problems of widowhood was remarriage. 

The popular stereotype presents remarriage as the best option for the widowed, 

including men such as Samuel Mitchell with his motherless children. It was seen 

as an especially good option for widows who had lost the financial support 

provided by a husband. Remarriage appeared to reconstruct a family that had 

been broken by death; the husband gained a housekeeper and child carer and the 

wife gained a provider. Historians, especially demographers, have also assumed 

that remarriage compensated for the loss of a husband or wife.  Philippe Ariès 

considered that remarriage was part of the European marriage pattern, along with 

late marriage and no contraception, because remarriage helped to compensate for 

delayed marriage and high mortality.10 As another historian observed, families 

suffered “erosion from death and accretion from remarriage”.11 

Historians’ belief that remarriage was an all-encompassing ‘solution’ to 

the economic problems of widowhood is gendered. Study of remarriage 

frequently begins with a comparison of remarriage rates for widows and 

widowers. Although there were usually more widows than widowers, in Europe 

and Britain widowers remarried more readily than widows. As a result, the 

underlying premise of much research into remarriage has been that widowers 

were more attractive as marriage partners than were widows. Historians have 
                                                           
9  John Stratton Hawley (ed.), Sati, The Blessing and the Curse: The Burning of Wives in 

India, OUP, New York, 1994. 
10  P. Ariès, ‘Introduction to Part One’, in J. Dupâquier, E. Hélin, P. Laslett, M. Livi-Bacci, 

and S. Sogner  (eds), Marriage and Remarriage in Populations of the Past, Academic 
Press, London and New York, 1981, p. 31. 

11  Beatrice Gottlieb, The Family in the Western World, OUP, New York, 1993, pp. 22-23. 
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also assumed that women, including widows, always wished to marry, but that 

men, including widowers, were free to choose or reject marriage. A theory of 

remarriage developed which suggested that remarriage (like first marriage) was a 

desirable state and a competitive process, with men the ‘winners’.12 

Gendered assumptions regarding comparative remarriage rates are linked 

with demographic arguments. Research into remarriage is traditionally 

approached from three major angles: the demographic, the economic, and the 

social or personal, although different disciplines refer to them by different 

names. Ruth Dixon, a sociologist, describes the three variables in remarriage 

decisions as the availability of new marriage partners (demography), the 

feasibility of remarriage (economics), and its desirability (social).13 Early 

Modern British historian, Barbara Todd, describes remarriage as an interplay of 

three factors: “opportunity, necessity and preference”.14 Identifying pre-eminent 

marriage motives is always difficult, and historians acknowledge that 

demography, economics and personal preference interact in an extremely 

complex fashion.15 However, many historians have privileged demographic 

determinism (followed by economics) over other imperatives.  

This thesis calculates the incidence of remarriage in colonial Australia, 

because knowing who remarried helps to explain the reasons why they remarried, 

but the statistical findings are not an end in themselves. Indeed, the thesis 

questions the importance of demography in remarriage decisions. The uneven 

sex ratio in nineteenth-century Australia, with more men than women, provides 

an opportunity to analyse the nexus between demography and gender in 

remarriage decisions. Did an excess of men appear to affect relative remarriage 

rates for widows and widowers? On a superficial level the imbalance of the sexes 

would seem to have given Australian women choice in the remarriage market. 

Thus, if widows remained unmarried, despite the availability of potential 

                                                           
12  Janet D Griffith, ‘Economy, Family and Remarriage’, Journal of Family Issues, 

December, 1980, pp. 479-496; Sandra Cavallo and Lyndan Warner, ‘Introduction’, in 
Sandra Cavallo and Lyndan Warner (eds), Widowhood in Medieval and Early Modern 
Europe, Longman, Harlow, 1999, p. 10. 

13  Ruth B. Dixon, ‘Explaining Cross-Cultural Variations in Age at Marriage and 
Proportions Never Marrying’, Population Studies, Vol. 25, No. 2, 1971, pp. 215-233. 

14  Barbara J. Todd, ‘Demographic Determinism and Female Agency: the Remarrying 
Widow Reconsidered…Again’, Continuity and Change, Vol.  9, No. 3, 1994, p. 422. 

15  Pamela Sharpe, Population and Society in an East Devon Village, University of Exeter 
Press, Exeter, 2002, p. 2. 
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spouses, and despite an apparent economic impetus to remarry, it would question 

whether remarriage was the goal of all widows. 

Both the scholarship and popular myths have denied agency to the 

widow, suggesting that she had few choices upon the death of a husband, except 

remarriage. However, there were alternatives and while remarriage had the 

potential to solve some problems for widows, depending on their ages, it could 

have other unwanted consequences, such as more children. In the nineteenth 

century first marriages of women were likely to be influenced by parental and 

societal pressure (to avoid the stigma of spinsterhood, or to regulate sexuality). 

By contrast, the decision to remarry was apparently a free choice made by mature 

adults.16 Hence, the thesis considers the advantages and disadvantages of 

remarriage for widows in different social and economic circumstances. Personal 

preference is taken into account; it is not necessary to discuss marriage as only a 

choice between “either pragmatic material factors or emotional ones”.17  

A combination of quantitative and qualitative methodologies and sources 

are employed to investigate widowhood and remarriage in nineteenth-century 

Australia. The legal, economic and social contexts in which men and women 

made remarriage choices in nineteenth-century Australia are examined. The 

incidence of remarriage is estimated for two colonies, Western Australia and 

Victoria, in the early 1860s. The period around 1860 in Australia lends itself well 

to a closer study of widowhood and remarriage for several reasons. The 

Australian colonies were in a relatively stable economic and social phase, 

disrupted neither by depression nor boom. Mortality was still comparatively high 

amongst married adults of all ages, before the medical breakthroughs of the 

twentieth century. At the same time, divorce was still difficult to obtain, meaning 

that most remarriage was a consequence of widowhood. Finally, rich records 

relating to widowhood and remarriage became available from the 1850s, as 

discussed in considerable detail throughout the thesis. 

In Chapter One the approaches that historians have taken to the study of 

widowhood and remarriage are considered, and the major quantitative and 

                                                           
16  Margaret Pelling, ‘Who Most Needs to Marry? Ageing and Inequality Among Women 

and Men in Early Modern Norwich’, in Lynn Botelho and Pat Thane (eds), Women and 
Ageing in British Society since 1500, Pearson Education Limited, Harlow, 2001, p. 33. 

17  Joanne Bailey, Unquiet Lives: Marriage and Marriage Breakdown in England, 1660-
1800, CUP, Cambridge, New York, 2004, p. 28. 
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qualitative sources used in the thesis are described. Because of the nature of the 

official records, the focus is on Australians of European background. Aboriginal 

people were not usually included in statistical returns in the nineteenth century; 

people from other non-European countries such as China were mostly excluded 

as well.  

The marital histories of individuals, including Julia Suttor, Samuel 

Mitchell, Fanny O’Leary and Sarah Shaw, are described in more detail 

throughout the thesis. In many ways their stories illustrate universal aspects of 

widowhood in the nineteenth-century Australian colonies. However, they were 

all articulate, relatively fortunate members of the middle and upper classes, 

which made them atypical. It was important to explore how people at all levels of 

society reacted to widowhood and remarriage and a range of sources provide 

considerable information on other widows and widowers, particularly those who 

were objects of charity. 

The legal context of remarriage decisions is considered in Chapter Two. 

Marriage legislation in the Australian colonies in the nineteenth century followed 

English precedent, including the rules under which marriages were contracted. 

The regulation of marriage had direct consequences for the quantity and quality 

of the official records which are available to the historian. Legislation such as 

property laws and the laws of consanguinity also impacted on remarriage 

decisions, with different implications for men and women. As well, divorce 

legislation was relevant to research into remarriage, partly because of the 

implications for the incidence of irregular marriage.  

Although divorce was not possible in the Australian colonies until the late 

nineteenth century,18 many people’s marital histories did not follow a simple 

progression from an unmarried state to first marriage, widowhood and possible 

remarriage. Bigamy, desertion and de facto marriage must all be taken into 

account. Somewhat cynically, the English historian Lawrence Stone argued that 

divorce became more necessary when mortality rates improved.19 In the early 

modern period the average marriage lasted only seventeen to twenty years 

because of the death of husband or wife. Half seriously, Stone conjectured that 
                                                           
18  Following changes in England, most colonies passed their first limited Divorce Acts 

between 1858 and 1864, although New South Wales waited until 1873. 
19  Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1500-1800, Penguin, 

Harmondsworth, 1979, p. 46. 
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twenty years was the natural limit of tolerance for the average married couple. 

Remarriage could be a point at which marriage, widowhood, bigamy, desertion, 

separation, divorce and de facto marriage intersected. For instance, if a couple 

had separated, the death of one of the partners enabled the remaining widow or 

widower to legally marry. On the other hand, a proportion of widows and 

widowers might choose de facto marriage over formal remarriage. 

The legal and administrative frameworks in which the widowed made 

their remarriage choices, and within which the primary statistical sources were 

created, having been established, Chapter Three gives a broad overview of the 

demography of widowhood and remarriage in colonial Australia. The remarriage 

rate in the Australian colonies is compared with that of Britain, within the 

context of their respective sex ratios. The comparison provides a more 

comprehensive understanding of the Australian findings, and contributes to the 

exploration of the advantages and disadvantages of a demographic approach to 

remarriage. A misunderstanding regarding British remarriage rates is revealed. 

The remarriage rates in Victoria and Western Australia are explored in 

detail. These two colonies presented a good contrast in regard to their history and 

geography and their economic and population structures, allowing for a sound 

comparison of the effects of demographic and other factors on the incidence of 

remarriage. The quality and quantity of the statistical records in each colony 

varied, resulting in differences in the resultant databases. Access to marriage and 

death certificates in the two colonies also varied.20  However, anomalies and 

omissions in the records are a further source of qualitative information regarding 

attitudes towards widowhood and remarriage. 

Comparative remarriage rates for men and women, the widowed and 

single in the two colonies are calculated. A comparison of the incidence of 

widower and bachelor marriage provides a platform for further interrogation of 

the demographic argument that accords little importance to social and economic 

imperatives for marriage. Widowers like Samuel Mitchell had cause to remarry; 

how successful were they when competing with bachelors in the remarriage 

market?  

                                                           
20  The difficulties are discussed in detail in Chapter Three. 
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Following the preliminary statistical findings in Chapter Three, Chapter 

Four gives a more detailed analysis of remarriage rates in Victoria and Western 

Australia. Drawing on the same raw data tabulated in Chapter Three, patterns of 

remarriage are calculated. They show the effects of gender, age, class and 

numbers of children on remarriage decisions. Chapter Four also considers how 

local demographics might have influenced the remarriage choices of a particular 

widow and widower: Julia Suttor and her son Arthur in Bathurst in 1891. The 

results of the statistical investigations in Chapter Three and Chapter Four raise 

questions which are considered in the last two chapters.   

Having estimated the proportions of widowed men and women who 

remarried, and considered something of their circumstances, from official 

records, Chapter Five and Chapter Six turn to qualitative sources to explore the 

lives of the widowed in colonial Australia. Chapter Five discusses the financial 

implications of widowhood and explores the different financial options available 

to the widowed, including inheritance, family assistance, work and charity. The 

benefits and disadvantages of remarriage as a means of financial support for the 

widowed are compared with the other alternatives.  

It is not difficult to see why remarriage might have seemed desirable for 

widows; the excess of widows was of concern because in a patriarchal society 

the loss of a spouse could leave widows and orphans vulnerable to poverty. The 

economic role that children played in the widowed household, and in remarriage 

decisions, is also considered. By exploring the economics of widowhood and 

remarriage we learn more about attitudes to poverty and hardship in nineteenth-

century Australia. What provision was made for widows and orphans, at the 

community and government level, and to what extent was support dependent on 

the widowed complying with the norms set by society? 

Chapter Six explores the discourses surrounding the death of a spouse, 

and the consequences for remarriage decisions. Throughout European history a 

mythology has developed regarding widowhood and remarriage and the role of 

the widow. The thesis considers whether these attitudes were replicated in 

colonial Australia, and to what extent they were affected by class and gender. 

Although often overlooked by historians, social and personal considerations were 

central to remarriage decisions. One indication of attitudes to remarriage was the 

interval between bereavement and remarriage. Chapter Four indicates average 
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remarriage intervals after widowhood, Chapter Six suggests reasons for the 

intervals being what they were. 

Bereavement and parental remarriage affected the children of the 

widowed, and their presence influenced remarriage decisions. Widows and 

widowers may have appeared to have a free choice of spouse when marrying for 

a second or third time in colonial Australia, because parental pressure was absent 

or lessened, but what of the influence of children of previous marriages? 

Children’s inheritances could be jeopardised by the remarriage of a parent 

(especially when mothers remarried). As well, remarriage could lead to 

complicated and problematic family and household arrangements, with conflicts 

between the rights and responsibilities of biological and step-parents. The diaries 

of Ethel Turner document her experience in the household of her stepfather, 

Charles Cope, showing some of the benefits and drawbacks of remarriage for the 

children of the widowed.  

The extended family of the widowed also mattered in remarriage 

decisions. One of the popular stories of family history suggests that older 

widowed people lived with children and grandchildren. Historians of Britain 

have largely discounted this theory and have shown that the three-generational 

household was a rarity. Were Australian widows and widowers taken in by other 

family members? Co-residence raises questions about family roles and status.  

This thesis thus questions the stereotypes and theories surrounding 

widowhood and remarriage in nineteenth-century Australia. It considers how 

widowhood impacted on men and women of varied social and economic 

circumstances. It analyses the complexities of remarriage, and considers the 

advantages and disadvantages of remarriage for men and women, modified by 

particulars of class and age. The remarriage choices to be made by the older Julia 

Suttor were different from those of younger women such as Fanny O’Leary or 

Sarah Shaw, or the extremely poor widow struggling to feed her children. 

Widowers, including Samuel Mitchell, faced different challenges from widows. 

The thesis questions the extent to which remarriage rates were determined by 

numbers of available spouses, appraising how social, cultural, economic and 

demographic factors combined to influence remarriage choices in colonial 

Australia. 
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Chapter One 

Approaches to widowhood and remarriage 

This chapter considers the approaches that historians have taken when 

researching widowhood and remarriage, the focuses of interest, the inherent 

challenges, and the areas where further research is indicated. Research in Britain, 

Europe and North America offers a context in which to explore widowhood and 

remarriage in colonial Australia. The major primary sources, qualitative and 

quantitative, employed in the thesis are discussed in detail. 

 

Widowhood 

Many facets of society are influenced by widowhood, while the effects of 

widowhood have consequences for society. In the Western world widowhood has 

often been studied from perspectives that echo the triple-headed approaches to 

remarriage: demography, economics and the social or personal. Jan Bremmer and 

Lourens van den Bosch’s Between Poverty and the Pyre interrogates the 

meanings and cultural constructions of widowhood in a range of societies.1 Its 

contributors suggest that research into widowhood has implications for 

economics, the law, religion, sexuality, childhood, male and female identity, 

family, social control and power structures.2 A recent work, When Dad Died, 

edited by Renzo Derosas and Michel Oris,3 claims further that exploration of 

widowhood reveals “household dynamics, demographic constraints, family 

continuity, inheritance customs, [and] family systems”.4  

Widowhood has sometimes been seen as a neglected area of historical 

study. In 1991, Danish historian Ida Blom described the historiography relating 

to widowhood in Western societies to that date.5 She observed that there had 

been a quietly consistent output of research findings from the 1950s, but for a 

                                                           
1  Jan Bremmer and Lourens van den Bosch (eds), Between Poverty and the Pyre: 

Moments in the History of Widowhood, Routledge, London and New York, 1995. 
2  Marjo Buitelaar, ‘Widows’ Worlds: Representations and Realities’, in Bremmer and van 

den Bosch (eds), Poverty and the Pyre. 
3  Renzo Derosas and Michel Oris (eds), When Dad Died: Individuals and Families 

Coping With Family Stress in Past Societies, Peter Lang, Bern, Switzerland, 2002. 
4  ibid., p. 2. 
5  Ida Blom, ‘The History of Widowhood: A Bibliographic Overview’, Journal of Family 

History, Vol. 16, No. 2, 1991, pp. 191-210. 
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variety of reasons the study of widowhood had not attracted notice to the same 

extent as did research into other parts of the life cycle. Blom suggested that this 

could have been because scholars themselves were young and gave precedence 

to issues relevant to their own lives. Both family histories and demographic 

studies focussed on women of reproductive age, while widowhood was 

considered to be mostly concerned with elderly women.6  

There are three main reasons why research into widowhood has centred 

on the widow more than the widower. Firstly, there were usually more widows, 

and demographic changes had further increased the ratio of widows to widowers 

in European countries by the nineteenth century.7 Secondly, although wives were 

important to the family economy, women were more vulnerable to financial 

disaster on the death of a husband. Thirdly, women were defined by their 

sexuality and their marital status, as well as their relationships with the other men 

in their lives: their fathers, husbands and sons. Men were represented as more 

active agents and defined by their rank, profession or work. Widowers were less 

visible than widows because they were not identified in the records as widowers, 

as women often were as widows.8 Interestingly, the nature of the records in the 

Australian colonies made it easier to identify widowers than widows. 

Widows were usually more numerous and visible than widowers, and 

partly as a result were subject to conflicting discourses regarding their role and 

status.9 Cavallo and Warner suggest that there were three stereotypical images of 

the widow in the early modern period: the good widow, the poor widow and the 

merry widow.10 Traditionally, widows were ‘good’, objects of pity and 

sympathy, and the recipients of charity because the death of an earner husband 

almost always left them in a precarious financial position. Pamela Sharpe 

suggests that Christian theology provides the blueprint for compassionate 

treatment of widows and orphans.11 The opposite stereotype to the good widow 

                                                           
6  ibid., p. 192. 
7  ibid., p. 193. 
8  Sandra Cavallo and Lyndan Warner, ‘Introduction’, in Sandra Cavallo and Lyndan 

Warner (eds), Widowhood in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, Longman, Harlow, 
1999, p. 1. 

9  Margaret Pelling, ‘Finding Widowers: Men Without Women in English Towns before 
1700’, in Cavallo and Warner (eds), Widowhood.  

10  Cavallo and Warner, ‘Introduction’, in Cavallo and Warner (eds), Widowhood, p. 6. 
11  Pamela Sharpe, ‘Survival Strategies and Stories: Poor Widows and Widowers in Early 

Industrial England’ in Cavallo and Warner (eds), Widowhood, pp. 227-228. 
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was that of the ‘merry’ widow. Charles Carlton argued that it was created by men 

as a result of their fears of female sexuality and their own mortality.12 In plays, 

sermons, gossip and jokes the widow was depicted as being a highly sexed 

woman who quickly looked for a second husband, preferably young and virile.13  

In reality, most widows were too poor to be merry; the poor widow is 

perhaps the most visible model of widowhood, and the focus of attention by 

historians. The loss of a wife, with her housekeeping skills, could place an 

enormous strain on a family, but men who were bereaved usually retained their 

livelihoods. Widows usually lost the family’s main income. In Derosis’ and Oris’ 

exploration of the social and economic effects of the death of the father on 

widows and orphans in a range of societies, they examine the strategies 

employed by families to overcome the loss of the chief breadwinner. They 

observe that until the twentieth century the death of the father led to “a deep 

negative change in the economic position of the survivors”.14  

Although widows suffered more, the possibility of the loss of a husband 

or wife was a spectre that haunted most men and women.15 Given the potential 

for widowhood to cause financial disaster, it is not surprising that the economics 

of widowhood have received particular attention from historians, especially the 

“survival strategies” employed by widows and widowers.16 Historians have 

considered the range of resources that the widowed drew on, including work, 

inheritance, state welfare and community aid.  

In discussing the economics of widowhood, historians regularly compare 

the relative situation of poor widows and widowers, often focussing on the 

elderly widowed, who were amongst the most vulnerable members of society. 

Margaret Pelling suggests that a society’s treatment of its elderly poor is an 

indication of its treatment of all members of the community.17 From her study of 

early modern England, Pelling found that the elderly employed a variety of 

                                                           
12  Charles Carlton, ‘ “The Widow’s Tale” Male Myths and Female Reality in 16th and 17th 

Century England’, Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies, Vol. 10, 
No. 2, 1978, pp. 118-129. 

13  ibid., p. 119. 
14  Derosas and Oris, When Dad Died, p. 19. 
15  Pamela Sharpe, ‘Survival Strategies ’, in Cavallo and Warner (eds), Widowhood, pp. 

220-221. 
16  ibid. 
17  Margaret Pelling, ‘Old Age, Poverty, and Disability in Norwich: Work, Remarriage, and 

other Expedients’, in Margaret Pelling and Richard M. Smith (eds), Life, Death and the 
Elderly, Routledge, London, 1991. 
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means to support themselves, and that widows fared at least as well as 

widowers.18 On the other hand, in a study of an eighteenth-century English town, 

S. J. Wright concluded that life appeared to be harder for the elderly widow than 

widower.19 For the widower, problems associated with old age, such as poverty 

and homelessness, could accumulate gradually.20 For wives, the death of a 

husband could change their situation in a moment.  

Other historians have considered the consequences of widowhood for 

younger men and women; as we have seen, the young widow with children to 

support was frequently in adverse economic circumstances.21 James Winter 

studied a small 1840s Scottish community to determine how poor people 

managed to survive the financial crises that accompanied nineteenth-century 

economic and social change.22 Winter was particularly concerned with the plight 

of young widows; there are parallels between the many Scottish women 

widowed when their sailor husbands were lost at sea and the young women 

widowed in nineteenth-century Australia through accident (often drowning 

accidents) and disease.  

According to Blom, by the 1990s scholarship was beginning to indicate 

that widows were often in a more advantageous position than widowers upon the 

death of a spouse.23 However, such a conclusion can be misleading. What much 

of the research seems to suggest is, that while widowhood created great hardship 

for most women, they managed more successfully than widowers to overcome 

adversity. There could be several reasons for the ability of widows to negotiate 

their way through the various economic options open to them. Wright and 

Pelling described the types of support used by the elderly, widowed poor, of 

which an important component was parish aid and charity. Historians have 

observed that widows were far more likely to be recipients of poor relief than 

were widowers.24 Pelling also argued that widows were more skilled in making 

                                                           
18  ibid. 
19  S. J. Wright, ‘The Elderly and the Bereaved in Eighteenth Century Ludlow’, in Pelling 

and Smith (eds), Life, Death and the Elderly. 
20  ibid., p. 126. 
21  See Introduction to this thesis. 
22  James Winter, ‘Widowed Mothers and Mutual Aid in Early Victorian Britain’, Journal 

of  Social History, Vol. 17, 1983, pp. 115-125. 
23  Blom, ‘The History of Widowhood’ pp. 202-203. 
24  Sharpe, ‘Survival Strategies ’, in Cavallo and Warner (eds), Widowhood, pp. 224-225. 
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use of the resources available to them.25 Winter found that community support 

was important to the Scottish widows he studied;26 his work is a pointer to 

consider mutual aid as a factor in the survival techniques of widows in colonial 

Australia. 

Indeed, the relative responsibilities of family, community and state to 

care for the widowed, especially the elderly, but also widows with young 

children, have been the subject of considerable scholarship. Peter Laslett’s 

‘nuclear-hardship’ hypothesis is relevant to discussion of support for the 

widowed.27 Laslett argued that the nuclear family system, where couples were 

expected to form their own household upon marriage, placed them in a 

particularly difficult position in the event of death or illness. However, Laslett 

showed that the system was not rigidly applied, or most of the elderly, widowed 

and orphaned would have had no means of support. He considered the relative 

importance of the major sources of support for the widowed (apart from 

remarriage), the alternatives being either extended kin or the ‘collectivity’, 

friends, neighbours, charities, church and state.28 Overall, Laslett believed that 

kin usually provided support where possible, but in all pre-industrial European 

countries community aid provided the ultimate recourse.29 

Individual circumstances determined the extent to which outside support 

was necessary, while the amount of community aid that was available varied at 

different times and in different societies. As an example, Sharpe suggests that 

parish poor relief in England was at its most generous in the late seventeenth 

century.30 David Thomson has argued that state welfare policy regularly swung 

from generosity to parsimony. He suggested that public responsibility for the 

poor in England underwent a major change in emphasis every fifty years or so.31  

Not all widows were poor, and Amy Erickson’s work with property 

documents in early modern England has shown that women had more power over 

                                                           
25  Pelling, ‘Old Age, Poverty and Disability’, p. 84. 
26  Winter, ‘Widowed Mothers’. 
27  Peter Laslett, ‘Family, Kinship and Collectivity as Systems of  Support in Pre-Industrial 

Europe: a Consideration of the ‘Nuclear-Hardship’ Hypothesis’, in Continuity and 
Change, Vol. 3, No. 2, 1988, pp. 153-175. 

28  ibid., p. 154. 
29  ibid., p. 169-170. 
30  Sharpe, ‘Survival Strategies’, in Cavallo and Warner (eds), Widowhood,  p. 224. 
31  David Thomson, ‘The Welfare of the Elderly in the Past: A family or Community 

Responsibility?’, in Pelling and Smith (eds), Life, Death and the Elderly, p. 216. 
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their finances than has been recognised. Women were disadvantaged by property 

laws, as I discuss in detail in the next chapter, but in the seventeenth century at 

least, many widows were bequeathed enough to sustain them. Erickson found 

that many widows headed their own households and it would appear that they 

were often left goods or money which enabled them to earn income.32 A majority 

of men of property provided for their widows in their wills. Also, as Erickson 

argues, it was not in the interests of courts to decide against widows in contested 

cases because she would then become a charge on the parish.33 However, she 

found that the economic position of widows at all levels had worsened by the end 

of the eighteenth century.34  

The situation of the widow was perhaps worse in the nineteenth century 

than in the pre-industrial era, in Britain and Europe and in the ‘new world’. 

Attention has centred on nineteenth-century European widows, partly as a result 

of extensive demographic and financial records.35 The American Civil War 

resulted in many young widows, which is possibly why widowhood and 

remarriage in nineteenth-century North America have been the focus of 

considerable study.36 Meanwhile, demographic changes in Britain led to an 

increase in the number of widows.37 The changes combined with industrialisation 

and urbanisation and a shift in Poor Law philosophy and practice to create 

hardship for the widowed, along with other vulnerable members of society, 

including the poor and elderly.38  

Widowhood was affected by class and age as well as gender, and by 

family circumstances. In an examination of the situation of elderly women in 

Victorian Britain, Theresa Deane suggested, not unsurprisingly, that British 

widows and spinsters with independent means were in a more fortunate position 
                                                           
32  Amy Louise Erickson, Women and Property in Early Modern England, Routledge, 

London, 1993. 
33  ibid., Women and Property, p. 227. 
34  ibid., p. 231. 
35  For example, Franz Van Poppel, ‘Widows, Widowers and Remarriage in Nineteenth-

Century Netherlands’, in Population Studies, Vol. 49, 1995, pp. 421-441. 
36  For example, Susan Grigg, ‘Toward a Theory of Remarriage: A Case Study of 

Newburyport at the Beginning of the Nineteenth Century’, in Journal of 
Interdisciplinary History, Vol. 3, No. 2, 1977, pp. 183-220; Bettina Bradbury, 
‘Surviving as a Widow in Nineteenth-Century Montreal’, in Urban History Review, Vol. 
17, No. 3, 1989, pp. 148-160. 

37  B. R. Mitchell and H. G. Jones, Second Abstract of British Historical Statistics, CUP, 
Cambridge, 1971, p. 3. 

38  Anne Digby, The Poor Law in Nineteenth-Century England and Wales, The Historical 
Association, London, 1982. 
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than poor older women.39 However, even more important was the fact that those 

women with networks of daughters, nieces and cousins were better placed than 

those with no family. Nevertheless, despite their reliance on kin, Deane shows 

that elderly women who could afford it preferred to live alone than with married 

relatives. 

However, being a member of the middle or upper classes was not always 

a protection against the potential hardships of widowhood. Widowhood exposed 

the limitations of the concept of separate spheres for men and women, which 

made women particularly vulnerable on the death of the earner husband. The 

choices open to middle-class widows in nineteenth-century England were 

limited. Historian Cynthia Curran argued that widows of business and 

professional men were in a worse situation than historians have recognised.40 She 

believed that research into the lives of widows, more than wives or spinsters, 

illuminates the operations of gender, class and power in Victorian society.41 The 

class structure in Australian colonies in the nineteenth century was different from 

that of Britain, but many of Curran’s observations are applicable to middle-class 

Australian widows, such as Julia Suttor of Bathurst and Fanny O’Leary of 

Benalla.  

Widowhood in nineteenth-century Australia has received limited 

attention from historians, and the situation of widowers has rarely been 

addressed. Patricia Jalland’s work on death and mourning in nineteenth-century 

Australia hints at attitudes towards widowhood, but it is an incidental aspect of 

her study and she does not explore remarriage.42 Nevertheless, she describes the 

rituals surrounding death that were brought to colonial Australia from Britain, 

and indicates how widowhood was experienced at different levels of society. 

Jalland also shows something of how widowers in nineteenth-century Australia 

responded to their bereavement. Drawing on personal writings, Penny Russell 

has also explored how elite widows in nineteenth-century Melbourne reacted to 

                                                           
39  Theresa Deane, ‘Old and Incapable? Louisa Twining and Elderly Women in Victorian 

Britain’, in Lynn Botelho and Pat Thane (eds), Women and Ageing in British Society 
since 1500, Pearson Education, Harlow, England, 2001. 

40  Cynthia Curran, ‘Private Women, Public Needs: Middle-Class Widows in Victorian 
England’, Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies, Vol. 25, No. 2, 
1993, pp. 217-236. 

41  ibid., p. 218.  
42  Patricia Jalland, Australian Ways of Death: A Social and Cultural History 1840-1918, 

OUP, South Melbourne, 2002. 
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widowhood. Her findings demonstrate the discourses that prescribed a particular 

mode of behaviour for widows at one level of society, and show how practice 

was often at variance with ideology.43     

Several essays in Families in Colonial Australia examine experiences of 

widowhood and remarriage in nineteenth-century Australia.44 As in Britain and 

Europe, widows figured more prominently than widowers. Donna Hellier 

described how shipboard deaths often resulted in widows and orphans arriving 

alone in colonial Australia.45 Margaret Anderson (Grellier) discussed the 

demographic effects of the high mortality of young married adults.46 Peter 

McDonald and Patricia Quiggin explored the demographic situation in Victoria 

in the 1880s, and in doing so questioned whether remarriage compensated for 

births lost through the high mortality amongst young married adults.47 Patricia 

Grimshaw and Charles Fahey gave brief examples of the plight of widows on the 

Victorian goldfields,48 while Winifred Mitchell and Geoffrey Sherington 

described disasters in the coal-mining industry in New South Wales that resulted 

in many widows.49  

A recent article by Glenda Strachan and Lindy Henderson mirrors many 

of the concerns of this thesis, in an examination of the survival techniques of 

widows in rural New South Wales in the nineteenth century.50 Joy Damousi has 

explored the experience of war widows in twentieth-century Australia.51 Her 

work gives valuable insights into the grieving process as experienced by widows 

and provides a point of comparison with nineteenth-century attitudes to 

                                                           
43  Penny Russell, A Wish of Distinction, MUP, Carlton, 1994, pp. 120-126. 
44  Patricia Grimshaw, Chris McConville and Ellen McEwen (eds), Families in Colonial 

Australia, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1985. 
45  Donna Hellier, ‘The Humblies’: Scottish Highland Emigration into Nineteenth-Century 
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46  Margaret Anderson, ‘Marriage and Children in Western Australia, 1842-49’, in 
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47  Peter McDonald and Patricia Quiggin, ‘Lifecourse Transitions in Victoria in the 1880s’, 

in Families. 
48  Patricia Grimshaw and Charles Fahey, ‘Family and Community in Nineteenth-Century 

Castlemaine’, in Families, p. 91. 
49  Winifred Mitchell and Geoffrey Sherington, ‘Families and Children in Nineteenth-

Century Illawarra’, in Families, p. 116. 
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widowhood and remarriage. Jean Aitken-Swan, a social worker, considered the 

widow’s situation in a broad context, although her focus was primarily the 

twentieth century. 52  

Poverty and health were significant factors in the lives of nineteenth-

century widows. Janet McCalman’s research has revealed important aspects of 

the lives of poor women in Melbourne from the 1850s onwards.53 She was not 

primarily concerned with widows but with the reproductive histories of all 

women, whether single, married or widowed. Her research shows the effects of 

sexual activity for women in the years before reliable contraception or 

antibiotics. Most marriages resulted in children, with an attendant risk of death in 

childbed.  Just as importantly, McCalman showed that many women were left 

injured after childbirth. Their health might be permanently impaired and further 

childbirth would cause more suffering. Her findings are a reminder that many 

widows had to face bereavement and find ways to support themselves and their 

families while suffering pain and illness. 

As in nineteenth-century England, welfare and charity must be considered 

amongst the economic options available to widows. Christina Twomey showed 

the nexus between the provision of welfare in Australia, its female recipients and 

meanings of marriage in nineteenth-century Australia.54  Twomey’s focus was 

the social upheavals caused by men deserting homes and families for the 

Victorian goldfields. She described the economic expedients employed by 

women who for a variety of reasons were raising their children alone. Social 

constructions of widowhood were as important to the poor woman as they were 

to the middle class widow. The word ‘widow’ was often appropriated by 

deserted wives, because it carried more respectable connotations than ‘deserted’. 

Similarly, unmarried mothers and separated wives called themselves ‘deserted’ 

wives.  

Shurlee Swain has also explored the ways in which widows were required 

to negotiate a space for themselves within the welfare networks of colonial 
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Australia.55 Swain has carried out considerable research into the records of the 

Melbourne Ladies Benevolent Society, a source which is discussed in this 

chapter.  Swain analysed cases of aid being refused to women, including widows, 

who were considered to be ‘undeserving’.56 While widows were usually 

perceived as ‘worthy objects for relief’, welfare was offered within paradigms of 

respectability.  

Widowhood in colonial Australia has not been explored in depth, but 

research has revealed something of the effects of bereavement on women. 

Penelope Hetherington’s research into the lives of Western Australian women 

and children provides glimpses of the effects of widowhood for women, 

especially poor women.57 Marilyn Lake and Farley Kelly’s Double Time: Women 

in Victoria – 150 Years,58 comprises accounts of women, from all backgrounds, 

and at all stages of the life cycle, showing the importance of marital status to 

women. A woman’s social and economic well-being, often her very existence, 

depended on her marital choices.   

Historians have begun to consider the economic, social and demographic 

implications of widowhood. In regard to the social and economic consequences 

of widowhood, gender is of special concern. Historians have analysed the 

relative position of widows and widowers, the different options open to them, 

and their capacity to respond to their predicament. Of course, reactions also 

varied according to temperament and other personal factors. It is also important 

to consider how the loss of a spouse impacted differently on young and old, rich 

and poor, and in different societies. Historians researching widowhood have 

focussed on Britain, Europe and North America. Nevertheless, while widowhood 

was experienced differently in the Australian colonies, the theoretical and 

structural frameworks of research developed by historians can effectively be 

applied to colonial Australia.  
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Remarriage 

Widowhood and remarriage are closely linked: Blom described remarriage as 

one of the ‘exits’ from widowhood, the other being death.59 For historians 

researching widowhood, the remarriage option appeared to be the standard 

against which they, consciously or unconsciously, measured the possible life 

choices for the widowed. Much of Cavallo and Warner’s Widowhood is 

concerned with remarriage. Several chapters deal with remarriage directly, while 

in other chapters dealing with a range of topics - the property rights of widows, 

the guardianship of orphans and the economic and social implications of 

widowhood - the question of remarriage hovers at the edges.60 

Like widowhood, remarriage affects many facets of society. They include 

“kinship, parenting, economics, work, law, property ownership, violence, 

sexuality and reputation”.61 Historians have argued that it is important to research 

remarriage, for a variety of demographic and sociological reasons. In their 

important collection, Marriage and Remarriage in Populations of the Past, 

Sogner, Hélin, Livi-Bacci and Dupâquier argue that analysis of remarriage sheds 

more light on marriage itself.62 Akerman suggested that remarriage patterns 

provide an insight into the state of a society and the living conditions of the 

people at the time.63 Marriage and the establishment of a household were 

synonymous in European communities; for the individual, it was a milestone that 

enabled entry into “civil and social life”.64 The early death of one spouse was an 

important matter economically, socially and demographically, and remarriage 

could compensate for the loss. 
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The triangle of availability (demography), feasibility (economics) and 

desirability (personal preference), postulated by historians, underlies all scholarly 

research into remarriage. These are not easy to reconcile; marriage decisions are 

complex, subjective and individual, and remarriage adds further layers of 

complexity. The presence of children, and their age and sex, influenced 

remarriage choices, while second and subsequent marriages could complicate 

property rights. The widowed might have three families – their family of origin, 

their late spouse’s family, and their own children – to consider.  

Perhaps it is because of the difficulties of determining remarriage motives 

that when historians, especially demographers, first explored remarriage they 

often considered it from a broad demographic and economic perspective, even 

though the determination of remarriage patterns presents further difficulties.65 

Marriage and Remarriage was the result of a ground-breaking Colloquium held 

in Norway in 1979 which examined the demography of marriage, widowhood 

and remarriage.66 Participants described some of the obstacles to research into 

remarriage, including the difficulties in obtaining accurate data. The problems 

include small numbers of remarriages, in comparison to marriages, and the fact 

that remarriages can be hard to trace for a variety of reasons, including out-

migration of the widowed.  

Despite the challenges, historians researching remarriage patterns have 

been remarkably consistent in their conclusions. Sogner and Dupâquier 

summarised the findings of many researchers regarding the demography of 

remarriage. The most common finding was that widowers remarried more readily 

than widows. Remarriage was common in the past, it was more usual amongst 

the lower strata of society, was more likely amongst the young than the old, and 

often occurred soon after the death of the first spouse. Sogner and Dupâquier 

challenged historians to undertake further study into individual populations; they 

indicated that work needed to be done to determine the extent of remarriage, and 

to examine how rates of remarriage were influenced by gender, class and age, 

and by the presence of children. They also stressed the importance of research 
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into the different remarriage groups (widow and bachelor, widower and spinster 

and so on).67  

Not only has demography dominated research into remarriage, but 

historians often consider it as a competitive, gendered process, focussing on the 

higher remarriage rate for men than women. Sociologist Janet D. Griffith 

described marriage as a preferred state for both the never-married and formerly 

married.68 Variables such as the number of children of the widowed, their 

financial resources and more personal attributes were counted as assets or 

handicaps on an open remarriage market. Griffith tested the theory by 

exploration of remarriage in Aldenham, Hertfordshire from 1560 to 1812. 

Consistent with previous research, she found that men remarried more readily 

and more quickly than women. The number of children affected remarriage rates 

and intervals; men with children remarried quickly, as did older widowed men 

without children. Women with children took longer to remarry.69  

As part of the exploration of comparative remarriage rates for men and 

women, colonial societies have been the subject of considerable historical 

research, because such societies usually had an unequal sex ratio, with more men 

than women. Indeed, Beatrice Gottlieb described colonial societies as “laboratory 

tests”, whose marriage patterns could be compared with the European patterns of 

the time.70 Blom stated that the bulk of research into remarriage showed that 

widowers remarried more readily than widows, and she believed the rate was 

influenced by broader demographic patterns. Summarising the findings of 

historians of colonial Massachusetts, Blom concluded that the gender balance 

was an important determinant of remarriage rates. 71  

Some historians have challenged the emphasis on demography. As early 

as 1977, Susan Grigg, an American historian, criticised the focus on demography 

as an explanation for the incidence of remarriage in colonial North America.72 

Historians had assumed that it was “forced by necessity and prevented by lack of 
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opportunity”.73 Grigg insisted that it is important to ask who remarried as well as 

how many people. She developed a methodology that compared the actual 

number of second marriages with the possible number of remarriages. Grigg 

found that sex and age were important determinants of remarriage, with men 

remarrying more readily than women, and the young more likely to remarry than 

the elderly. She noted that this was the expected pattern, but believed that such 

results can be mis-interpreted as being the result of demography alone. Grigg 

considered that personal attitudes towards remarriage must be taken into 

account.74 

Relative widow and widower remarriage rates can be interpreted from 

opposing viewpoints, which throws doubt on the importance of demography, and 

suggests that other factors might have influenced the choices of men and women. 

Olwen Hufton analysed reasons for a higher rate of widower remarriage in the 

early modern period in Europe.75 She acknowledged that younger widows, 

especially those with few children and some property, were an attractive 

marriage proposition for suitors, and also noted that older widows were known to 

marry younger bachelors. Hufton also believed that the rate of widower 

remarriage was high because widowers needed to remarry. They could carry on 

the farm or other business only with the help of a wife. Nevertheless, Hufton 

agreed with the conventional view that widowers had a higher incidence of 

remarriage because they were more attractive marriage partners than widows.76  

By contrast, Margaret Pelling queried men’s value on the ‘remarriage 

market’. Pelling believed that the poor men of Norwich provided a good test case 

of remarriage theory, because they remarried more readily than widows, even 

though they were not obviously attractive as potential marriage partners. Pelling 

found that as old age took its toll on opportunities for both sexes, it was women 

who were best able to find alternative sources of paid work. Therefore, rather 

than finding men to be more attractive marriage prospects, she concluded that 

widows appeared to be less in need of remarriage than widowers. Pelling also 

found that both widows and widowers married much younger partners. Rather 
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than calling such unions unequal, she preferred to describe them as symbiotic or 

complementary. Pelling found neither work nor remarriage alone provided 

security against poverty, but usually operated in combination, a variation on the 

‘makeshift economy’ first described by Olwen Hufton.77  

As Pelling’s argument suggests, demographic arguments regarding 

remarriage rates are often connected to economic considerations, and the 

economics of remarriage have received considerable attention from historians. 

Wright’s study of eighteenth-century Ludlow showed that remarriage appeared 

to be an expedient to keep the household operating as a viable unit.78 However, 

remarriage declined in England between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, 

and Wright speculated that paid work came to replace remarriage as the main 

economic support for widows. Demonstrating the complexities of research into 

remarriage, Wright found that widows lived alone for longer periods of time as 

the eighteenth century progressed, and queried whether this was because people 

were living longer or because it had become harder to find remarriage partners.  

Like many other historians, Wright found that men remarried in greater 

numbers than women. However, those widows who did remarry did so even 

more quickly than widowers.79 The interval before remarriage has been 

researched, with historians comparing the speed of remarriage for men and 

women. As with the relative incidence of remarriage for widows and widowers, 

findings can be interpreted from different perspectives. Wright believed that 

swift remarriage indicated attractiveness as a marriage partner. On the other 

hand, Janet Griffith noted that very rapid remarriage may not necessarily indicate 

‘success’, but rather desperation. In her analysis of remarriage rates in 

Aldenham, Janet Griffith approached remarriage from a demographic 

perspective. However, Griffith cautioned against taking results, including 

remarriage intervals, at face value. She suggested, perhaps unsurprisingly, that 

men and women could delay remarriage if they had inherited property or had 

other forms of economic support.80 
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In exploring the relative advantages and disadvantages of remarriage for 

widows and widowers, feminist historians have taken another approach, 

comparing the lives of single and married women with those of widows. 

Historians have argued that marriage was not the only choice available to 

women, including widows, even as such comparisons point to the importance of 

marital status for women. Amy Froide favourably compared the situation of 

spinsters (at least those of middling status) with widows and even wives.81 

Pamela Sharpe’s work has demonstrated that economic alternatives to marriage 

existed for women.82 Christine Peters queried the belief that all women in 

sixteenth and seventeenth–century England were expected to marry; she argued 

that living a single independent life was a possibility for women.83 Peters showed 

that the widow faced a more complex dilemma than the single woman who 

contemplated marriage. Not only would marriage mean loss of personal freedom 

for the widow, but any inheritance from her first husband was put at risk, for 

herself and her children. This consideration was still relevant to nineteenth-

century widows in Britain and Australia before the Married Women’s Property 

Acts came into effect.84  

Clearly, historians have begun to question the accepted view that 

remarriage always benefited the widow more than the widower. However, while 

historians have analysed economic imperatives towards remarriage, and the 

demography of widowhood and remarriage, there has been less research into the 

social context of remarriage. Such scholarship as has occurred has centred on 

discourses surrounding remarriage; there has been less research into individual 

responses.  

When considering the social context of remarriage, gender differences are 

important. There was a correlation between the stereotypical image of the widow 

and attitudes towards the remarrying widow. Historians of medieval and early 

modern Britain and Europe argue that the remarriage of widows was less socially 

acceptable than the remarriage of widowers. Stephen Collins considered that 
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there were five related major reasons why widows were discouraged from 

remarriage more than were widowers: general misogyny, a wish to keep the 

established (patriarchal) social order, fear of women’s freedom of marriage 

choice, fear of women’s sexuality, and problems of inherited wealth.85  

The remarriage of widows raised multiple fears in men. One stricture 

against the remarriage of widows concerned the prospect of a posthumous child. 

Widows were expected to wait a year after widowhood before remarrying, to 

ensure that the paternity was clear.86 Demographic studies show that in early 

modern England it was more common for older widowers to marry young 

women than for older widows to marry young men. It was not unknown for men 

to marry older widows, but it was comparatively rare. Men were reluctant to 

marry widows because they were afraid that they would be unfavourably 

compared to the first husband. Marrying a widow was also a subconscious 

reminder that they might one day be posthumously cuckolded themselves.87  

Widows had been subject to centuries of advice literature that 

discouraged remarriage.88 The established Christian church was ambivalent even 

about marriage, echoing Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians which reads “I say 

therefore to the unmarried and widows. It is good for them if they abide even as 

I. But if they cannot contain let them marry; for it is better to marry than to 

burn”. 

Juan Luis Vives’ Instruction of a Christian Woman (first published in 

1529)89 and William Page’s “The Widdowe Indeed” (1620) were particularly 

influential. While they approached widowhood and remarriage from different 

philosophical perspectives they both commended widows for remaining chaste, 

although Vives accepted remarriage as a last resort if chastity proved impossible. 

Page advised that the good widow should use her widowhood as a means to 

reach salvation; she was to remain solitary, quiet, do good works and glory in her 
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state of widowhood.90 The Protestants were more positive, considering that 

marriage was a virtue in itself, not just a ‘remedy against sin’.91 In the 

nineteenth-century, attitudes towards widow remarriage in Britain were 

influenced by an increase in the number of widows. The response of Queen 

Victoria when she was widowed in 1861 also appeared to affect British attitudes 

to widowhood and remarriage, as discussed in Chapter Six.  

It is unlikely that most widows contemplating remarriage in colonial 

Australia had heard of either Vives or Page. Nevertheless, they would have been 

aware of the aftermath of centuries of attitudes towards remarriage that were 

transmitted from Britain to Australia. Such negative thinking about widow 

remarriage might have been expressed as proverbs warning men against 

marrying widows, or in the etiquette books which advised on mourning customs 

and dress. On the other hand, women were supposed to be under male control; 

widows were femes sole, a problematic category in a patriarchal society.92 

The more recent scholarship relating to remarriage has begun to consider 

agency: the extent to which remarriage was a positive response to widowhood, or 

a desperate attempt to survive. The question is gendered; feminist historians have 

challenged the assumption that all widows wished to remarry, but were more 

‘unsuccessful’ than widowers. Widows might not have wished to replace a 

beloved husband, they might have enjoyed a degree of independence for the first 

time in their lives, or might not have wished to risk their children’s inheritance.93 

However, the intricacies of research into remarriage can make it difficult to 

determine the extent to which widows and widowers employed free choice. 

Statistical findings, which might appear to be absolutes, can be interpreted from 

contrasting perspectives. Rapid remarriage can be perceived as either success or 

failure. The presence of the children of the widowed can be seen as an incentive 

to remarriage or a discouragement, for the widowed and their prospective 

partner.     
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Nevertheless, historians researching remarriage in Europe and North 

America to date have revealed consistent themes and patterns. Men remarried 

more often than women, even in different societies and at different times. 

Research has indicated that the number and age of the children of the widowed 

affected remarriage rates and intervals. Economic considerations influenced 

remarriage decisions, especially for widows; those with property had more 

choice. Age and class were other important determinants of remarriage rates. 

Historians have traditionally considered remarriage from demographic and 

economic perspectives, but recognition is growing that personal preference must 

be taken into account.  

Australian historians have largely ignored remarriage. Peter McDonald’s 

demographic study, Marriage in Australia,94 is a useful starting point for 

investigation of marriage patterns in the colonial period but is concerned almost 

exclusively with first marriage as the subtitle, Age at First Marriage and 

Proportions Marrying, 1860-1971, demonstrates. Marriage in nineteenth-century 

Australia has been addressed: an important work is Evans and Saunders’ 

collection, Gender Relations in Australia: Domination and Negotiation.95 

Chapters by Renate Howe and Shurlee Swain,96 Raymond Evans and Kay 

Saunders,97 and Raymond Evans98 all relate, if indirectly, to the advantages and 

disadvantages of marriage for women. Penny Russell’s For Richer, For Poorer: 

early Colonial Marriages,99 examines marriages of prominent Australians in the 

earlier colonial period. In his study of Camden in New South Wales, Alan 

Atkinson devoted a chapter to study of married life.100  Grimshaw also explored 

marriage in early Australia in Australians 1888.101 
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In Families in Colonial Australia McDonald and Patricia Quiggin 

suggested that remarriage in nineteenth-century required investigation, a 

challenge that has not previously been taken up.102 Winifred Mitchell examined 

the effects of a mining explosion at Bulli, New South Wales in 1887 which 

resulted in 50 women widowed in one disastrous hour. She considered the 

options available to the widows, which included remarriage.103 In a generalised 

discussion of the coal-mining industry of the Illawarra area, of New South 

Wales, Mitchell showed that women widowed by mining accidents often 

remarried.104 However, the examples are limited to one gender, one industry and 

one socio-economic group; results may be atypical for the rest of the country. 

Remarriage in colonial Australia may have been neglected as a field of 

study because marriage in itself offered considerable scope for analysis and 

debate, within the context of a noticeable unequal sex ratio in the nineteenth 

century. The 1861 census for the colony of Victoria shows a total of 510,350 

people whose marital status is known.105 Of those over the age of 15 years, there 

were 113,350 unmarried men to only 30,117 single women: nearly four men to 

every woman. In Western Australia in 1859 the imbalance was even greater. 

There were 4,414 single adult men (over 15 years) to only 801 single women.106  

The gender imbalance in nineteenth-century Australia is important to 

research into widowhood and remarriage. While the European-born population 

would have brought their old-world beliefs and marriage customs with them on 

the journey to their new land, they faced a set of circumstances that had the 

potential to change both attitudes and behaviour. The unequal sex ratio was 

directly relevant to the demography of remarriage, and the causes of the 

imbalance also influenced marriage and remarriage patterns. The transportation 

of convicts was particularly important, because it separated husbands and wives 
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on opposite sides of the world.107 The various gold-rushes in the second half of 

the nineteenth century had a similar effect; married men came to Australia 

without their wives, or left wives in the cities when they travelled to the 

goldfields. An economy largely based on rural (male) industry complicated 

marriage patterns further. 

Contemporary commentators had considered that the imbalance of the 

sexes had negative effects on both men and women. The New South Wales 

Census of 1841 described the deleterious social consequences as 

Such a deficiency [of women] is one of the greatest evils which can befall 
a community, being not only a check to its advancement from the natural 
increase of the species, but prejudicial in the highest degree to the 
domestic, social and moral welfare…108 

There is evidence that the excess of men in rural areas led to drunkenness and 

rough living, and that the lack of white women led men into homosexuality.109 

Aboriginal women were mistreated by white men, and white women, including 

widows, were also in need of protection, especially in remote areas.110 The work 

of several historians, including Janet McCalman, Shurlee Swain, Anne O’Brien 

and Jill Bavin-Mizzi,111 argues that nineteenth-century Australian culture was 

often violent and drunken; it was a masculine society that was hostile to women. 

The contributors to collections edited by Judy Mackinolty and Heather Radi,112 

and by Diane Kirkby,113 contend that violence and injustice against women were 

institutionalised, making it difficult for them to escape. 

Australian historians traditionally focussed on male endeavours; thus in 

the 1970s the first priority of Australian feminist historians was to bring 
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women’s history to the forefront. The importance of marriage in women’s lives 

was implied in much of the research, even though it was not the central focus. 

Anne Summers, Beverley Kingston, Mirian Dixson and Ann Conlon and Edna 

Ryan explored women’s experience in the colonial era. They debated the 

importance of gender, class and race on women’s lives, a reminder that women at 

different levels of society experienced marriage and widowhood differently.114  

An integral element in the debates was the effect of the gender imbalance 

on women’s status and choices, including marriage choices. In 1980 Patricia 

Grimshaw suggested that women’s relative scarcity in nineteenth-century 

Australia made them valuable, leading to independence and equal partnerships 

with men within marriage.115 On the other hand, Howe and Swain argue that 

almost universal first marriage for women, which was, they believed, one result 

of an excess of men, meant that other alternatives, of work and living 

arrangements, became closed off to women. Thus they were forced to marry to 

survive.116 Rita Farrell suggested that women’s status in nineteenth-century 

Australia worsened over time. She described the changing discourses pertaining 

to women, from ‘whores’ to wives to mothers. However, she acknowledged that 

a prevailing ideology did not necessarily reflect the lives of real women who had 

more agency than is realised.117  

The sex ratio is important to research into remarriage in nineteenth-

century Australia in other ways. It had a bearing on the incidence of irregular 

marriage and divorce, which are discussed in detail in Chapter Two. Divorce 

became available in the 1860s, although in limited form, and it was particularly 

difficult for women to obtain. The arguments that were advanced to support 

women’s access to divorce are pertinent to exploration of remarriage after 

widowhood. As Kirkby shows, the justification was not framed in terms of 

divorce having the potential to give women greater freedom and 
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independence.118 Rather, it was seen as desirable for women so they could 

remarry after being deserted. Thus marriage was still seen as the best life choice 

for women. 

The unequal sex ratio in colonial Australia had complex effects that 

interacted with social and economic factors. On balance, it appears that women 

and men in colonial Australia confronted widowhood and made remarriage 

decisions within the context of a society that, allowing for differences in class, 

age and local circumstances, accorded more status to men than women. Chapter 

Three considers whether the sex ratio appeared to have a direct effect on the 

incidence of remarriage. Research into remarriage has suggested that 

demography is pre-eminent in determining remarriage rates, and that the gender 

imbalance in colonial societies proves the point. However, in researching 

remarriage in nineteenth-century Australia, this thesis queries the importance of 

demography alone to explain remarriage rates. 

 

Sources and Methodologies 

The thesis focusses on two colonies, Victoria and Western Australia, taking 

quantitative and qualitative approaches. Using simple statistical methods, it 

provides empirical evidence of the incidence of remarriage in colonial Australia, 

concentrating on the period around 1860. Personal writings and other qualitative 

sources demonstrate attitudes towards widowhood and remarriage, and show the 

experience of individual men and women.  

Remarriage can be difficult to quantify, as Sogner and Dupâquier pointed 

out. There are less remarriages than marriages in a population and the small 

sample size may make findings statistically unreliable. Also, the widowed can 

disappear from the record through migration, thus any remarriages will not be 

detected. Study of remarriage is further complicated by the fact that there are 

many different types of remarriage groupings: widows and bachelors, spinsters 

and widowers, widows and widowers, and more if divorce is a possibility. It is a 

mistake to conclude that these can all be similarly treated. The age of first 

marriage, widowhood and remarriage are further variables that complicate 
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research.119 Fortunately, the reasonably comprehensive records of nineteenth-

century Australia provide opportunity for more conclusive statistical analysis. 

A range of sources have been accessed to provide as full a picture as 

possible of the demography of widowhood and remarriage in colonial Australia. 

Census returns and the annual collection of vital statistics of births, deaths and 

marriages helped to determine overall remarriage ratios (the proportion of 

marriages that were remarriages). The marriage and death certificates of Victoria 

and Western Australia provided the data for calculation of remarriage rates (the 

proportion of the widowed who remarried) in the two colonies. One effect of 

using official records is that Aboriginal remarriage cannot be included because 

Aboriginal people were not counted in censuses, nor in birth, death and marriage 

records, until the twentieth century. 

Statistics were first collected in the Australian colonies to satisfy the 

administrative requirements of the Colonial Office in London.120 Initially the 

Governors of the different colonies, reporting to the Colonial Office, were 

responsible for the collection of data. All colonies were issued with similar forms 

on which to record statistical details, including population, government financial 

transactions, and trade and industry activity. These were bound into a single 

volume for each colony and because of their colour came to be known as ‘Blue 

Books’. Later in the nineteenth century, different colonies used them for different 

purposes. For instance, in several colonies they simply listed the names of 

officials holding government positions, while in Western Australia they recorded 

all important statistical information. In some colonies, including Western 

Australia, their official title became Blue Books. 121  

As the colonies became more involved in their own administration, 

especially after they gained responsible government, more information was 

required and Statistical Returns, later known as Statistical Registers, replaced the 

Blue Books. Different government departments collected different statistics, 

which necessitated the creation of a centralised agency. In some colonies this 

continued to be the Colonial Secretary’s Office, but in time Registrars General 

and later again, Statisticians, took on this function. The Australian Bureau of 
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Statistics compiled a complete collection of their records. The Colonial 

Microfiche Series, a set of over 3000 microfiche copies of statistical returns, 

census findings and handbooks from all colonies, from 1804 to 1901, contains all 

extant nineteenth-century statistics.122 

As Peter McDonald points out, the collection of vital statistics relating to 

births, deaths and marriages greatly improved from the 1850s.123 In 1853 in 

Victoria, William Henry Archer was appointed as a clerk to review a new act 

relating to compulsory civil registration of births, deaths and marriages. After 

suggesting extensive changes, Archer was appointed as Acting Registrar General 

for Victoria. He appears to have been zealous in publicizing the new registration 

system and competently administered the collection of information. The New 

South Wales Registrar General, Christopher Rolleston, praised the Victorian 

system and ensured that many of its principles were introduced in his own 

colony. Other colonies varied in their approach, but Archer set the standard that 

was eventually adopted by the remaining jurisdictions.  

Registrars General in all colonies closely monitored the marriage rate, 

along with birth and death rates. Increase in population was the aim of colonial 

governments; an escalation in the death rate caused concern, while an 

acceleration of the birth rate was reason for celebration. However, the marriage 

rate inspired the most analysis and comment in the reports from Registrars 

General or Government Statisticians, for several reasons. Firstly, the marriage 

rate was closely connected with the fertility rate. Secondly, the collectors of 

statistics were pro-marriage; they believed that marriage would ‘civilize’ the 

male-dominated society.124 Thirdly, registrars generally believed that the 

marriage rate was a sound indicator of economic and social progress. In this they 

followed English statisticians, who had long believed there was a relationship 

between marriages and the economy. Colonial officials, especially in New South 

Wales and Queensland, followed the English model. Thus in 1859, the Registrar 

General of New South Wales stated that “At Home the Marriage Registers are 
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found to be a certain barometer of the condition and prospects of the people; and 

there is reason to believe that a similar degree of prudence and foresight 

regulates the habits of the people of NSW”.125 

Eventually the Australian statisticians appeared to tire of what was 

obviously a theoretical connection, especially when marriage numbers rose while 

depressions refused to end. Moreover, it was noticeable that a long and slow 

downward trend in the marriage rate developed over the course of the century 

despite the overall growth of the economy. As early as 1867, the Registrar 

General in New South Wales suggested a more sophisticated relationship 

between marriage numbers and their underlying social, economic and 

demographic imperatives. In his report he argued that personal reasons were 

likely to be more important than the state of the economy in determining 

people’s marriage choices. He also noted the effect of the uneven sex ratio on 

marriage rates.126  

While the marriage rate was always a priority for colonial governments, 

the remarriage rate was not. Nevertheless, Registrars General occasionally 

reported on widowhood and remarriage, mostly as an offshoot of the focus on the 

fertility rate. In his report that accompanied the 1861 census, the meticulous 

Victorian Registrar General, William Henry Archer, noted that “If all the 

unmarried women and all widows between the ages of 15 and 45 had been in the 

married state, the births during the census year would have probably amounted to 

not less than 33,000, instead of the 23,500”.127 

The unequal sex ratio in colonial Australia is reflected in the comments in 

the nineteenth-century statistical reports.128 Nineteenth-century Registrars 

General were preoccupied with the relative proportions of men and women living 

in their colonies. In 1859, the Registrar at Swan River colony stated that “I have 

always viewed the disproportion of the sexes with great alarm”. He noted that the 

marriageable men in the colony outnumbered the marriageable women by 

approximately four to one. He was puzzled that 400 single immigrant girls 

remained unmarried, because he believed that “very few … would object to 
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marry a respectable man whether of one class or the other, who might be enabled 

to keep a wife in some degree of comfort”.129 Colonial governments tried to 

attract women to Australia, partly because of a shortage of domestic servants, but 

also it was hoped that they would marry into the white male population.130  

While the contemporary commentators were particularly worried by an 

excess of men, they believed any imbalance was undesirable. In an 1873 

statistical essay, The Progress of Victoria, William Henry Archer wrote that 

“Equality in number of the sexes is one of the first conditions necessary for the 

development in a nation of its full healthy force of national growth: but there has 

always hitherto obtained a great disproportion in this regard in Victoria”.131 In 

his 1893-94 Statistical Survey of New South Wales, T. A. Coghlan compared the 

proportions of men and women in Australia with those of the United Kingdom. 

He reported that “In the former case [United Kingdom] there is a large excess of 

female population, due to the emigration of males, while in these Colonies the 

preponderance is greatly masculine”.132 James Hammerton has pointed out that 

discussion in Britain centred on the excess of women; it was assumed that an 

equal gender balance would mean all women could marry and “be taken care 

of”.133 

The reports of the Registrars General are valuable sources for study of 

marriage and remarriage, even though (or perhaps because) their conclusions 

often lend themselves to alternative interpretations. As a result of their interest in 

the marriage rate (however flawed or inconsistent their conclusions at times) they 

collected information which is invaluable to the historian. This thesis is not 

concerned with widowhood and remarriage as it affected fertility for the whole 

population (although the fertility of individual women is relevant), but the 

relationship between demography and remarriage rates is important. The belief 

of the authorities that marriage was a positive controlling influence in colonial 

society is significant. As well, desertion and de facto marriage impacted on 
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remarriage rates, and the Registrars General made occasional reference to both 

phenomena in their reports.134  

The marriage and death certificates of Western Australia and Victoria 

were key documents which provided qualitative as well as quantitative data 

regarding remarriage. However, I encountered considerable difficulty in gaining 

access to them; for a variety of reasons they are not freely available to 

researchers. The historiography of nineteenth-century British population studies 

stresses that the quality of the sources always affects interpretations.135 This was 

true for my research, and access to sources can be as important as the quality of 

the records themselves. In Western Australia the certificates have been copied to 

microfiche. I was eventually given permission to view them, with some 

conditions applying.  

The Victorian certificates were recognised as being the most detailed in 

nineteenth-century Australia,136 and they were essential for calculation of the 

incidence of remarriage in Victoria. Eighteen months after the first request, I 

received limited permission to view particular marriage and death certificates, 

with strict conditions applying. Permission was given to view death certificates 

from 1859 and marriage certificates from 1859 to 1880, on a specially prepared 

electronic programme. However, access was limited to a ten-day period, and I 

was unable to view certificates outside the 1859-1880 timeframe. These 

restrictions caused specific methodological difficulties which I discuss in 

Chapter Three, and which affected the overall findings.   

In 1988, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints compiled 

Pioneer Indexes for all colonies which were useful adjuncts to the certificates.137  

The alphabetically arranged indexes attempt to record the details from all birth, 

death and marriage certificates in the nineteenth century. A unique resource for 

the researcher of Western Australian history is the multi-volume Dictionary of 

Western Australians.138 This ground-breaking Dictionary was compiled in 1979 

(and updated in 1988), partly with information supplied by descendants of early 
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settlers. Other material in the Dictionary, such as convict records, was researched 

more systematically by the general editor, Rica Erickson. The virtue of the 

Dictionary, despite inevitable inaccuracies, is that it not only records details of 

wealthy, well-known citizens (as the Australian Dictionary of Biography tends 

to) but people from all levels of society, and can be immensely helpful in tracing 

people. 

Official records provided the basis for estimating the remarriage rate in 

colonial Australia, and for contributing to understandings of the relative 

importance of demography, economics and personal preference. With regard to 

the population of European origin, the documents are in themselves a source of 

qualitative information regarding marriage and remarriage in nineteenth-century 

Australia. Even the inconsistencies are important for what they reveal about 

nineteenth-century marriage processes. However, official sources and aggregate 

findings have their limitations. For instance, it can be difficult to determine 

whether swift remarriage was a result of attractiveness as a marriage partner, or a 

lack of other alternatives; or whether children were a hindrance or spur to 

remarriage. It was therefore important to consider other sources in the attempt to 

explain influences on remarriage decisions.  

Hence, once remarriage rates had been determined, a wide variety of 

material was interrogated to determine attitudes towards both widowhood and 

remarriage. Primary sources – particularly letters, diaries and memoirs – revealed 

how attitudes differed across gender, class and age boundaries. The state libraries 

of Western Australia, Victoria and New South Wales, plus the National Library 

of Australia, yielded manuscripts that described the responses of men and women 

to their own widowhood and remarriage. Other valuable sources included 

published editions of diaries, letters and memoirs, which revealed life stories of 

the widowed.  

While it was important to consider how individuals perceived their 

situation, care is needed when using personal writings. Firstly, all writings are 

constructs, created for a purpose, with an audience in mind. Letters were written 

to at least one obvious recipient. A diary may seem to be a more unselfconscious 

document, but even the most private journal, written with no view to publication, 

only offers one version of a life, being selective and subjective, a “process of 
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literary self-construction”.139 The social expectations of mourning that prescribed 

sorrow and regret would have constrained widows from recording unacceptable 

emotions, such as relief, even in a diary. Thus letters and diaries were ‘read 

against the grain’ to explore how individuals constructed meanings of 

widowhood and remarriage.  

Memoirs are even less reliable than diaries or journals, as they were 

composed to provide shape and meaning to past events. The memoir of Fanny 

O’Leary (nee Rowe) of Victoria, for example, describes Fanny’s reaction to her 

widowhood.140 Fanny’s account of her grief after her husband’s death is 

corroborated by her mother’s diary, written contemporaneously with Fanny’s 

bereavement, but Fanny’s remembered version of her life choices in the year 

following her widowhood at times differs from her mother’s account.141 

However, mother and daughter were inevitably bound to see some events 

differently, and Fanny’s memoir provides an insight into a personal response to 

widowhood that is not available from annual statistics or the details recorded on 

a marriage or death certificate, useful though those sources are in other ways.  

Another difficulty with using personal writings as evidence for social 

attitudes is the limited quantity of examples that have survived from the 

nineteenth century.142 As well, the retention of private papers was subject to an 

extension of the editing process that governed the construction of the documents. 

Letters and diaries were destroyed, and pages were cut from journals, as in the 

memoirs of George Henry of Victoria.143 A family tree in the surviving 

document shows that Henry married twice, but the two pages relating to his 

widowhood and remarriage have been removed from the memoir. There could be 

many reasons for censorship, from the wish to avoid hurt to living persons, or 
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conversely dislike of an individual, to the belief that records might reflect badly 

on a family’s reputation. Just as it would have been rare for the widowed to have 

recorded culturally inappropriate responses to bereavement, so families would 

often have destroyed such writings.  

A third, related, problem is that most surviving personal writings from the 

nineteenth century, including those that describe reactions to death, were 

produced by men and women from the middle and upper classes. Convicts and 

poor settlers were less likely to be literate than the middle and upper classes. In 

Western Australia in 1859, one third of the population could neither read nor 

write, while a further ten per cent could read but not write.144 As well, the letters 

of the poor were less likely to be deposited in official collections than those of 

prominent citizens.145 This paucity of information about ordinary people can be 

frustrating for the researcher. We cannot confidently extrapolate from the 

writings of one section of society to people in other classes. Nevertheless, 

research has revealed several examples of letters and diaries that record the 

response of poor and semi-literate people to their bereavement.  

Biographies, family and local histories showed how contemporaries of 

the widowed reacted to their situation, and to any subsequent remarriage. Wills 

demonstrated how men prepared for the potential remarriage of their wives after 

their own deaths. Poems, paintings, literature and journalism provided passing 

glimpses of the discourses surrounding widowhood and remarriage in colonial 

Australia.  Another important source was the etiquette books which prescribed 

mourning customs and dress. Of course, advice books do not directly reflect 

actual practice, but they attempt to define the approved modes of behaviour, 

thereby revealing prevailing attitudes towards widowhood and remarriage. 

The economic context of widowhood and remarriage was also explored 

through a variety of sources. An important primary source was the records of 

charitable societies, particularly the Melbourne Ladies Benevolent Society.146 

The archives of the Society showed the particulars of the lives of poor widows, 

such as the strategies they employed to access different sources of income to 

support themselves and their families. They also revealed the negotiations 
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between poor widows and the visitors and committees of the Society. Personal 

writings also showed how widows and widowers in colonial Australia supported 

themselves after widowhood. 

Qualitative and quantitative sources present different challenges and 

opportunities; the aim throughout the thesis was to use them in such a way that 

they complemented each other. Quantitative material was used to determine the 

incidence of remarriage in colonial Australia, while as much other relevant 

information as possible was also extracted from official documents and records. 

Attitudes towards widowhood and remarriage were established mostly from 

qualitative sources, but patterns of remarriage also showed influences on 

remarriage choices, which in turn indicated the impact of widowhood on men 

and women from different backgrounds. 

Before examining official records in order to calculate the remarriage rate 

in colonial Australia, we must consider the legal framework in which people 

made remarriage choices. The next chapter describes the marriage legislation 

which was responsible for the creation of the documents which are necessary for 

research into remarriage. Marriage regulations also influenced the environment 

in which the widowed made remarriage choices. Gender is a particular focus of 

analysis; remarriage may have had different legal consequences for widows such 

as Julia Suttor or Fanny O’Leary or for widowers like Samuel Mitchell. 
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Chapter Two 

Legal context of widowhood and remarriage in 
colonial Australia 

This chapter explores the legal context within which colonial widows and 

widowers made remarriage decisions. It describes the development of marriage 

legislation in England, the ‘mother’ country, and shows how laws relating to 

marriage in Australia in the nineteenth century were derived from the English 

model. It considers how nineteenth-century marriage laws affected the widow 

and the woman who remarried after widowhood. The chapter queries whether 

remarriage also had legal implications for widowers.  

Over the nineteenth century there was an increase in government 

regulation and registration of marriage. The role of Registrars General in 

recording and collecting statistical material has been discussed. However, the 

detailed records (including marriage and death certificates) that became available 

in the later nineteenth century were the result of more than an improvement in 

administration practices. They were a consequence of the state having 

determined how marriage was to be contracted. As the thesis explores the role of 

various authorities in the formation of marriage, it is apparent that exploration of 

remarriage necessarily requires a discussion of informal marriage, as well as 

divorce. 

 

Marriage law 

Marriage has existed in some form in most societies, to fulfil a variety of social, 

biological and economic functions. The Book of Common Prayer describes three 

purposes of marriage as  

First, It was ordained for the procreation of children, to be brought up in 
the fear and nurture of the Lord, and to the praise of his holy Name. 
Secondly, It was ordained for a remedy against sin, and to avoid 
fornication; that such persons as have not the gift of continency might 
marry, and keep themselves undefiled members of Christ’s body. Thirdly, 
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It was ordained for the mutual society, help, and comfort, that the one 
ought to have of the other, both in prosperity and adversity.1  

It is difficult to disassociate this description from its religious connotations, but 

three main objectives of marriage that meet both secular and spiritual aims are 

apparent: the regulation of sexuality, the nurturing of children, and emotional and 

practical support for adults in a complementary partnership. In practice, it was 

chiefly female sexuality and fertility which was regulated by marriage, despite 

the admonition that marriage be not undertaken “to satisfy men’s carnal lusts and 

appetites”.2 It is also clear that the the Book of Common Prayer presents an ideal, 

often removed from real experience, especially the experience of many women 

for whom marriage offered little in the way of help or comfort.  

The disadvantaged position of women under the law is examined in more 

depth in this chapter. In the meantime, I trace the convoluted process whereby 

marriage in England, and subsequently Australia, became a secular, legal 

transaction, with religious rites for those who wished. The history of marriage 

laws and customs in the British Isles, especially the Marriage Act of 1753 and 

the 1836 An Act for Marriages in England, is important to an understanding of 

remarriage in nineteenth-century Australia. Legal historian Stephen Parker 

describes the history of marriage in Europe as a competition between church, 

state and the people.3 This too was echoed in Australian attitudes to marriage. 

 

Marriage law in England4 

The history of the law of marriage in England is extremely complicated and 

ambiguous. Lawrence Stone argued that the relationship between ecclesiastical 

and common law on the one hand, and everyday custom on the other, was so 

contradictory and confused that before the late eighteenth century many people 
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in England did not know whether they were married or not.5 In the twelfth 

century church law established that marriages (in all Catholic countries, 

including England) were contracted through a statement of intent and consent by 

two eligible parties, followed by consummation.6 No priest or other official was 

required to be present. However, in most European countries both church and 

state gradually assumed control over the contraction of marriages.  

Ecclesiastical and common law courts in England had jurisdiction over 

different aspects of marriage, but both had cause to wish for greater regulation.7 

Common law courts had control over title to land, which was important to the 

propertied classes, although until the late eighteenth century the church had the 

most obvious power. The ecclesiastical courts decided questions of verification 

of marriages (important in relation to incest, adultery, bigamy and legitimacy of 

children), issued licences and kept registers of marriages. The principle of 

marriage as a personal contract had originated with the church, but in practice the 

church moved increasingly to compel people to be married in a public manner. 

The common law also became more antagonistic to the concept of marriage as a 

private contract. It began to require written verification of marriages without 

which property rights could be void. A husband could not claim the property of 

his wife, nor a widow claim her dower rights, unless they had been married in 

church.8  

Thus, although a simple contract marriage could still be considered valid 

under canon law until 1753, in practice the church was successful in persuading a 

majority of people to be married by a priest, in a church, after publication of 

banns or the purchase of a licence. Nevertheless, many people resisted the 

dictates of the church and the common law and preferred to be married privately. 

Some chose the expensive anonymity of a licence, which meant banns did not 

have to be called. Others, mostly the propertyless, continued to be married in a 

less regulated fashion, either through verbal spousal contract, or through a 
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clandestine marriage. As well, there were always those couples who cohabited 

without any form of marriage.9 

 By the middle of the eighteenth century clandestine marriages, 

conducted by a clergyman but under dubious conditions (including poor 

registration practices), had become a scandal in England. Eventually, pressure 

grew for marriage law to be tightened and parliament took control. After strong 

campaigning from those for and against stricter control over marriage, in 1753 a 

bill was passed to prevent clandestine marriage. It was usually referred to as 

Hardwicke’s Marriage Act.10 The Act fundamentally altered marriage doctrine. 

From 1753 marriages were legal only if they were performed by a Church of 

England clergyman, in church, after the calling of banns or by purchase of a 

licence, and if the marriage was properly recorded and witnessed in a parish 

register. One of the parties to the marriage had to have lived in the relevant 

parish for at least three weeks. Parental consent was required for anyone under 

21 years who wished to marry, unless they were already widowed.11 This last 

clause indicated a major underlying premise of the Act, which was to prevent 

adventurers marrying heiresses in a clandestine marriage. Only the royal family, 

and Quakers and Jews, were exempt from the Act.12 These religions had been 

organised enough, before the bill was passed, to press for exemption. Later, other 

non-conformist religions were in the vanguard of campaigns for civil marriage.  

The Act was applicable only to England and Wales, because for political 

reasons it specifically excluded Scotland. This had long-range consequences for 

the Australian colonies, as well as for England and Scotland.  After the 1753 

Marriage Act, English couples crossed the border to marry. According to Stone, 

they were mostly poor ordinary people, in addition to the rich runaways of 

popular legend and literature.13 In Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice the Bennet 

family pray that the eloping Lydia will marry her seducer, Wickham. “Imprudent 

as a marriage…would be…there is but too much reason to fear they are not gone 

to Scotland.” It was assumed the reader would understand the significance of 
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‘Scotland’. Not until 1856 was a bill passed in England which prescribed that a 

marriage made in Scotland was valid in England only if the couple had lived in 

Scotland for three weeks prior to the marriage.14 The Act was passed because the 

new railways made it easier for couples to travel to Scotland; the 1856 Act 

effectively closed the loophole. Contract marriages, ‘by habit and repute’, were 

considered binding under ecclesiastical law, and conveyed property rights under 

civil law.15 They were legal in Scotland until 2006.16 

In England there was much hostility to the Marriage Act of 1753. There 

was concern that it would cause hardship to the poor, to whom the protection of 

the property of heiresses had no relevance. They could not afford to buy a licence 

and were therefore forced into the public act of calling the banns, while the rich 

had the luxury of privacy. There was concern too that with stricter controls over 

eligibility for marriage, men would no longer honour betrothal promises (which 

usually included sexual relations), leaving women alone to bear illegitimate 

children. Others who were disadvantaged by the Act were Catholics and 

nonconformists, who objected to a ceremony conducted by a Church of England 

clergyman. They had to choose between unlawful cohabitation arrangements, an 

elopement to Scotland, or, as their clergy urged them, to go through the Church 

of England ceremony and afterwards have their marriage blessed by the rites of 

their own church. 17 

Various amendments were made to the 1753 Act in the first decades of 

the nineteenth century but there was pressure for further major change. Finally, 

in 1836 a new Act introduced civil marriage and marriage by religious groups 

other than the Church of England.18 On the same day the General Registration 

Act was passed. Henceforward, couples in England and Wales could choose 

between a marriage conducted by a Church of England minister in a church 

(preceded by banns or licence) or could give notice to a registrar (through simple 

notice or purchase of a licence) and then be married either in a religious house of 

their choice, or in the registrar’s office. Most historians consider that truly 

secular marriage - that is, marriage in a registrar’s office - took a long time to 
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become popular19, but the new system embodied a significant change. The 

exclusive power of the Church of England was ended, and from 1836 couples 

could be married by the rites of their own church.20  

Historians are divided over the primary causes of the 1836 Act, but one 

reason was a move towards registration of all demographic events. Lawyers 

wanted absolute proof of marriages, just as doctors wanted statistics of causes of 

death and statisticians wanted the data that would enable them to construct 

accurate life tables.21 Changes to marriage registration affected the records that 

are available to the historian of marriage in the nineteenth century, including 

Australian records.  

Although civil marriage was in effect by 1860 (the period of the 

commencement of demographic research in the thesis), in the Australian colonies 

as in England, the consequences of the turmoil regarding control over marriage 

remained. The 1753 Act did not immediately change attitudes towards marriage, 

nor conflicting views regarding the role of church or state in the making of 

marriages. The long history in England of contract marriage, clandestine 

marriage and more informal de facto unions had continuing repercussions for 

marriage and remarriage practices in Australia. A majority of people widowed in 

Australia in 1860 had originally married in Britain and their marital status could 

be a contested issue. Even for those marrying or remarrying in the Australian 

colonies, the rules governing the contraction and registration of marriage could 

be confusing, as the following discussion shows.  

  

Relationship between English and Australian law 

By the second half of the nineteenth century the Australian colonies were 

gradually becoming self-governing, and simultaneously developing their own 

legal systems. However, the transfer of power from the Colonial Office to the 

Australian colonial governments (and later the state and federal governments) 

was far from straightforward. Historians of the Australian legal system describe 
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the complex process through which the system developed.22 They stress that it 

was English law which was established in Australia, as opposed to the law of the 

original Aboriginal inhabitants, or that of any of the other countries from whence 

settlers arrived. Australia was considered to be terra nullius, which had profound 

implications for the original Aboriginal people and at the same time determined 

the legal system which would apply to the Australian colonies. By ignoring the 

presence of the indigenous population, England could believe that Australia had 

been settled, not conquered, which meant that English law applied.23 The Privy 

Council had decided that “…such new-found country is to be governed by the 

laws of England”.24 

Because of their different beginnings, either as penal colonies or free 

settler societies, the various colonies had different administrative structures. The 

date of white settlement was also important, because English law changed 

between 1788 when the First Fleet arrived in New South Wales and the 1820s 

and 1830s when Western Australia and South Australia were founded.25 

However, in theory all Australian colonies were subject to the same laws, those 

being the laws of England, both common law and statute law.  

Almost immediately this reliance on English law caused problems in the 

new colonies. English common law was not a neat set of rules but rather a 

method of legal reasoning (built up by precedent).26 It grew out of English 

conditions and history and therefore considerable difficulties arose in applying its 

principles in a setting far removed from London.27 The Colonial Office was not 

unsympathetic to the legal conundrums faced by colonial governors and allowed 

them considerable flexibility. Judges, especially in the early days of the first 

colony in New South Wales, interpreted laws in ways that reflected the political, 

social and economic realities of the Australian colonies. As well, almost from the 

beginnings of white settlement in Australia there was some degree of local law-

making by governors and their executive councils. Over the course of the 

nineteenth century all colonies were gradually given more autonomy from 
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England and a series of English statutes, particularly the Colonial Laws Validity 

Act of 1865, recognised the growing independence of the Australian colonies.  

However, while the colonies were given considerable power and 

freedom, the English parliament retained ultimate control and could withhold 

royal assent if proposed laws were considered to be repugnant to the laws of 

England. This had special significance for women in relation to specific marriage 

and divorce laws. Parkinson also makes the broader point that male domination 

was expressed “in and through the law”.28 While the Western legal tradition 

appeared to emphasise the importance of the individual, this mostly applied to 

men. Thus, when Australian colonial judges followed English precedent, they 

helped to perpetuate patriarchal attitudes within Australia. 

 

Marriage Law in Australia 

Changes to English marriage legislation caused confusion in the early years of 

white settlement in the Australian colonies, mostly because the 1753 Act made 

no specific reference to the colonies, which had not been settled by the English 

when the Act was passed. As shown, it was assumed that all Australian colonies 

adopted English law at the time of white settlement or when they were 

established as independent colonies separate from their parent colony (in 

particular, Victoria and Queensland). However, this did not appear to apply to 

the laws governing the contraction of marriage.29  

In 1788, officials in New South Wales believed that Hardwicke’s Act of 

1753 applied to the colony. However, there was doubt over whether the 

Governor had the authority to issue marriage licences, a situation made more 

complex by local political conflicts.30 The Hardwicke Act specified that 

marriages must be performed by a Church of England minister, but in many parts 

of early New South Wales (as in other Australian colonies), and at certain times, 

there was no such person available. Therefore, civilians were sometimes 

appointed to conduct marriages. There was also doubt over the validity of 

marriages conducted by Catholic and Presbyterian ministers. Following political 

dispute over a marriage performed by a Catholic priest the matter was referred to 
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the Colonial Secretary, who replied that the Marriage Acts in effect at the time in 

England (1826) did not apply to Australia.31 

The situation remained in limbo until 1836 when, on the advice of the 

Colonial Secretary, Viscount Goderich, New South Wales passed a bill based on 

the English Marriage Act of 1823 but applicable to the colony.32 The English 

Marriage Act of 1823 was one of the early-nineteenth-century bills that amended 

the 1753 Act, without altering its fundamental principles.33 The New South 

Wales version retained several of its features but made valid all marriages which 

had been performed to that date by Presbyterian ministers or Catholic priests. 

Later Acts made provision for Methodists, Baptists and other Nonconformists to 

be able to marry within their own churches.34 Not until 1855 was civil marriage 

legal in New South Wales. Other colonies passed their own Acts, at different 

times, although by 1856 all colonies had made marriage by registrar legal.  

To clarify any further discrepancies, in 1865 the British Parliament 

passed the Colonial Marriages Act which validated all marriages celebrated in 

the Empire to that date.35 It confirmed the legality of any marriage which had 

been celebrated under any colonial legislation, provided the parties were 

competent (age, consanguinity) to contract the marriage. 

Victoria and Western Australia are the colonies of most concern in this 

thesis. In its early years Victoria was part of New South Wales; in 1850 when it 

was separated from New South Wales and made an independent colony all laws 

then in force in New South Wales continued in Victoria. For example, the New 

South Wales Marriage Act of 1836 applied in Victoria. After it became an 

independent colony Victoria enacted its own laws, but much legislation which 

had originated in New South Wales remained in place in Victoria. New laws 
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were only enacted as circumstances or attitudes changed.36 In 1853 compulsory 

civil registration of births, deaths and marriages was introduced in Victoria. 

William Henry Archer was responsible for implementing this legislation and he 

carried out his work assiduously. As previously discussed, he ensured that 

Victorian marriage certificates were the most comprehensive in Australia and 

were seen as a model for the other colonies.37  

While Victoria followed New South Wales precedent, there were 

difficulties with marriage legislation in Western Australia, which had been 

colonized independently of New South Wales in 1829.38 The Lieutenant-

Governor, Captain James Stirling, was the sole source of legal authority; he 

relied on law books sent to him from England, including Blackstone’s 

Commentaries. To help him govern the colony Stirling appointed Justices of the 

Peace and Resident Magistrates. One of the duties of the Residents was the 

registration of marriages; Stirling himself issued permits to marry. In 1831 

Stirling was appointed as Governor of the colony, at the same time that 

Executive and Legislative Councils were established. These had the right to 

make laws, although as with the other Australian colonies all legislation had to 

be approved by the Crown.39 In the first decade of the colony, marriages were 

celebrated in the Church of England under licence from the Governor. In other 

churches, there were apparently no licences issued.40 These arrangements would 

seem to indicate that Stirling believed English marriage legislation provided the 

model for Western Australia.  

In 1841, by which time civil marriage was possible in England, a Western 

Australian Act (Registration of Births, Deaths & Marriages)41 was passed which 

provided for the appointment of a registrar. Another statute (Matrimony),42 

enabled marriages to be celebrated by a Church of England minister, by the 

registrar or by the minister of another church. The latter methods required a 

licence, while those married in the Church of England required only banns or a 

                                                           
36  Rosalind Atherton, and Prue Vines, Succession: Families, Property and Death, Text and 

Cases, 2nd Edition, Reed International Books, Brisbane, 2003, p. 30. 
37  McDonald, Marriage in Australia, p. 252. 
38  Enid Russell, A History of the Law in Western Australia and its Development from 1892 

to 1979, UWAP, Nedlands, 1980. 
39  Russell, ‘The Law in Embryo’, in Russell, A History of the Law. 
40  ibid., p. 49. 
41  ibid. 
42  ibid., p. 50. 



  Legal context 

 53 

registrar’s certificate. Marriages were to be registered immediately after 

solemnization. Western Australians took advantage of civil marriage provisions. 

In 1860, 62 Western Australian marriages were conducted according to Church 

of England rites, 44 were conducted by Roman Catholic priests, 35 by other 

Protestant ministers, and ten couples, a relatively high proportion, were married 

by a registrar.43  

Church of England ministers disapproved of the 1841 Act, because it 

enabled marriages to be performed in a Church of England without any prior 

notice. Their criticisms led to further Acts which refined marriage legislation, 

making notice of marriage more public, but differences remained between 

marriages conducted according to Church of England rites or those of other 

denominations. Finally, in 1856 in Western Australia an Act was passed 

(Consolidating the Marriage Laws)44 which allowed for similar administrative 

requirements whether a marriage was conducted by any registered minister or a 

district registrar.45 This remained in force until 1894 and was thus the legislation 

applicable during the period of demographic research covered by this thesis. The 

English Colonial Marriages Act of 1865 also applied in Western Australia. 

Historian Enid Russell described the Act as being passed to “quiet doubts as to 

colonial marriages”.46 

During the nineteenth century, the Australian colonies followed English 

precedent in that the consent of parents was required for both men and women 

who married before the age of 21 years, unless they were already widowed. Few 

men fitted the category, but a considerable number of widows were aged below 

21 years, and were free to remarry without parental consent. Over the course of 

the nineteenth century all colonies made changes to both marriage laws and 

registration processes. There was little uniformity between colonies, but the 

minimum age of marriage in most colonies was similar, and low by twenty-first 

century standards: 14 years for boys and 12 years for girls.47 After federation, the 

Commonwealth Parliament was given power to legislate concerning marriage 
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and divorce but did not do so until the middle of the twentieth century.48 It was 

not until the 1950s and 1960s (including the Commonwealth Marriage Act of 

1961) that the Australian states introduced minimum ages at marriage of 18 for 

boys and 16 for girls.49  

The legislation which most immediately affected the remarriage of the 

widowed was that relating to the prohibited degrees of affinity, which forbade 

marriage to a deceased wife’s sister, or to a deceased husband’s brother. Most 

marriage legislation in the Australian colonies was based on that of England, but 

in this instance Australia was the more progressive.  During the 1870s all 

Australian colonies passed legislation permitting the marriage of a man to his 

deceased wife’s sister.50 For complex political reasons the legislation was passed 

by the Colonial Office, although similar legislation was not enacted in Britain 

until 1907. Even in Australia, it was many years before legislation allowed a 

woman to marry her deceased husband’s brother.  

One of the objections to allowing marriage to a deceased wife’s sister was 

that it would unsettle family life, with men perceiving their wives’ sisters as 

potential sexual partners. The case of the Cust family of Victoria appears to 

demonstrate the validity of this argument. In 1883 Alexander (Crikey) Cust, of 

the Terang District, married Susannah Bond. She produced eight children before 

dying in 1889, the year her last child was born. In 1900 Alexander married 

Susannah’s sister Caroline, who bore him eleven children.51 What makes the case 

unusual is that Caroline had already borne children to Cust, not only after but 

during his marriage to her older sister.  

More usually, the issue of marriage to a deceased wife’s sister arose after 

the death of a first wife. English-born Charles La Trobe, Lieutenant-Governor of 

Victoria, was widowed in 1854 when his Swiss-born wife died while on a visit 

home. Her sister, Rose de Meuron, herself a widow, had helped to raise one of 

the La Trobe children in Switzerland, and she cared for the others after the death 

of their mother. La Trobe travelled to Switzerland and eventually courted his 

sister-in-law Rose, although he knew they would not be considered married in 

England at that time, nor in Australia. Nevertheless, in October 1855 the couple 
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was married in Switzerland and later lived in England. La Trobe was never again 

given a position by the Colonial Office, despite his many years of successful 

administration in Victoria.52  

Samuel Mitchell of Northampton in Western Australia indicated that one 

of his reasons for remarriage was to provide care for his children. He lamented 

the difficulties of a widower with young children, stating that “The position of a 

parent with eight motherless children is not to be viewed lightly, especially when 

there is no deceased wife’s sister’s soothing and guiding hand available”.53 Many 

widowers relied upon their late wife’s sister to care for their children. It is 

perhaps not surprising that marriage sometimes resulted.     

 

Women and the law in nineteenth-century Australia 

Men as well as women were potentially disadvantaged by laws relating to the 

prohibited degrees of relationship within marriage, but mostly it was women who 

were disadvantaged by nineteenth-century marriage legislation. The rites for the 

solemnization of marriage, as described in the Book of Common Prayer, indicate 

married women’s status as the “weaker vessel”; they were to obey and serve their 

husbands. While husbands were to honour and comfort their wives, the husband 

was the head of the wife, who was to submit to him in everything.54  

The common law concurred with canon law. As Kirkby points out the 

law played a large part in assigning status roles to women, men and children 

within marriage and the family.55 Blackstone stated that marriage created a unity 

of person: 

the husband and wife are one person in law: that is, the very being or 
legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage, or at least 
is incorporated and consolidated into that of the husband: under whose 
wing, protection, and cover, she performs every thing. 56  

From this derived all the rights, responsibilities and duties of marriage. In the 

1829 edition of Blackstone’s Commentaries the editor Thomas Lee noted that a 

married woman lived in a state of existence: “absolutely without property, not 
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even her person at her own disposal”.57 This definition of marriage was 

transferred intact to the Australian colonies, in the volumes of Commentaries 

carried to the colonies in the luggage of the governors and their legal advisors.  

As femes covert, nineteenth-century married women had no legal entity, 

no rights over their property, their children, or even their own bodies. The 

husband had rights to sexual relations with his wife, and to give his wife 

“moderate correction”. According to Blackstone, the “lower rank of people” 

were particularly fond of this old common law right, even after the law had been 

modified to allow the wife security “of the peace” against her husband. If a man 

killed his wife it was considered simple murder, but if a woman killed her 

husband it was petit treason.58 Lawrence Stone described married women up to 

and including the nineteenth century as “the nearest approximation in a free 

society to a slave”.59 

Evidence of violence against women in marriage modifies the image of 

the vulnerable widow, helpless after the death of her husband. Both in England 

and in the Australian colonies, wives alleged intense cruelty inflicted on them by 

their husbands.60 However, they usually had to go to extraordinary lengths to 

prove a charge. Historians claim that wife-beating was an accepted feature of life 

in nineteenth-century Australia.61 Despite Blackstone’s assertion, men across all 

sections of society were known to use violence against their wives.62 Cruelty 

against wives included sexual violence but the extent of it cannot easily be 

determined, because marital rape (apart from sodomy) was not a crime in the 

nineteenth century.63  

The law also treated women harshly in regard to the custody of children, 

and a widow could find after her husband’s death that she had no claims to her 

children. Under English common law fathers had custody of children, and the 
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right to will custody away from the mother. An English statute of 1839 gave 

mothers the right to petition for custody, but only of children under seven, and 

only if the mother was of irreproachable character herself.64 As Heather Radi 

argues, this gave men a significant weapon with which to control their wives. 

Not only could the husband decide such matters as the children’s education and 

religious upbringing, he could use his legal custody rights to deter a wife from 

leaving him.65 A double standard applied in these laws, as they did in divorce 

laws. Adultery, or even a career that the courts disapproved of, was enough to 

prevent a woman gaining custody of her children.  

The Australian colonies copied the English custody statutes without 

reforming them. Probably most women were unaware of their legal position as 

wives and widows; several famous cases demonstrate that individual Australian 

women were shocked to discover how the law favoured men. Dora Montefiore 

became a suffragist as a result of realising that her late husband could have 

willed her children away from her care.66 Not until the twentieth century did 

women have equal custody rights with men.  

If the husband had not willed away custody of the children (and few 

people made wills) widowhood could advantage women because it gave them 

legal rights over their children. However, remarriage put those in jeopardy, even 

though it is difficult to establish the extent of the rights of stepfathers in the 

nineteenth century (stepmothers, of course, had no more rights over their 

husband’s children than they had over their own). Blackstone suggests that men 

were not responsible for the upkeep of their wife’s children by a former 

marriage, without referring to the position in regard to custody.67 In practice, it 

appears that men had the same legal rights over their wife’s children that they did 

over their own children, as Ethel Turner’s diaries demonstrate.68  

Turner recorded her unhappiness at the authority of her stepfather Charles 

Cope, but appeared to accept that he had a father’s legal rights. On 3 April 1890 

Ethel wrote that “Mr Cope said ‘I won’t allow you to go. I express a wish.’... He 
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tries to tyrannise far too much and we are too big for it”.69 Charles Cope was 

particularly antagonistic to his three stepdaughters’ suitors and attempted to 

prevent the girls from marrying. His motive appeared to be possessive jealousy, 

while the result was subterfuge and long secret engagements for Ethel and her 

sisters. When Ethel finally told Cope of her engagement to Herbert Curlewis, a 

respectable young lawyer, in March 1892, he was violent in his disapproval. He 

“wrote me two notes, both saying he distinctly and utterly refused to sanction an 

engagement, that nothing would make him change, after I was of age he 

supposed I could do as I liked”.70 By 25 April the situation had worsened. Ethel 

recorded in her diary that “He says he will compel me to do just what he says... 

that he’ll make me prove my age by law, etc, etc, etc”.71 Ethel’s mother Sarah 

allowed her husband to dominate the household, for complex emotional and 

economic reasons.  

Property laws and customs also affected widows and their remarriage 

decisions in the nineteenth-century Australian colonies. Patriarchal English 

property laws applied in Australia; neither did modifications relevant to local 

conditions benefit married women or widows. During their marriage, or 

coverture, women had virtually no property rights. Rich and powerful families 

could make pre-nuptial financial settlements that protected a wife’s property 

from her husband; this was not usually for the woman’s benefit, but to ensure 

that assets remained with the wife’s family of origin. For most women, at the 

time of marriage all their property became their husband’s. Any property which a 

woman had, or which she acquired after the marriage, became her husband’s and 

he could leave it by will. A married woman could not make a will without the 

permission of her husband and such a will could be revoked after her death.72  

Legal historians show how testamentary rights had changed over the 

centuries, to the detriment of widows.73 In medieval times, a testator’s individual 

rights were minimal; land was left according to schedules of fixed entitlements to 

property. The two chief principles of the distribution of real property in England 

were primogeniture and dower. While eldest sons inherited the bulk of a man’s 
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estate, his widow was also provided for, being entitled to one third of the estate 

(dower). During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries these tenets were eroded 

by the principle of testamentary freedom, which meant property could be left to 

virtually anybody. In practice primogeniture prevailed, but a man was under no 

legal compulsion to leave anything to his wife and children. By the late 

nineteenth century a new principle of inheritance emerged, that of the 

responsibility for a husband to provide for his family after his death, embodied in 

the Testator’s Family Maintenance Acts. These gave widows and orphans more 

rights, although still within a “framework of dependence”.74  

The concept of dower had originated with the common law principle that 

although a husband owned all of his wife’s property, he was at the same time 

obliged to provide for her both during his lifetime and afterwards.75 Nancy 

Wright states that dower extended the husband’s responsibility for his wife’s 

maintenance “beyond the grave”. Dower did not make a widow an owner of 

property but gave her legal rights to use it.76 Common law dower was intended to 

provide the wife with security against the interests of her husband’s heirs and 

creditors and to prevent poorer widows from becoming a public liability. Dower 

was modified by other legal provisions, such as marriage settlements, but it 

remained part of common law.77  

While widows had no financial security under any of the testamentary 

regimes described, they were in their most vulnerable position during the 

nineteenth century. Dower rights (for those for whom they applied) had been 

lost, but husbands were not yet compelled by law to make provision for their 

widows. Married women in England suffered under changes to property law in 

the nineteenth century, but Australian women were in an even worse position, 

exacerbated by policies which originated in New South Wales. Ironically, moves 

towards more egalitarian societies had unfortunate consequences for women in 
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regard to dower.78 The New South Wales government was particularly hostile to 

the idea of dower, because of a culture that privileged male initiative, 

entrepreneurship and landholding. McLaren, Buck and Wright consider that 

dower was “anathema to liberal reformers”.79 A series of statutes passed in 

Australian colonies during the course of the nineteenth century ultimately 

abolished dower altogether.80  

In Australia, primogeniture was also believed to conflict with the idea of 

property as a marketable commodity to be transferred freely between owners.81 

Primogeniture was abolished in New South Wales in 1862, although not until 

1925 in England. Nevertheless, in practice eldest sons in Australia were more 

likely to inherit a property than were widows. Thus, widows were caught in the 

middle, disadvantaged by primogeniture, but not benefitting from traditional 

dower rights. For the majority of women, dower rights had meant little, as their 

husbands had no property to leave them. Nevertheless, their abolition confirms 

the vulnerable position of women under the law in mid-nineteenth-century 

Australia.  

The Married Women’s Property Acts made some difference to the 

financial status of wives and widows. Kercher suggests that married women’s 

property rights came into being in Australian colonies as a result of reform in 

America, which had led to change in England. The British Parliament effected its 

first Married Women’s Property Act in 1870.82 Australia followed suit, beginning 

with New South Wales in 1879 and Victoria in 1884. The other colonies passed 

their own Acts, including Western Australia in 1892, although Tasmania did not 

do so until 1935.83 As Rosalind Atherton points out, women did not gain assets 

as a result of marriage (or widowhood); they simply were allowed to retain assets 

which had been theirs to begin with.84 Not even these concessions were in place 

in the mid-nineteenth century, during the period covered by the thesis.  
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Despite the patriarchal bias of the law, nineteenth-century wills show that 

many men of property attempted to make adequate provision for their families, 

as even the New South Wales feminist Rose Scott acknowledged. Scott, a strong 

campaigner for more equitable treatment of women within and after marriage, 

was influential in the introduction of the testator’s family maintenance legislation 

in New South Wales. In a speech given in 1904 she said “it is true that …men as 

a rule are better than the laws”.85 

 Robert Anstruther Balbirnie-Vans of Melbourne made a will in 1855 that 

left to his wife Agnes “the whole of my property Heritable as well as personal 

during her natural life”.86 After his wife’s death the rents from his Flinders Street 

property were to be divided among his eight children; in the meantime they 

received other property. John Hole Duffield of Western Australia made a will 

before his death in 1859. He left the bulk of his estate to his son, but his wife was 

sole executrix and was given the rents and profits from other property “for her 

sole benefit”.87 On her death her sons would inherit the property. In 1898 the will 

of Frederick Roper Pohlman of Victoria stipulated that “And then as to the entire 

residue to permit and allow my dear wife Eliza Pohlman the full free and 

uninterrupted use occupation…her natural life”.88 

Nevertheless, the wills of many men show that they were worried that 

their property would eventually come under the control of another man. If they 

provided for their daughters in their wills they attempted to prevent their future 

sons-in-law from benefitting. Pohlman had left property to his “dear Daughter 

Annie Pohlman Spinster…for her own sole and separate Estate use and benefit 

absolutely free from the debts control liabilities and engagements of any husband 

she may at any time have”.89 Duffield left part of his estate to his daughters “free 

from the debts, control and engagements of her present or any future husband”.90 

Under these provisions, women often received income from their father’s estate, 
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but the capital remained outside the reach of them or their husbands. In the terms 

of many wills it is possible to see a blend of fatherly affection, shrewd 

knowledge of the world and patriarchal determination to ensure that estates 

remained intact. 

Similarly, husbands tried to ensure that a widow’s property remained her 

own if she remarried. Joshua Gregory from Western Australia left his wife’s 

inheritance “for her sole and separate use independent of any future husband she 

may have”.91 Others took no chances; wives forfeited property in the event of a 

second marriage. For example “to my dear wife Jessica Shenton...all my personal 

property and all my sheep... but if she married again”.92 Likewise Robert Palmer 

left his property between his sons and his wife “provided she continue my widow 

and unmarried”.93 Rosalind Atherton argues that the issue was not whether in 

practice men did disinherit wives and children, but rather that they could do so if 

they wished.94 While they lived, the right to bequeath property as they wished 

gave husbands considerable power over the behaviour of their wives. At their 

death, their will could influence their widow’s remarriage choices. In any case, 

as a result of primogeniture, many women were left little or nothing under their 

husband’s wills and were instead dependent on the goodwill of their sons.  

Nineteenth-century marriage and property laws offered both incentives 

for and deterrents against remarriage for widows.  A widow’s earnings were her 

own, which may have discouraged remarriage. However, the system that made 

wives dependent on a husband’s earnings in his lifetime did not allow her to 

readily become financially independent after widowhood, as Chapter Five shows, 

thus encouraging remarriage to another male provider. Widows might forfeit 

their income and property in the event of remarriage, but on the other hand 

remarriage could provide financial support. 

 

Divorce, Desertion and Separation 

Despite the confusion over how marriages were contracted, both civil and church 

authorities were in agreement that it was a binding relationship. The Church of 
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England rejected the Catholic Church’s declaration that marriage was a 

sacrament, but it believed marriage was sacred and therefore still indissoluble.95 

Common law also considered marriage to be a permanent contract, largely to 

protect the property of the wealthy. Nevertheless, not all marriages lasted until 

the death of husband or wife, and separation a mensa et thoro, from bed and 

board, was allowed under ecclesiastical and common law. In such cases 

remarriage was not permitted, but separation could be attractive to wives in 

particular, because it required the husband to pay alimony to support his wife.96 

Until the late nineteenth century divorce was not available for most 

people.  In England, from 1670, divorce by Act of Parliament was a possibility 

but it was extremely expensive and rarely used. The few such divorces that were 

initiated were to protect men’s property interests against the sexual irregularities 

of their wives. As many historians have pointed out, the laws of marriage and 

divorce were designed by and for the male property-owning classes.97 

Landowners wanted to ensure that children of their marriage had been fathered 

by themselves and that wealth was thus passed to legitimate heirs. However, if a 

wife was found to be unfaithful her husband wished to be able to end the 

marriage with the right to marry again. This gave him the opportunity to 

procreate more sons who could legally inherit the father’s estate. 

Women whose husbands divorced them on the grounds of adultery faced 

social ostracism and often the loss of their children. They also forfeited any 

entitlements from marriage settlements and dower rights.98 Almost all suits were 

initiated by men, who could gain a divorce on one count of adultery on the part 

of their wives. The adultery of a husband was believed to be of little importance 

and few wives attempted to gain divorce by Act of Parliament. None did so 

between 1700 and 1800, but in 1801 a woman was successful in gaining a 

divorce because her husband had committed adultery with her own sister.99  

In the nineteenth century, there was pressure to make divorce more 

readily available in England. In 1856, English women gained a small victory 

when a bill was passed which protected the property of separated and deserted 
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wives from the control of their husbands.100 In 1857 the Divorce and 

Matrimonial Causes Act was put into effect. As with divorce by Act of 

Parliament, the grounds for divorce were limited, with different criteria for 

husbands and wives. The double standard was not abolished in England until 

1923.101 As well, divorce was still not readily available for most people because 

it remained relatively expensive, partly because it could only be obtained in 

London.102 

Between 1858 and 1864, on the advice of the Colonial Office, most 

colonies passed Divorce Acts, although New South Wales did not follow suit 

until 1873.103 The colonies varied in their reactions to the concept of divorce 

legislation, which is reflected in the different titles of the Acts. Victoria passed 

its Divorce and Matrimonial Causes Act in 1861. Western Australia’s 1863 Act 

was entitled Administration of Justice (Divorce and Matrimonial Causes 

Ordinance). Nevertheless, the Acts in all colonies mirrored those of England, 

which meant the double standard was retained and grounds for divorce were 

extremely limited. Men only had to prove adultery on the part of their wives, but 

women had to prove adultery plus some other cause, such as cruelty or incest.104  

There were moves for more lenient divorce laws in some Australian 

colonies, particularly Victoria. However, the English parliament was so opposed 

to divorce that several Australian bills allowing easier divorce were blocked by 

the Colonial Office. In 1860 the Victorian parliament passed an Act that allowed 

divorce on simple grounds of desertion. The model for the Act derived from 

Scottish law, which had allowed for divorce on grounds of desertion alone since 

the Reformation.105 However, royal assent was refused. In 1861 the Victorian 

government gave in to the pressure and passed an Act that followed that of 

England. The Colonial Office did not give Victoria permission to enact divorce 

laws based on desertion alone until 1889. New South Wales, which had been the 

last Australian colony to enact divorce legislation, was the first (in 1881) to 

abolish the double standard in regard to adultery. 106 
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Historians agree that the English government blocked attempts to make 

divorce more readily available in Australia because they were afraid of the 

consequences in the rest of their overseas possessions and in England itself. 

Kercher considers that the imperial government wanted uniformity throughout 

the Empire, did not want people going from place to place to seek a divorce and 

did not believe that a colony should provide a model for any changes to divorce 

law.107 Rita Farrell argues that the English parliament was interested only in 

aristocratic inheritance rights, while Australian authorities were more concerned 

with the plight of deserted wives.108 However, divorce on the grounds of 

separation was already allowed in several provinces of Canada and the West 

India Islands by 1860.109  

The push for more equitable and easy divorce in the Australian colonies 

came mostly from men. Although some feminists believed women should have 

access to divorce on the same conditions as men (simple adultery), others were 

opposed to it on the grounds that it would make it even easier for men to leave 

their families without support. When men deserted they could be forced to pay 

maintenance to wives, but if they divorced there was no such requirement.110 

Those in favour of divorce argued that the men were leaving anyway and 

disappearing without paying maintenance, and divorce would enable remarriage. 

However, one reason why feminists did not campaign more strongly for equal 

rights in regard to divorce was that their chief battles were fought on behalf of 

rights for married women and widows.  

Limited access to divorce is reflected in the statistics, including the 

remarriage records. As the New South Wales Government Statistician T. A. 

Coghlan notes, the proportion of divorced people who remarried cannot be 

accurately ascertained (because they may have married elsewhere).111 

Nevertheless, divorce was made available in New South Wales in 1873 and the 

first decree was made absolute in 1874. By the end of 1892 there had been only 
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656 divorces granted, an average of approximately 34 divorces per year.112 In the 

14 years up to 1888 only 58 men and 60 women, who had divorced in New 

South Wales or elsewhere, had remarried.113 Even in England, with its much 

larger population, there were few remarriages after divorce. In 1873, out of 

295,615 marriages contracted, only 62 involved divorced men and women.114 In 

a study of Western Australian marriage certificates between 1860 and 1880 I 

found nobody who described themselves as divorced.115 The 1901 census for 

Western Australia records a total of 91 divorced people, 57 males and 34 

females, out of a total population of 96,807.116 

Lack of ready access to legal divorce did not always ensure happy or life-

long marriages, but rather led to couples finding informal means of ending 

marriages. Desertion and separation were widespread in England and the 

Australian colonies in the nineteenth century. Stone shows that a high percentage 

of women on poor relief in nineteenth-century England were deserted wives.117 

The lack of a central registration system (before 1836 in England) made such 

informal separations and any subsequent marriages difficult to detect or 

prosecute.118 Even after registration was established (in the 1850s in the colonies) 

it was easy enough in the nineteenth century for working men to move on to a 

new town or station. Few people owned their own homes, and the state did not 

monitor personal lives through bureaucratic systems of control such as taxation 

records.  

It was usually men who deserted, because they were more mobile and 

less hampered by family ties. David Kent and Norma Townsend argue that 

women could also move easily from community to community, and relationship 

to relationship, because women usually changed their name on marriage or 

cohabitation.119 However, the presence of children was an important 

responsibility that would have made desertion difficult for most women. As well, 
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lone women were more vulnerable to exploitation in a new community than were 

men. 

Separation and desertion were on-going concerns for colonial 

governments. In Victoria men went off to the ‘diggings’ leaving wives and 

families behind in the towns, causing considerable hardship. The 1861 Victorian 

Census showed that 13,169 husbands were living away from their wives, and 

8,879 wives were living away from their husbands. The difference is explained 

by the fact that there were 4,290 more husbands in the colony than there were 

wives.120 Presumably many of these men had left their wives in England or other 

countries. As late as the last decade of the nineteenth century T. A. Coghlan 

stated that a “very considerable proportion of wives were deserted by, or 

permanently separated from, their husbands”.121 He estimated that 11,000 women 

were living in such a state, compared to approximately 24,000 widows.122  

An unusual form of separation was wife sale, where a woman was led 

from her home to the market place by her husband, where the buyer handed over 

money to the husband.123 Such transactions were agreed to by all parties, 

although to twenty-first sensibilities the practice is objectionable, emphasising 

that women were considered to be the property of one or another man. The 

arrangement was carried out in a public manner in order to emphasise the finality 

of the deal; for example, the first husband would no longer be responsible for any 

debts of the wife. Gillis gives examples of wife sales continuing in Britain well 

into the nineteenth century.124 

Apparently wife sale occurred in Australia but it did not appear to be 

accepted as a valid means of ending a marriage. Ruth Teale cites a case of wife 

sale in New South Wales in 1811.125 The incident was reported by the Sydney 

Gazette in tones of horror, especially in regard to the wife’s attitude.126 She was 

“devoid of those feelings which are justly deemed the most valuable of her sex” 

and the case “outraged all laws human and divine”. The case was investigated, 

the husband received 50 lashes and the wife was transported on to the penal 
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settlement at Newcastle (then Coal River). It is difficult to know how much the 

newspaper’s reaction was occasioned by the fact that the couple were convicts, 

as convict marriage was always under considerable scrutiny by the authorities. 

Divorce legislation in colonial Australia has several implications for 

study of remarriage after widowhood. First, it had consequences for the 

demographic research in the thesis. There were few divorces, meaning that most 

remarriages during the main period of research in this thesis were contracted by 

widows and widowers, not divorced men and women. Second, the debates 

surrounding divorce show, somewhat paradoxically, that marriage was 

considered to provide the best social and economic position for women. Third, 

the push for divorce is a reminder that nineteenth-century marriages could be 

unhappy and thus the loss of a spouse from death was not always a personal 

tragedy, whatever the social and economic consequences. Finally, a consequence 

of limited access to divorce was a prevalence of desertion and separation in 

nineteenth-century Australia, which impacted on the culture of marriage, 

affecting the widowed as well as the married and single.  

 

Irregular Marriage in Australia 

The lack of legal divorce in nineteenth-century Australia led to informal means 

of ending marriages, and separation and desertion led to informal and irregular 

marriage. The legacy of irregular marriage inherited from English law and 

practice also lingered, and marital status in nineteenth-century Australia could be 

ambiguous. The ambiguity is reflected in marriage records and statistics and thus 

affected the demographic research in this thesis. Some who appeared to be 

widowed had never been legally married. Others were still married (usually in 

England), and were thus making a bigamous Australian marriage. Finally, 

remarriage rates based on official records do not record de facto marriage 

numbers. The number of widowed who apparently remained single included 

some who were living in informal cohabitation arrangements. 

Historians have suggested that irregular marriage was the norm in the 

early days of white settlement in Australia, but this view is now being 

questioned. The contemporary middle-class opinion was that immorality 

amongst convicts in New South Wales was rife, with couples either cohabiting 
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outside legal marriage; even that a majority of women were prostitutes. Much of 

the condemnation towards irregular marriage originated with Chaplain Samuel 

Marsden, who considered that if people were not married by the rites of the 

Church of England they were not married at all.127 The Bigge Reports described 

female convicts as degraded, profligate and abandoned, reporting “the 

unrestrained prostitution of so many licentious women”.128 This impression has 

been challenged and modified, especially by feminist historians, but its legacy 

has lingered.  

Given that until the 1850s the marriage laws of Australia were so 

confused, it is not surprising that many people appeared unmarried. Golder and 

Kirkby contend that some in early Australia assumed that the old common law 

contract marriage applied: that ‘the consent of two persons, able to contract, 

expressed in words of present mutual acceptance…without the intervention of a 

priest, constituted an actual and valid legal marriage’.129 Portia Robinson argues 

that although many in the first colony did not believe legal marriage was 

necessary, it is difficult to establish the extent of what she describes as common 

law marriage.130 The term is problematic, because it appears to be used to mean 

both a marriage contracted under English common law and what today would be 

called a de facto marriage. As already shown, church and common law had at 

one time allowed contract marriage but this was different from informal 

cohabitation. 

Others believe that couples deliberately chose informal marriage. 

McDonald outlined several reasons why a majority of the population in New 

South Wales may have chosen to ignore official forms of marriage. They include 

hostility to Samuel Marsden, the mobility of the population of marines and 

soldiers, the fact that many people (especially Irish Catholics) were not members 

of the Anglican Church, the high cost of marriages (18/6 for a marriage by banns 

and £8.2.6 by Governor’s licence), and a general feeling that the marriage laws 
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of England had no relevance to the lives of ordinary people.131 Teale suggests 

that: “convicts who came from the urban centres of England where the poorer 

classes largely ignored the English Marriage Act…also tended to disregard it 

here”.132 

In a more recent work Kent and Townsend contend that informal 

cohabitation was not a dominant feature of early New South Wales. They are 

critical of historians who perpetuate the claim that extra-legal marriages were the 

norm.133 In a study of a discrete group of convicts, 138 Swing protesters sent to 

New South Wales in the 1830s, they argue that marriage was both encouraged by 

the authorities and desired by the convicts.134 They state that about 70 per cent of 

couples in the 1828 census were legally married, with the figure rising to over 90 

per cent for couples with children.135 Cohabitation was difficult for assigned 

convicts, and married couples gained privileges that made legal marriage 

something to be valued. 

Nevertheless, there remained a divergence between the ideology of 

government officials, who promoted formal, legal marriage, and the practices of 

the colonists, even well into the nineteenth century. The New South Wales 

Registrar General (T. A. Coghlan) regularly estimated illegitimate births, as did 

his Victorian counterpart, William Henry Archer. In his report accompanying the 

1861 census, Archer estimated that one in 20 of the single women in the colony 

were living what he termed an irregular life.136 He based his estimate on the 

number of births recorded as illegitimate. However, it is not known how many of 

these mothers were living in a permanent cohabitation relationship, or how many 

later married the father of their children. As McDonald notes, marriage outside 

the legally prescribed forms does not necessarily imply antagonism to marriage 

itself.137 

The demographic research in the thesis focusses on Victoria and Western 

Australia, colonies which were settled later than New South Wales, and without 

convicts, at least to begin with. Their marriage patterns show some similarities to 
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the older convict colonies, but also differences. Margaret Anderson’s work with 

the birth, death and marriage certificates of Western Australia has indicated that 

many brides were pregnant at the time of marriage.138 The important point is that 

formal marriage usually followed the commencement of sexual relations. My 

research found that most women in Western Australia married at least once, with 

only a very few who did not marry at all. The marriage rate for women was 

lower in Victoria, but the figures reflected a greater proportion of unmarried 

women, rather than a high rate of informal marriage as was apparently the case in 

early New South Wales.  

In Australia as in England, an ideology of respectability and domesticity 

developed through the nineteenth century, and the importance of legal marriage 

was an inherent element.139 As well, the gender imbalance in Australia gave 

women an excess of eligible men, apparently placing them in a strong bargaining 

position to demand legal marriage as opposed to informal cohabitation. At the 

same time, long-term cohabitation arrangements were common enough in 

Western Australia in the nineteenth century for the editors of the Dictionary of 

Western Australians to document irregular marriage along with legal marriage.140 

As an example, death certificates show that Mary B died in November 1858, 

aged 57, and that her 58-year old husband Henry died in February 1859. 

However, the Dictionary states that Mary B had left her husband as early as 1837 

and was living with John George S. Mary had four children with S, to add to the 

five she had borne Henry B. 141  

The key point is that most de facto marriages in the Swan River colony 

involved women who had been legally married to another man previously, rather 

than single people living together without ever marrying. Some, like Mary B, 

were separated, while others were deserted. Both groups were subject to English 

laws that made divorce (and remarriage) difficult to obtain, while cohabitation 
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with another man provided companionship and a means of financial support.142 

Considered from this angle, de facto marriage was not a substitute for marriage, 

but was a response to the absence of easily obtained divorce.  

The number of widows who chose informal cohabitation cannot be 

known. Like single women, but unlike separated or deserted women, widows 

were in a position to demand legal marriage if they chose. On the other hand, 

some widows apparently preferred the relative freedom of informal marriage, 

perhaps because of the disadvantaged legal position of married women in the 

nineteenth century. However, widows who cohabited without legal marriage 

placed themselves outside the bounds of respectability, which could have 

financial repercussions, as we see in Chapter Five. Few middle class and elite 

widows chose cohabitation over legal remarriage or continued widowhood. 

 Bigamy, another consequence of the lack of divorce, also pertains to 

research into widowhood and remarriage.143 The demographic research described 

in the following chapter is based on the marriage certificates of Victoria and 

Western Australia. Valuable though they are as sources, the information they 

provide cannot be accepted uncritically. By the 1850s all marriages in Victoria 

and Western Australia had to be registered, but there was no requirement to 

produce certificates verifying previous demographic events. Dates of birth, 

details of a previous marriage, dates of death of a previous spouse, were all 

provided to the registrar or minister verbally, leaving considerable room for 

misunderstandings, distortions and deliberate deceptions.  

Bigamous marriages were widespread in the nineteenth-century 

Australian colonies. Governments were keen to promote legal marriage, but 

many of the population in the early colonies, and later in Western Australia, were 

convicts who had been sent to Australia without their families. The various gold 

rushes brought men from all over the world to the Australian colonies, many of 

them married men who had left wives and families behind. Kent and Townsend 

found that forty per cent of the Swing protesters who had been married in 

England took another wife in New South Wales. When applying to marry in the 

colony some described themselves as widowers and others as bachelors. Back in 
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  Legal context 

 73 

England, at least one of their wives described herself as a widow in the 1851 

census.144  

The most common form of ‘divorce’ in early colonial Australia was 

bigamy, based on a presumption of death of the former spouse.145 The practice 

was based on the common law of England, which stated that a person could be 

presumed dead if they had not been heard of for seven years.146 Various statutes 

had been enacted to deal with the problem of desertion and remarriage. The first 

had been passed in 1603, allowing remarriage after seven years if there was 

reason to believe the first spouse had died. An 1822 Act allowed remarriage if 

the petitioner signed an affidavit that they believed their previous spouse had 

died. In 1828 a slightly more lenient Act allowed remarriage if the spouse were 

absent for seven years and was not known to be living.147 Presumption of death 

was a valid defence against a charge of bigamy, but if the first spouse was proven 

to be alive, the second marriage would be void and any children declared 

illegitimate.148 

The presumption of death device was used widely by convicts who had 

been transported across the world with little likelihood of ever seeing their 

former spouses. Few bigamy charges were ever laid in New South Wales, even if 

people married within the seven years, although petitioners were at the whim of 

officials who could refuse permission to marry in doubtful cases.149 The 

authorities in New South Wales mostly chose to ignore bigamous marriages, 

although in 1832 the Attorney General was so concerned by the issue that he 

proposed (unsuccessfully) that a bill be enacted to make transportation a means 

of ending a marriage.150 Bigamy was also commonplace in Western Australia. 

Once transportation of male convicts had begun in 1850 a clergyman’s wife, Mrs 

Edward Millett, wrote that “It has been computed that out of a hundred convicts’ 

marriages in Swan River forty of them only are legal, the rest being simply acts 

of bigamy on the part of the men”.151 Even allowing for rumour and 
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exaggeration, there were presumably a considerable number of bigamous 

marriages in the colony. 

It was not only convicts who resorted to the seven year rule. On 26 

January 1858 the minute books of the Melbourne Ladies Benevolent Society 

(MLBS) describe a new case, a Mrs Bradshaw.152 She required money to return 

home to her family in England because after several years of marriage she had 

been shocked when a previous wife of her husband had appeared from England. 

The second Mrs Bradshaw had promptly left the husband, taking her (perhaps 

now illegitimate) children with her. The MLBS committee was upset that they 

did not have sufficient funds to pay the passage. On 19 April 1859 the committee 

was dealing with a similar case, but this time it was the first wife who required 

assistance. Mrs Smith had arrived from New Zealand to join her husband in 

Sydney, only to find that he had remarried. He sent the first Mrs Smith on to 

Melbourne but gave her no money and she was now destitute. People may not 

have been prosecuted for bigamy very often, but the results could still be 

disastrous, especially for wives and children. 

In Western Australia, clergymen and registrars regularly married people 

who described themselves as separated or deserted, with no definite indication 

that a first spouse was believed dead. In a typical case Anne T, a servant, married 

the bachelor Michael P on 9 December 1862. She described herself as a widow 

but the officiating clergyman noted that 

Anne T signed the declaration previous to the solemnization of her 
marriage and after her marriage was completed said she has a husband 
living in England of whom however she declares she has heard nothing 
for seven years.153  

On 13 August 1876 Robert B (bachelor) married Susannah B.154 She is described 

as “Deserted Wife. Husband heard neither of nor from for above 7 years”. On 3 

February 1866 Stephen C, a bachelor, married Frances B whose condition was 

recorded as “Deserted Wife”, with no accompanying explanation.155 On 9 

November 1878 a Wesleyan minister from Greenough in Western Australia 

officiated at the marriage of John G and Jane D. The marriage certificate records 
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that John G was “Married. Separated 13 years and former spouse married again 

years ago”.156 

When determining remarriage rates of the widowed, such cases could be 

excluded from the data collection (because there was no obvious widow or 

widower). However, even amongst those who were apparently marrying in a 

formal, legal manner after widowhood, registration could still be imprecise. 

Victoria’s records were generally of a high standard, but research revealed a 

range of inaccuracies. On Victorian marriage certificates in the 1860s and 1870s, 

the bride and groom were required to state their conjugal condition. However, 

because marrying parties were not compelled to produce certificates showing the 

death of a previous spouse, there was space to reconstruct their marital history. 

While some who described themselves as widowed had never been legally 

married, or had married but still had a living spouse, several widows and 

widowers described themselves as bachelors or spinsters. The cases were, by 

their nature, difficult to investigate, as the research methodology was based on 

identification of the words ‘widow’ and ‘widower’ on certificates. 

One case was found by chance, through research into the records of the 

Melbourne Ladies Benevolent Society, and cross-reference to marriage and death 

certificates.157 In October 1860 John D, describing himself as a bachelor, married 

Mary K, spinster.158 However, John D had been married previously, in June 

1859, to Ann, who gave birth to a baby and died in September 1859. It was 

probably significant that the baby died several months after the mother’s death 

and thus there was no child of the first marriage living at the time of John D’s 

second marriage; this was a feature of all such cases. Firstly, it would be more 

difficult to claim bachelor or spinsterhood if children were present. Secondly, 

and most importantly, such cases suggest that in the absence of children a man or 

woman might consider themselves to be free agents, with no compulsion to 

mention a previous marriage. It is impossible to estimate how many widowers 

described themselves as bachelors, or how many widows described themselves 

as spinsters.  
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Marriage certificates also contained discrepancies in the recording of 

names, another reason why remarriage rates cannot be considered to be precise. 

As every genealogist knows, in the nineteenth century names were recorded with 

a wide variety of spellings, partly because illiterate people could not tell if their 

name had been incorrectly recorded in writing.159 In 1887 the Registrar General 

in Western Australia recorded with annoyance that 

I have had brought to my notice many instances of the carelessness 
displayed by ministers of religion in filling up the certificates of marriage, 
more particularly with regard to the information required in the column 
headed ‘Name and Surname.’160  

Other men and women used aliases, while widows often reverted to their maiden 

names when signing the register. Thus some remarriages would not be 

detectable.  

Length of widowhood was another area that was recorded in a haphazard 

fashion. As part of the demographic research I calculated remarriage intervals, 

particularly comparing intervals for widows and widowers, as part of a 

consideration of the relative chances of remarriage for men and women. Brides 

and grooms were required to show the ‘Date of decease of former Husband or 

Wife’ on Victorian marriage certificates, but many inaccuracies were found in 

this section. The error could be simple confusion in a society not reliant on 

calendars, as a note on one certificate suggests. “Widower, wife died in April 

1859, exact date forgotten.”161 Thus those who stated in 1862 that they had been 

widowed in 1858 (when it was 1859) may have genuinely lost track of the years. 

At least two widowers put forward the date of their first wife’s decease from 

1859 to 1860, which apparently decreased the length of time they waited before 

remarriage, which suggests a mistake rather than deception. 

Mostly, however, the pattern of error worked consistently in the reverse 

direction, with people declaring they had been widowed some time earlier than 

the actual date. In some instances the difference was clearly deliberate. When a 

widow or widower who was widowed in March 1859 and remarried only a few 

months later stated that they had been widowed for a year or more, it seems 
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unlikely they had forgotten the dates. Presumably, they were attempting to 

mislead either the official conducting the marriage or their new spouse (or both). 

The deceptions necessitated considerable extra research, but at the same time 

they revealed significant features of remarriage culture in colonial Victoria. If a 

widow or widower felt compelled to lie regarding their marital history, on the 

occasion of a marriage ceremony, a legally binding and important transaction, it 

suggests a powerful underlying taboo against early remarriage. The findings 

regarding remarriage intervals are presented in Chapter Four, while the etiquette 

of remarriage intervals is explored further in Chapter Six.  

 

Conclusion 

Although both church and state had control of marriage by 1860, it is apparent 

that their authority was far from complete. The legality of marriages could be in 

dispute and people chose their own forms of contracting and ending marriages. 

Thus registration did not result in faultless records, and the remarriage data 

discussed in Chapters Three and Four must inevitably be imprecise, despite 

intensive research. However, the discrepancies only account for a relatively small 

proportion of cases, and we can learn from the silences and falsehoods in the 

records as well as from data evidence.162 For instance, the fact that people chose 

to remarry, even when that meant lying about their marital history, indicates a 

belief that marriage had something to offer the individual. The only serious 

omission is the unknown number of widowed who cohabitated after widowhood.  

Nevertheless, although irregular marriage was not uncommon in colonial 

Australia, a majority of people chose legal marriage. This had particular 

consequences for women who had few rights under the law until very late in the 

nineteenth century. English laws applied, even though judges interpreted and 

altered them to suit Australian conditions. As Golder and Kirkby argue, marriage 

was a serious choice for a woman, given that her husband would have absolute 

power over her person, children and property for the rest of his or her life.163 

However, death rates were high, with men dying at a younger age than women. If 
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a woman had made an unfortunate choice of marriage partner, death was one 

release; widowhood was not always something to be dreaded.164 On the other 

hand, property laws favoured men. Thus the death of a husband rarely resulted in 

a bereaved woman becoming the independent rich widow that popular myth 

would suggest, even if she had been married to a wealthy man.  

Legally, widows were in a more advantageous position than other 

women. Most widows had custody of their children (as did spinsters), and no 

husband could threaten to take them away (although executors of wills could and 

did, as we shall see in Chapter Six). If women had been physically ill-treated in 

their marriage they were now free of violence from their husbands, violence 

which was, in effect, sanctioned by law. Unlike single women, if widows wished 

to remarry they did not require parental permission, whatever their age. They 

were also free to remarry if they chose, unlike deserted wives. Widows benefited 

from these differences, even though they highlight women’s inferior legal 

position, and show how women were defined by their marital status.  

Marriage made no difference to men’s legal status and did restrict their 

rights. Whether he was a bachelor, married or widowed, the legal position of 

Samuel Mitchell did not alter. Men were not adversely affected by laws relating 

to property, violence or child custody. Indeed, marriage was to their advantage, 

because they gained their wife’s property and income, but were under no 

obligation to provide for their widows (although they were expected to provide 

for wives and children during marriage). Widows had to choose between the 

respectability of marriage, with its significant legal restrictions, or the freedom of 

widowhood, with its financial and social disadvantages. Thus men and women 

made remarriage choices within different frames of reference, which must be 

borne in mind when considering relative remarriage rates of widows and 

widowers. 
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Chapter Three 

Demographic context of widowhood and 
remarriage in colonial Australia 

Introduction 

Julia Suttor of Bathurst did not remarry after her widowhood; nor did the much 

younger Fanny O’Leary of Benalla, who mourned her late husband for the rest of 

her life. Samuel Mitchell of Northampton remarried once, while Sarah Shaw, 

Ethel Turner’s mother, remarried twice. These women and men made their 

remarriage decisions for personal and social reasons, but also within the 

demographic context of their community. If the widowed were to remarry, there 

had to be potential partners available. Widowers for instance, including Samuel 

Mitchell, were apparently at a disadvantage in a society with many more men 

than women.  

This chapter determines the rate of remarriage in two Australian colonies, 

to consider the effect of the unequal sex ratio on the incidence of remarriage. 

Historians have stressed the importance of demography in remarriage decisions, 

including the effect of the gender imbalance that applied in most colonial 

societies. However, while this thesis emphasises the need to consider a range of  

influences on remarriage rates, including the legal implications of remarriage, 

economic imperatives and individual circumstances, an understanding of the rate 

of remarriage helps to reveal the effect of demography on remarriage choices.  

The relative remarriage rate for widows and widowers is central to an 

exploration of the role of demography in remarriage decisions. The chapter 

firstly compares remarriage statistics in nineteenth-century Australia and Britain, 

within the framework of their respective gender imbalances. Secondly, 

remarriage rates for widows and widowers in Victoria and Western Australia 

from 1859 to 1880 are compared. In both cases the object is to determine 

whether sex ratios appeared to affect remarriage prospects for widowed men and 

women. The research was undertaken not with the specialized techniques of a 

historical demographer, but from the perspective of a social historian who 

considers that to know who remarried helps our understanding of why they 

remarried. 
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The calculation of the incidence and patterns of remarriage in colonial 

Australia is a first step to informed discussion of the choices made by the 

widowed, and by extension, to consideration of the advantages and disadvantages 

of remarriage for men and women. Quantitative measurement also complements 

qualitative analysis of remarriage decisions. The sources used in this thesis 

provide evidence of remarriage patterns; they also offer considerable extra 

information regarding widowhood and remarriage. As an example, the difficulty 

in tracing widows (but not widowers) demonstrates the importance of marital 

status for women in nineteenth-century Australia.  

 

Incidence of remarriage in Britain and Australia – a comparison  

Sex ratios 

By the mid-nineteenth century, emigration from Britain to its colonies had 

altered the gender balance in Britain itself as well as in the populations of British 

origin in the colonies. In Australia, most convict transportation had ended by 

mid-century, but male convicts from British gaols were still sent to Western 

Australia from 1850 to 1868. Migrants arrived in large numbers, with the most 

popular destination being Victoria where gold had been found in the early 1850s. 

In the late 1850s British migration to Australia increased at the expense of 

America, which had been the first choice for migrants before the American Civil 

War: in the peak year of migration to Australia (1854), 154,000 went to America, 

and 78,000 to Australasia.1 In 1858, only 49,000 went to America and 36,000 to 

Australasia.2 

Gender imbalances were caused not by emigration per se, but because 

most migrants, willing and unwilling, were men.3 In most Australian colonies 

there were more white men than women throughout the nineteenth century, until 

natural increase of population, as opposed to immigration, eventually decreased 

the gender imbalance. The 1861 census for the colony of Victoria (excluding 

Aboriginals and Chinese) shows that for men aged 20 and upwards and women 

aged 15 and upwards (the most common marriageable ages in colonial Australia) 
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there were 326 bachelors to every 100 spinsters.4 Not surprisingly, the 

demographic structure of Britain was very different. In 1861 in England and 

Wales, of all people aged over 15, there were 446 marriageable men (taking 

single and widowed together) per 1000 men, compared to 481 women per 1000 

women.5  

With less than one unmarried man to each unmarried woman in the 

British adult population, but with over three men to every woman in the 

Australian adult unmarried population, it would appear that women who wished 

to marry, including widows, had a greater choice of husband in Australia than in 

Britain. Indeed, spinsters married at a greater rate in Australia than in Britain. 

However, further analysis is necessary to evaluate whether the uneven sex ratios 

influenced the rate of remarriage.  

The main source materials are the annual reports of the Registrars 

General of both countries. The data for Britain was mostly drawn from two 

countries, England and Wales. The Registrar General regularly used ‘England’ as 

a synonym for England and Wales. Findings for Scotland and Ireland were 

recorded separately in the Registrars General reports.  

For Australia, data from Victoria has been used, for several reasons. 

Firstly, the remarriage rate was not recorded for all Australian colonies for all 

years (See Appendix 1). Secondly, the Victorian records remained the most 

comprehensive throughout the nineteenth century, with Victorian officials 

analysing the widowed and remarried populations in some detail. Thirdly, 

because of the 1850s gold-rush, Victoria had the largest population of the 

Australian colonies. The timeframe of 1864 – 1873 was chosen to allow for a full 

comparison between Britain and Victoria. British figures were available for 

earlier periods, but the Victorian figures were most reliable after 1864. 

 

Relative numbers of widows and widowers 

Relative remarriage rates for men and women were partly dependent on the 

number of widowed in the population. Like most societies, nineteenth-century 

Britain and Australia had a greater proportion of widows than widowers. One 
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reason for the excess of widows was that men usually married younger women. 

In his 1881 census report the Registrar General of New South Wales, Edward 

Grant Ward, considered that the greater proportion of widows was mostly caused 

by men marrying much younger wives: “…in the course of nature the husbands 

in such cases are necessarily the first to pass away and leave their widows 

behind”.6  The average age of marriage for women in late nineteenth-century 

New South Wales was 25.1 years and the average age for men to marry was 

29.5.7 In Victoria in 1873 almost all husbands were older than their wives. The 

reports of the British Registrars General also show that men in England and 

Wales married younger women. In 1871 the most common age for marriage for 

both men and women was between 21 and 25 years, with the men usually a few 

years older than their wives.8  

Another reason for the larger number of widows was that women lived 

longer than men. The difference in life expectancy for men and women in the 

nineteenth century was less marked than it became in the twentieth century, but 

even so, in the 1880s only 27 per cent of Australian males could expect to live to 

70, compared to 35 per cent of women.9 Thus the greater number of widows 

compared to widowers was partly caused by an accumulated aggregate of 

widows of all ages.  

The age at which demographic events occurred had a further effect. The 

number of widows and widowers in the population affected the remarriage rate. 

At the same time, the remarriage rate partly determined the number of widowed; 

if the remarriage rate increased, the number of widowed people in the population 

decreased, and age of widowhood could affect remarriage rates. As a general 

rule, the older people were when they were widowed (for both men and women, 

but especially for widows) the less likely they were to remarry and the more 

widows and widowers would be present in the population. Likewise, if a large 

number of young people were widowed at one time the next census might not 

show high numbers of widows and widowers because many would quickly 

remarry. 

                                                           
6  Edward Grant Ward, Report, Census of New South Wales, 1881, p. xxxiii. 
7  T. A. Coghlan, Statistical Survey of New South Wales, 1893-1894, p. 136. 
8  Calculated from Annual Reports of the Registrar General, Great Britain.  
9 D. T. Rowland, Sixty-Five Not Out: Consequences of the Ageing of Australia’s 

Population, Institute of Public Affairs (NSW), Sydney, 1981, p. 5. 



  Demographic context 

 83 

In a brief discussion of remarriage in Marriage in Australia Peter 

McDonald showed how complicated was the interaction between age, 

widowhood and remarriage rates. A decline in the remarriage rate from 1891 to 

1911 was caused by increasing longevity. People were older when they were 

widowed and therefore remarriage was less likely. Conversely, a rise in the 

remarriage ratio (remarriages as a percentage of total marriages) by 1921 was a 

consequence of the large number of young people who had been widowed during 

World War One and the 1919 influenza epidemic.10 A further complicating factor 

was the death rate amongst the unmarried population (if it was also high it would 

lessen the numbers of prospective spouses for the widowed).  

As a result of these complex factors, Britain in the nineteenth century had 

a greater proportion of widowed than Australia. In Victoria in 1861, widowers 

comprised 3.52 per cent of the adult male population (above 20 years), while 

6.27 per cent of adult females were widows.11 Other colonies recorded similar 

figures. In England and Wales in 1861, 5.8 per cent of adult males were 

widowers, but 7.4 per cent of adult females were widows.12 Just as importantly, 

widows in Britain were, on average, older than widows in Victoria. We might 

expect these different demographic patterns of widowhood to have an effect on 

remarriage rates. 

 

Remarriage rate and ratio 

The demography of remarriage is even more complex than that of widowhood. 

Firstly, it is necessary to distinguish between the remarriage ratio and the 

remarriage rate. The remarriage rate measures the percentage of widows and 

widowers who marry, out of all the widowed living in the population. The 

remarriage ratio measures the proportions of marriages that are remarriages and 

the proportions who are widows and widowers, out of the marrying population.13 

There is no direct mathematical relationship between the remarriage ratio and the 

                                                           
10  Peter McDonald, Marriage in Australia: Age at First Marriage and Proportions 

Marrying 1860-1971, ANU, Canberra, 1975, pp. 141-142. 
11  Census, Victoria, 1861. 
12  Mitchell and Jones, Second Abstract of British Historical Statistics, p. 3. 
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remarriage rate, although there is an indirect link; as an extreme example, if there 

were no widows and widowers in the population, there could be no remarriages. 

Remarriage rate 

• Proportion of the widowed population who remarry 
Remarriage ratio 

• Proportion of the total remarrying population who are widowed 
• Proportion of total marriages which are remarriages 

 

The remarriage rate (the proportion of the widowed who remarried) is the 

more important figure for research into widowhood and remarriage, and is the 

main concern of this chapter. However, before considering the remarriage rate it 

is useful to begin with a broad overview of the remarriage ratios for England and 

Victoria. This is particularly important given that a misunderstanding appears to 

have developed regarding the remarriage ratio in nineteenth-century Britain.  

 

Remarriage ratio – Britain  

Analysis of the remarriage ratio for England brought to light an unexpected 

finding. Based on the accepted historiography, my initial research indicated that 

the remarriage ratio was considerably higher in Australia than in Britain in the 

mid to late nineteenth century. I had calculated that in the Australian colonies 

approximately 18 per cent of marriages were remarriages, while many historians 

state that approximately only 11 per cent of English marriages in the mid-

nineteenth century were remarriages (as I discuss below). This difference 

appeared to support the demographic argument that gender ratios were an 

important determinant of remarriage patterns. However, further research revealed 

that the proportion of marriages that were remarriages in Britain was also close 

to 18 per cent.  

Data from reports from the Registrar General (Table 1) shows the two 

aspects of the remarriage ratio (See Appendix 2 for complete data). 
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Table 1 – Remarriage ratio, England and Wales, 1864-1873 
From marriage statistics 
Proportion of the total remarrying population who are widowed (Column 6) 
Proportion of total marriages which are remarriages (Column 7) 
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1864 180387 32473 360774 41318 11.45 18.00 
1865 185474 33732 370948 42987 11.58 18.18 
1866 187776 34118 375552 43779 11.65 18.16 
1867 179154 33584 358308 42947 11.98 18.74 
1868 176962 32384 353924 41485 11.72 18.29 
1869 176970 32454 353940 41462 11.71 18.33 
1870 181655 32807 363310 42114 11.59 18.06 
1871 190112 34766 380224 44738 11.77 18.30 
1872 201267 36678 402534 47359 11.76 18.22 
1873 205615 37628 411230 48779 11.86 18.30 
W = Widow, WR = Widower  

 

It can be seen from Column 6 in Table 1 that in most years the proportion 

of widows and widowers marrying in England, out of the total marrying 

population, was indeed approximately 11 per cent. However, Column 7 shows 

that the proportion of marriages that were remarriages was considerably higher, 

between 17 and 18 per cent. This was caused by the simple fact that widows and 

widowers did not only marry each other, but married into the single population of 

bachelors and spinsters.14 

Most commentators discussing the remarriage ratio cite Wrigley and 

Schofield’s The Population History of England 1541-1871. Wrigley and 

Schofield state that  

                                                           
14  Assume that for every 100 people marrying, five of the brides are widows and five of 

the grooms are widowers, a total of ten. The proportion of widows and widowers to the 
whole marrying population is thus ten per cent. However, the proportion of marriages 
that are remarriages varies according to the proportions of the different marriage types 
(widow and widower, widow and bachelor and so on). When 100 people marry there 
will be 50 marriages. Thus, if the ten widows and widowers marry only each other, there 
will be five remarriages, which is ten per cent of the total marriages. However, if (as 
usually happened in Britain and Australia in the nineteenth century) the widows and 
widowers marry bachelors and spinsters, the proportions change.  If all ten widows and 
widowers marry bachelors and spinsters, there will be ten remarriages amongst the 50 
marriages, which is 20 per cent of the total. 
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Perhaps as many as 30 per cent of all those marrying were widows and 
widowers in the mid sixteenth century…By the mid nineteenth century, in 
contrast, it is clear from civil registration returns that the comparable 
proportion was much lower at 11.27 per cent”.15 [My italics].  

Wrigley and Schofield are referring to the proportion of widows and widowers 

who are marrying, out of the whole marrying population; they are not discussing 

the proportion of marriages that are remarriages. 

However, other historians regularly misquote Wrigley and Schofield’s 

figures. The miscalculation appears to have arisen because of confusion by 

historians between the two aspects of the remarriage ratio: the relative 

proportions of marriages that were remarriages, and the proportion of the 

marrying population who were widows and widowers. Thus Philippe Ariès 

writes that “Wrigley and Schofield …suggest that remarriages which had 

amounted to between 25% and 30% of all marriages before 1650, diminished to 

about ten per cent of all marriages during the nineteenth century – a surprisingly 

low figure”.16 [My italics]. Likewise, in discussing a long term decline in 

remarriage in Europe, Oris and Ochiai state that “in the English case for 

example, one quarter to one third of the marriages were remarriages in the 16th 

century, and this proportion falls to 10% by the 19th century (Schofield and 

Wrigley, 1981: 212; Seccombe, 1995:177)”.17 [My italics]. Elizabeth Foyster 

also quoted Wrigley and Schofield as “E. A. Wrigley and R.S. Schofield have 

estimated that in the mid-sixteenth century about 30% of all marriages were 

remarriages”.18 [My italics]. These statements, and others, are mis-

interpretations of Wrigley and Schofield, who were not referring to the 

proportion of marriages which were remarriages.  

This finding alters the perception of the remarriage ratio in nineteenth 

century Britain. Certainly, the incidence of remarriage in Britain was lower in the 

                                                           
15  E. A. Wrigley and R. S. Schofield, The Population History of England 1541-1871: a 

Reconstruction, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1981, pp. 258-259. 
16  P. Ariès, ‘Introduction to Part 1’, in J. Dupâquier, E. Hélin, P. Laslett, M. Livi-Bacci, 

and S. Sogner (eds),  Marriage and Remarriage in Populations of the Past, Academic 
Press, London and New York, 1981, p. 32. 

17  Michel Oris and Emiko Ochiai, ‘Family Crisis in the Context of Different Family 
Systems’, in Renzo Derosas and Michel Oris (eds), When Dad Died: Individuals and 
Families Coping With Family Stress in Past Societies, Peter Lang, Bern, Switzerland, 
2002, p. 64. 

18  Elizabeth Foyster, ‘Marrying the Experienced Widow in Early Modern England: the 
Male Perspective’, in Sandra Cavallo and Lyndan Warner (eds), Widowhood in 
Medieval and Early Modern Europe, Longman, Harlow, 1999, p. 108.  
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nineteenth century than in the sixteenth century, but not so low as has been 

supposed. It is important to know the correct proportion of marriages that 

involved a remarriage, for two reasons. Firstly, when widows and widowers 

marry single people, those bachelors and spinsters are affected by the 

complications of widowhood and remarriage – such as inheritance, stepchildren, 

or the influence of the dead spouse’s family of origin. When it is realised that 

nearly 20 per cent of marriages in mid-nineteenth Britain were remarriages, it is 

obvious that a much greater number of people were affected by remarriage than 

has been previously recognised. 

Secondly, the distinction between the two statistics has implications for 

research into remarriage in other western societies. Historians often compare 

remarriage rates in different countries in order to argue a position; it is 

imperative that the arguments be based on sound interpretations of the data. 

Many historians researching widowhood and remarriage underestimate the 

proportion of marriages that were remarriages in nineteenth-century Britain, 

because they appear to have confused the two different aspects of the remarriage 

ratio.  

 

Remarriage ratio – Britain and Australia 

The immediate importance of the finding (that is, clarifying the remarriage ratio 

in nineteenth-century Britain) for this thesis is that knowing the correct 

remarriage ratio for Britain (18 per cent, not 11 per cent) results in a more valid 

comparison between British and Australian remarriage statistics when assessing 

the impact of their different gender structures. Using the high-quality Victorian 

records, a table was constructed (Table 2) showing the remarriage ratio for an 

Australian colony for the same years as Table 1 showed for Britain (See 

Appendix 2 for complete data). 
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Table 2 – Remarriage ratio, Victoria, 1864-1873 
From marriage statistics 
Proportion of the total remarrying population who are widowed (Column 6) 
Proportion of total marriages which are remarriages (Column 7) 
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1864 4554 833 9108 979 10.74 18.29 
1865 4497 851 8994 1013 11.26 18.92 
1866 4253 801 8506 985 11.58 18.83 
1867 4490 899 8980 1095 12.19 20.02 
1868 4692 983 9384 1181 12.58 20.95 
1869 4735 918 9470 1116 11.78 19.38 
1870 4732 948 9464 1142 12.06 20.03 
1871 4693 958 9386 1192 12.69 20.41 
1872 4791 878 9582 1074 11.20 18.32 
1873 4974 963 9948 1177 11.83 19.36 
 W = Widow, WR = Widower  
 

Table 2 shows that the remarriage ratio for Victoria in the 1860s was remarkably 

similar to that of Britain (Table 1). The number of remarriages (and marriages) in 

Victoria was smaller than for Britain, but it was statistically significant and both 

countries were consistent in the proportion of marriages that were remarriages. 

The similarity can be seen even more clearly in comparative pie charts (Figure 1 

and Figure 2). 
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Figure 1 – Remarriage ratio, Britain 1864-1873 
(mean average) 
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Figure 2 – Remarriage ratio, Victoria 1864-1873 
(mean average) 
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This finding appears to indicate that the different demographic structures of 

Australia and Britain did not influence the incidence of remarriage in the mid-

nineteenth century at all. However, the calculation is not as straightforward as it 

appears. It will be remembered that a greater proportion of the British population 

was widowed than in the Australian colonies.19 Thus a similar remarriage ratio in 

both countries indicates that a smaller proportion of the British widowed 

population remarried than in Victoria. Therefore, the remarriage ratio needs 

further investigation.  

 

                                                           
19  See p. 83 of this thesis. 
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Remarriage ratio – gender differences 

In the findings to date, widows and widowers have been counted together as one 

remarrying population. Using the same data from which Table 1 and Table 2 

were calculated, Figure 3 and Figure 4 show the relative proportions of men and 

women of different marital status who married in Britain and Victoria (See 

Appendix 2 for complete data). 

 

Figure 3 – Widows/widowers as proportion of total marrying population, 
Britain, 1864-1873 
(mean average) 

86.12

13.88

Widowers

Bachelors

 

90.46

9.54

Widows

Spinsters

 
Of all men who married Of all women who married 
 

Figure 4 – Widows/widowers as proportion of total marrying population, 
Victoria, 1864-1873 
(mean average) 

88.54

11.45

Widowers

Bachelors

 

87.86

12.13

Widows

Spinsters

 
Of all men who married Of all women who married 
 

Figure 1 showed that of the whole remarrying population in Britain, 11.7 per cent 

were widows and widowers. However, Figure 3 shows that when the remarrying 

population is analysed further, there was a noticeable gender difference. 13.88 

per cent of all men marrying in Britain were widowers, while only 9.54 per cent 

of the marrying population of women were widows. Of Victorian marriages, 
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11.69 per cent were contracted by widows and widowers (See Figure 2), a ratio 

similar to that of Britain, but the gender breakdown reveals a different finding. 

12.3 per cent of all women marrying in Victoria were widows, and 11.45 per cent 

of men who married were widowers (Figure 4).  

Thus, widows in Victoria comprised a higher proportion of the marrying 

population than they did in Britain. Widowers in Britain remarried at a higher 

rate than widowers in Victoria. Given the different sex ratios in the two 

countries, these findings are what we might expect, and indicate that demography 

played some part in the tally of remarriages.  

 
Marriage types 

In considering the extent to which sex ratios influenced the incidence of 

remarriage, it is also valuable to compare types of remarriages in Britain and 

Australia. It is not surprising to find that the most common type of marriage in 

both countries was between bachelor and spinster; that is, a first marriage for 

both parties. However, patterns of remarriage were different in the two countries. 

Sogner and Dupâquier suggest that marriages between widowers and spinsters 

have always been more common than marriages between bachelors and 

widows.20 But comparison of remarriage types in Britain and Victoria in the 

1860s (again drawing on the basic data from Table 1 & Table 2, and see 

Appendix 2) shows considerable variation on this pattern.  

 

Figure 5 – Remarriages classified by type 
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20  Sogner and Dupâquier, Marriage and Remarriage, p. 10. 
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Figure 5 shows that in Britain in the 1860s nearly half of all remarriages were 

contracted between widowers and spinsters. The second most popular type was 

widower/widow marriage, and finally those between bachelors and widows. By 

contrast, in Victoria in the 1860s (Figure 5) the most common remarriage type 

was that contracted between bachelors and widows. This was closely followed by 

widower/spinster marriages, while marriages between widowers and widows 

were comparatively rare. The limited data available for other Australian colonies 

indicates a similar pattern (See Appendix 2).  

Historians researching remarriage in Europe take it for granted that 

widower/spinster marriages were more usual than widow/bachelor marriages, 

even though there were more widows than widowers in the adult population. In 

Victoria in 1871 there were numerically more widowers than widows, but 

widow/bachelor marriages outnumbered widower/spinster marriages. On the 

surface, neither of these patterns makes sense. However, it would seem that the 

comparatively large proportion of widow/bachelor marriages in Australia was 

possible because of the greater number of unmarried males in the population, and 

because there was a greater proportion of younger widows in Australia than in 

Britain. Such a conclusion suggests that demography was important to 

remarriage rates. On the other hand, demography alone cannot explain why 

widower/spinster marriages were more common in Europe.  

 

Remarriage rate  

To date we have considered only the remarriage ratio, the proportion of 

marriages that were remarriages, and the proportion of the marrying population 

who were widows and widowers. It has provided an overview of the incidence of 

remarriage in the nineteenth century, and indicated that demography had some 

effect on the likelihood of remarriage for men or women. However, when 

attempting to assess the role of demography in remarriage decisions, the most 

important statistic is the remarriage rate, the proportion of the widowed 

population who remarried. This is not easy to determine, even in a detailed study 

of a particular widowed population. It is even more difficult to calculate it for a 

larger population.  
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Peter McDonald and Patricia Quiggin attempted to estimate the chances 

of remarriage for men and women in Victoria for the years 1881-1891. Their 

initial calculations were based on census data (the net numbers of widows and 

widowers after remarriage) and annual numbers of widows and widowers who 

remarried. This appeared to indicate that widowers remarried in greater 

proportions than widows, but McDonald and Quiggin considered the findings 

unreliable because they took no account of the age of the widowed population, 

which almost certainly contained more elderly widows than widowers.21 They 

then took the proportions of widowed in 1881, calculated the expected 

‘widowings’ for the following decade if there were no remarriages and 

considered them against the number of actual widows and widowers in 1891. By 

this method they found that males were more likely than females to remarry at all 

ages, with the difference increasing after the age of 50.22 The calculations of 

McDonald and Quiggin show the difficulties of determining remarriage rates. It 

is also worth noting that they used the words “greater chance” in this context. 

While they were speaking mathematically, the phrase reinforces the view that 

men have always been considered winners and women losers in the ‘remarriage 

stakes’.  

While it is difficult to assess the remarriage rate, attempts have been 

made to assess and compare the likelihood of marriage for different marriageable 

cohorts. T. A. Coghlan attempted to determine the likelihood of marriage for 

those of different marital status in late nineteenth-century New South Wales.23 

Taking the numbers of widowed and divorced people, bachelors and spinsters 

who had married in the previous decade, and the mean numbers of marriageable 

males and females over that time, Coghlan estimated marriage rates for the 

different categories (See Appendix 2). To overcome the statistical problem posed 

by a larger number of older widows and widowers in the population, who were 

less likely to remarry, Coghlan included only marriageable men between the ages 

of 20 and 50, and marriageable women between 18 and 45. His results are shown 

in Table 3.  

                                                           
21  Peter McDonald and Patricia Quiggin, ‘Lifecourse Transitions in Victoria in the 1880s’, 

in Patricia Grimshaw, Chris McConville and Ellen McEwen (eds), Families in Colonial 
Australia, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1985, pp. 72-75. 

22  ibid., p. 74. 
23  T.A. Coghlan, A Statistical Survey of New South Wales, 1893-94, pp. 143-144. 
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Table 3 – Estimated annual marriage rate, NSW, 1881-1891 by marital 
status 
Annual marriage-rate per thousand (1000) of population 
 
 Males Females 
Bachelors or spinsters   66   [6.6%] 110   [11.0%] 
Widowed and divorced 132  [13.2%] 122   [12.2%] 
(The numbers of divorced people who had remarried were statistically negligible 
and do not skew the figures, but Coghlan’s method of calculation makes it 
impossible to delete them from the study.) 
 

Table 3 shows that, of all the single males in the population, in any one year 6.6 

per cent married, while 13.2 per cent of all widowers married. Likewise, 12.2 per 

cent of all the widows in the population married.  The results do not imply that 

only 12.2 per cent of widows ever married; the calculation estimates marriage 

figures for one year only, but includes the aggregate number of women widowed 

over the years (and similarly for the other three groups). The object is only to 

compare the likelihood of marriage for people of different conjugal status.  

As Coghlan pointed out, the differences between the likelihood of 

marriage for the different groups was striking.24 Widowed or divorced men were 

more likely to marry than any other group, while bachelors were the least likely 

to marry. Although widowed and divorced women were less likely to marry than 

the widowed and divorced men, they were more likely to marry than spinsters, 

and married at a much faster rate than single men.  This finding modifies the 

assessment (of Peter McDonald and other historians) that nineteenth-century 

Australian widows did not remarry as readily as widowers. 

 Using Coghlan’s methodology, I constructed similar tables for Britain 

and Victoria for the year 1871, when population returns were available. Given 

the consistency of the marriage statistics from 1864 to 1873, it was not 

considered necessary to average the figures, but to use marriage data from 1871 

alone. It was also difficult to determine numbers of females between 15 and 18, 

so all marriageable women between 15 and 45 were included. (See Appendix 2). 

 

                                                           
24  ibid., p. 144. 
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Table 4 – Estimated marriage rate, Britain, 1871, by marital status 
Percentage who married, of each marriageable population 
 Males  

(21 to 50 years) 
Females  
(15 to 45 years) 

Bachelors or spinsters 11.28%   7.24% 
Widowed and divorced 25.44% 10.97% 
 
Table 5 – Estimated marriage rate, Victoria, 1871, by marital status 
Percentage who married, of each marriageable population 
 Males  

(21 to 50 years) 
Females  
(15 to 45 years) 

Bachelors or spinsters     4.75%   8.12% 
Widowed and divorced   13.7% 11.22% 
 
The most obvious feature of the calculation is that widowers in Britain married at 

a much higher rate than any other group (Table 4), while bachelors in Victoria 

were the least likely to marry (Table 5). These results appear to be a result of 

demographic factors, given that there were more women than men in Britain and 

an excess of men in Victoria. Thus British men had a greater choice of marital 

partners than did men in Victoria. For the same reason, it was unsurprising to 

find that British widowers married at a greater rate than British widows, that 

British widowers married at a higher rate than Australian widowers or that 

widows in Australia married at a (marginally) higher rate than widows in Britain. 

A slightly higher rate of marriage for spinsters in Victoria than in Britain would 

also seem to be explained by the respective sex ratios of the two countries.  

However, other patterns cannot be explained by demography. Widows 

(and spinsters) in Victoria apparently had an abundance of marriage partners at 

their disposal, but still did not marry at the same rate as Victorian widowers. 

Given the greater number of marriageable males in the population whom widows 

could marry, and the restricted number of females for widowers to marry (whom 

they competed for with the bachelors) it might have been expected that widows 

in Victoria would remarry at a higher rate than widowers.  

Most importantly, the data cannot explain why widowers married at a 

higher rate than bachelors in nineteenth-century Australia, when they were 

apparently subject to the same demographic disadvantage; namely, a shortage of 

available women. Likewise, bachelors in Britain apparently had a plethora of 

choice of marriage partner, but did not marry at the same rate as widowers (in 

Britain). Demography also cannot explain why Victorian widows married more 
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readily than spinsters, when both groups were outnumbered by males of 

marriageable age. We might expect that bachelors and spinsters would marry 

more readily than widows and widowers, who were older and, on the face of it, 

less obviously appealing as marriage partners, but this was not the case. In 

particular, the high rate of widower remarriage requires further investigation. 

The comparisons between remarriage statistics in nineteenth-century 

Britain and Australia (specifically Victoria, but other colonies show similar 

patterns) reveal that demography played some part in the incidence of remarriage 

in nineteenth-century Australia and Britain. However, it was less important than 

historians have suggested. Other factors that affected remarriage decisions need 

to be considered, especially the particular legal, social and economic 

circumstances that prevailed in Australia.  

 

Victoria and Western Australia – Remarriage Rate 

In this section of the chapter we consider the remarriage rate of people widowed 

in Western Australia and Victoria around 1860. The calculations discussed to 

date in the thesis have been based on wider marriage and population data, and 

take limited account of the age and other circumstances of the widowed. The 

Western Australian and Victorian study attempts to overcome these problems by 

analysing the remarriage patterns of two particular populations, using marriage 

and death certificates.  

 

Historical, geographical and demographic context 

A comparison of remarriage in Western Australia and Victoria has the benefit of 

analysing two colonies on either side of the continent which between them 

incorporated many of the characteristics of the larger Australian society, but were 

different enough to provide a strong contrast. Western Australia (originally 

known as the Swan River Colony) was still a ‘frontier’ society in 1856, while 

Victoria was richer, more developed and populous with a thriving city as its 

capital. Victoria had been transformed by its gold rush in the early 1850s; 

Western Australia’s gold rushes were yet to come.25  

                                                           
25  For example, C. T. Stannage, The People of Perth: a Social History of Western 

Australia’s Capital City, Carroll’s for Perth City Council, Perth, 1979.  
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Western Australia was distant from the other colonies, and suffered 

considerable economic stagnation until the gold rushes of the 1880s and 1890s. 

First settled by Europeans in 1829, (King George Sound had a military presence, 

under the control of the Governor of New South Wales, from 1826) it contained 

people from a wide range of backgrounds, a microcosm of the whole European-

born Australian population. From the comfortable middle classes of England 

came free settlers with ample means, many of whom prospered in Western 

Australia and lived in style. With them were indentured servants, many with 

families, while poor girls from England and Ireland came to the colony on a 

promise of work and freedom (that was not always fulfilled). In 1850 Western 

Australia admitted convicts, the last colony to do so, and until 1868 nearly 

10,000 male convicts arrived, guarded by a force of pensioner soldiers.26  

Western Australia was vast, with huge areas of desert and semi-arid 

country. In 1860 settlement was clustered around Perth and Fremantle, York to 

the east, Geraldton and Greenough to the north and a number of towns and 

villages in the fertile south-west, including Albany and Busselton. It was a class-

conscious society, proud of its free settler beginnings. Richer colonists had 

campaigned for the introduction of convicts, to provide cheap labour, and they 

had no intention of treating them as equals. Rigid class distinctions were 

maintained between the ladies and gentlemen who were invited to Government 

House, the middle group of small farmers, shopkeepers and white collar workers, 

and the convicts and ex-convicts. The latter group were excluded from much of 

public life and elite families rarely sanctioned the marriage of their children with 

convicts or ex-convicts. Aboriginals and non-European groups were also 

unwelcome in mainstream society. 

What is now Victoria was almost settled by Europeans in 1803, with a 

group consisting of convicts and their guards, and free settlers, arriving at Port 

Phillip as a means of protecting a lonely outpost of New South Wales from 

French settlement. Finding no fresh water the party moved to Van Diemen’s 

Land.27 Later, pastoralists travelled across Bass Strait in search of new land for 

their flocks of sheep. The Hentys arrived in what would become the Portland 

                                                           
26  ibid. 
27  Alan Atkinson, The Europeans in Australia: A History, Volume Two, Democracy, OUP, 

South Melbourne, 2004, p. 6. 
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district in 1834. One year later John Batman claimed the Melbourne area for 

white men, and he and others settled in the area from 1835. By 1841 much of the 

Port Phillip District had been allocated to pastoralists. By 1851 the population 

was 47,000 and the district separated from New South Wales to become the 

colony of Victoria.28  

The discovery of gold in huge quantities in 1851 changed Victoria 

forever; the population expanded rapidly and by 1861 it had reached 540,000. 

Victoria overtook New South Wales as the most populous and richest colony. 

Many mining towns, particularly Bendigo and Ballarat, became large centres of 

population and industry, along with such settlements as Geelong and Wangaratta. 

Fortunes were also made from grazing and agriculture, especially in the rich land 

on the western plains, where imposing mansions overlooked huge stations. An 

extensive system of railways and telegraph lines aided both commerce and 

private communications.  Many people made fortunes, leading to the growth of 

‘Marvellous Melbourne’ in the 1880s, but there was also considerable poverty. 

While their men were off at the goldfields, many families were left behind in 

Canvas Town, a permanent tent camp outside Melbourne.29  

There was considerable migration between the two colonies. Men from 

Western Australian flocked to the Victorian goldfields in mid-century. Later, 

men from Victoria came to Western Australia to take up pastoral land and in the 

last decade of the nineteenth century they made up the bulk of the diggers 

streaming across the country to the goldfields of Coolgardie and Kalgoorlie. The 

lure of gold was compounded by depression in Victoria in the 1890s. Many 

stayed on and were eventually joined by their wives and families.30  

The timeframe (1856-1880) was chosen to take account of the more 

reliable record-keeping after the 1850s; also the colonies were not undergoing 

major depressions or booms. The Victorian population had settled down 

somewhat from the turbulence of the early gold-rush years, when its demography 

had been dramatically affected by intrastate, interstate and international 

immigration. However, in 1859 the geographic distribution of the population was 

still affected by the numbers of men living at ‘the diggings’, and interstate 
                                                           
28  ibid., p. 101. 
29  ibid., pp. 231-232.  
30  For example, Vera Whittington, Gold and Typhoid: Two Fevers, UWA Press, Nedlands, 

1988. 
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immigration continued. The Victorian census of 1861 listed 328,651 males and 

211,671 females, a total of 540,322, ten times the population of Western 

Australia.31 Western Australia had had time to build up its population from the 

very low base of the 1830s and 1840s, but was not yet overwhelmed by the gold-

rushes of the 1880s and 1890s. The influx of male convicts increased the uneven 

sex ratio.The 1859 census of Western Australia recorded a total European 

population of 14,837, comprising 9,522 males and 5,315 females.32  

 

Sources  

As discussed, the Victorian marriage and death certificates were the most 

comprehensive in nineteenth-century Australia, and it was important to make as 

much use of them as possible. However, limited access to the records resulted in 

compromises in the methodology. Given the restricted time to survey the records, 

a choice had to be made between the quantity and quality of the information 

extracted. I was keen to examine as many records as possible, to take advantage 

of Victoria’s larger population in order to discern statistically reliable remarriage 

patterns. At the same time, to maintain the integrity of the data, it was essential to 

be meticulous in identifying remarriages. Despite the restraints, a satisfactory 

number of cases were recorded with a fair degree of reliability. 

 Western Australia presented a different set of advantages and 

disadvantages. The Registrar General kindly allowed access to all marriage and 

death certificates at the Perth Registry. Also, the relatively small population and 

the isolation from the rest of the country have their benefits for researchers, 

especially when tracing the surviving party of a marriage and determining 

whether or not they remarried. It is easier to be confident that the John Greenacre 

who married in 1862 is the same John Greenacre who was widowed in 1860 (the 

John Smiths were still difficult to identify). Furthermore, although Western 

Australia’s certificates recorded less information than those of Victoria, other 

sources helped to make up the deficit, especially the Dictionary of Western 

Australians. These advantages counterbalanced the potential drawbacks of a 

study of nineteenth-century Western Australia in which the smaller population of 

                                                           
31  Census, Victoria, 1861. 
32  Census, Western Australia, 1861. 
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the colony potentially impacts on the statistical reliability of the data. Results 

were consistent over twenty years. 

Figure 6 - Victorian death certificate, 1854 
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Figure 7 - Victorian marriage certificate, 1854 
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Methodology  

Even when focussing on a discrete population, determining remarriage rates is 

not easy, as historians have demonstrated.33 Firstly, one of the drawbacks to 

demographic research into remarriage in Britain - the migration of the widowed 

from one parish to another – also applied in Australia. Many widowed migrated 

from one colony to another and could not easily be traced. The Western 

Australian census for 1901 shows that of 771 widowers, 288 were from Victoria 

and only 165 had been born in Western Australia. Of 1,020 widows, 314 had 

come from Victoria as against 397 who had been born in Western Australia.34 

Even allowing for the disruption caused by the Western Australian gold-rushes 

of the 1890s, the finding reflects the extensive inter-colonial migration that 

occurred throughout the nineteenth century. Secondly, the information recorded 

on certificates was often incorrect or insufficient to identify a remarriage; 

previous marital status was often excluded from the record. A particular 

difficulty was caused by the fact that, although marriage certificates in both 

colonies described marital status, death certificates in Western Australia did not 

include marital status until 1896.35  

The study of those who remarried after being widowed in Western 

Australia and Victoria comprised a three-stage process: identification of adults 

who died, determination of their marital status at the time of death (thus whether 

they left a widow or widower), and calculation of the number of surviving 

spouses who remarried. The process was carried out differently in each colony, 

because of the differences in the quality of the records and their accessibility. In 

Victoria stages one and two were carried out simultaneously; for Western 

Australia deaths were recorded first and marital status determined separately. 

 

                                                           
33  Schofield and Wrigley, ‘Remarriage Intervals and the Effect of Marriage Order on 

Fertility’, in Dupâquier, et al (eds), Marriage and Remarriage, pp. 211-214. 
34  Census, Western Australia, 1901. 
35  F. Young  and D. Harris, Birth, Death and Marriage Certificates in Australia, 

Australian Institute of Genealogical Studies, Oakleigh, Victoria, 1984. 
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Stage One: Identifying the deceased 

Victoria, 1859 

In Victoria in 1859, 9,469 people of all ages died, 5,721 males and 3,748 

females.36 Because of the limited access to the certificates, a simple sampling 

technique was used to create a database of close to 500 cases. The details were 

recorded from certificates of adults who were married at the time of death, spread 

over as much of the year as possible, from a variety of geographical locations. 

Data were taken from a sample of certificates in each district, keeping the 

proportions relatively intact. Accordingly, there are more deaths recorded from 

areas with the largest populations (Melbourne and the mining districts). 

However, it was important to include representative groups from other districts: 

for example large towns such as Geelong, and from small rural farming 

communities, to enable comparisons of remarriage patterns between people from 

different social backgrounds. 

People of Chinese and Aboriginal descent were excluded from the 

database because details on their death certificates were usually incomplete. 

Often there was not even a name, only the designation “An Aboriginal” or “A 

Chinese man”.   

 

Western Australia 1856-1859 

Given the smaller population of Western Australia, the time-span for deaths was 

extended and all deaths from 1856 to 1859 were included. The starting point for 

determining deaths was the Pioneer Index,37 which lists 656 people who died 

between 1856 and 1859.38 Of these 656 deaths, 331 were of children (males 

under 18, females under 15) who could be excluded from the study, leaving 325 

adults. Of those 325 cases, 246 were men aged over 18, and 79 cases were 

women aged over 15. In the nineteenth century Australian women could marry at 
                                                           
36  Statistics of the Colony of Victoria, 1859, p. 96. 
37  Western Australian Pioneer Index, 

www.justice.wa.gov.au/_apps/pioneerindex/default.aspx. 
38  The original hand-written indexes held at the Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages, 

Perth, summarising records from 1847 to 1887, indicated that 667 people died in 
Western Australia from 1856 to 1859. The Blue Books of Western Australia record that 
633 people died in those years. The discrepancies are due to a number of causes, 
including difficulties in deciphering the details on certificates or the same death being 
notified more than once, by different people. For my study, the 656 names listed on the 
Pioneer Index were researched in depth. 
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age 12 and boys at age 14, but in practice most women were over 15 and most 

men over 18.39  

 

Stage Two: Identifying the widows and widowers 

Determining the marital status of deceased persons was the next necessary step, 

in order to determine the number of resulting widows and widowers who could 

potentially remarry. Adults could be classified into various categories of marital 

condition at the time of death: the never-married, which was the case for many 

men but few women, widowed at the time of their own death, and finally there 

were those who were married at the time of death, leaving a widowed spouse. A 

fourth category existed, that of people separated or deserted at the time of their 

death, but it was not possible to identify more than a handful of cases. Therefore 

they were not recorded separately. 

Western Australia, 1856-1859 

Determining the marital status of those who died between 1856 and 1859 in 

Western Australia was difficult. Until 1896 the Western Australian death 

certificates did not include details of the marital condition of the deceased 

person, but recorded only their name, age, cause of death, profession and the 

name and relationship of the notifying person.40 The Pioneer Index was searched 

for earlier marriages of the deceased but the Index shows only marriages 

contracted in Western Australia. A high proportion of migrants and convicts had 

already married in the British Isles before travelling, willingly or unwillingly, to 

the Swan River.  

The problem of identifying widows and widowers has its value: it 

demonstrates prevailing attitudes towards marital status and gender roles. 

Historians have suggested that widows are easier to identify than widowers in the 

record, because men have rarely been classified by their marital status.41 

However, when using the Western Australian marriage certificates as source 

material, women’s dependant status is for once an asset. Under ‘profession’ 

women were almost invariably noted as being wife of, or daughter of, thus 

                                                           
39  McDonald, Marriage in Australia, p. 12.  See Chapter Two of this thesis. 
40  Young and Harris, Birth, Death and Marriage Certificates.  
41  Margaret Pelling, ‘Finding Widowers: Men Without Women in English Towns Before 

1700’, in Cavallo and Warner (eds), Widowhood. 
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showing whether they were married (or already widowed) and supplying the 

name of the surviving widower, if any. It was also the norm for a married 

woman’s death to be notified by her husband, and a single woman’s death to be 

notified by her father. As an example, Mary B, aged 55, died in 1858. Her death 

certificate recorded her as “Wife of Anthony B. Death notified by letter from 

Anthony B of the Williams River”.42 Only ten women (out of 79) appeared to 

have never married. Several of those were young women whose deaths were 

recorded by their fathers, whose surname was the same. It also seems probable 

that the young women listed as servants, with no mention of a husband, were 

unmarried. The marital status of only one woman could not be decided.  

Conversely, there were many men whose marital status could not be 

determined, and therefore the number of widows who were identified is almost 

certainly too low. It is not possible to be certain whether men were married (and 

therefore left a widow), given that the ‘profession’ section contained occupations 

only, such as ‘farmer’ or ‘miner’, unless the certificate stated that the notifying 

person was the wife (now widow). Predictably, the common names caused the 

most difficulty: when several John Smiths died in the same year it is not possible 

to identify each with any certainty. Even with more unusual names there were 

difficulties if there was no record in the Dictionary of Western Australians. The 

widows of young men, especially those who died without descendants, were the 

hardest to trace. The married but childless young men who can be easily 

identified are, of course, the sons of prominent citizens, as they appear under 

their father’s name in records such as the Dictionary.  

At times, marital status could be inferred from other evidence on the 

certificate. If death was notified by a son or daughter it was assumed that the man 

had been married, even though such evidence did not indicate whether he was 

still married (thus leaving a widow) or already widowed. William B, a farmer 

from York, died in 1859, aged 46 years. His death was informed by “James B, 

son of the deceased”, prompting a more intensive search for a surviving spouse 

and subsequent remarriage.43 The isolated shepherd or miner, or the elderly ex-

convict who died in the colonial hospital, was not likely to have been married.  

                                                           
42  WA death certificate No. 1058. 
43  WA death certificate. No. 1349. 
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Another complicating factor in determining the marital status of deceased 

men, and thus identifying widows, was the large number of convicts in the 

population. Many had been married in Britain but few had wives in the colony.44 

Other convicts who had been married in Britain were already widowed. Yet 

another group of men excluded from the married-at-time-of-death cohort were 

the sailors from foreign countries who died in the Swan River colony, their 

deaths recorded by the Master of their ship. Some would have left wives in their 

home countries, but there are not enough details to include them in the marriage 

statistics. The difficulty of identifying the marital status of both convicts and 

foreign sailors is mitigated by the fact their widows would not have been 

remarrying in Western Australia. 

Using as many sources as possible: death certificate, indexes, dictionaries 

and other records held in the Battye Library of Western Australia, such as family 

histories, most people were eventually categorised by marital status, but there 

were inevitable gaps, as the following tables (Table 6 and Table 7) demonstrate.   

 

Table 6 – Marital status of men who died, 1856-1859, WA 
Adult males (over 18 years) who died between 1856 and 1859 
Free men Sailors Convicts Total 
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48 13 36  21 13  83 24 8 246 
 
Table 7 – Marital status of women who died, 1856-1859, WA 
adult females (over 15 years) who died between 1856 and 1859 
 Married Widowed Single Unknown Total 
63 5 10 1 79 
 
Reflecting the overall sex ratio, unmarried men comprised the largest group who 

died, a total of 132, including 83 convicts, 36 free men and 13 sailors. Many of 

the 21 men whose marital status could not be determined would also have been 

unmarried. There were only 10 unmarried women over the age of 15 years, apart 

from the one whose status could not be identified. Thirteen men and five women 

were already widowed. Of the remainder, at least 48 men and 63 women were 
                                                           
44  Rica Erickson and Gillian O’Mara (eds), Convicts in Western Australia 1850-1887, 

Dictionary of Western Australians, Vol. IX, UWA Press, Nedlands, 1994. 
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married in Western Australia at the time of their death, thus leaving behind 48 

widows and 63 widowers. 

 

Victoria, 1859 

A different method of identifying widows and widowers was used for Victoria 

because of the more comprehensive details on the Victorian certificates. The 

section entitled ‘If Deceased was Married’ included details of where, at what age 

and to whom the deceased person had married. The numbers and ages of any 

children were also included. Therefore, adults who had never married could be 

immediately discarded from consideration. Nonetheless, the words ‘If Deceased 

was Married’ were misleading, as they denoted only whether the deceased had 

ever been married; the conjugal state of the deceased at the time of death was not 

formally recorded. Therefore, with regard to those who had married, further 

research and judgement was required to ascertain whether the spouse of the 

deceased (now a widow or widower) appeared to be still living. However, there 

were several difficulties. The specified timeframe of the Victorian records to 

which I had access caused a problem.  Death certificates before 1859 could not 

be checked to ascertain whether a spouse had already died. The Pioneer Index 

was of some value for more unusual names but not for common names. Other 

spouses who could not be traced were those who had already died in other 

colonies or in their country of origin.  

In many cases marital status was easily identified. As with Western 

Australia, widowers were easier to identify than widows. When deceased women 

were described on death certificates as “Widow of…” under the section ‘Name 

and Surname, Rank or Profession’, they could immediately be excluded from the 

database, as they had left no surviving widower. Similarly, a large number of 

cases could immediately be included because a woman’s death had been notified 

by her husband, now widower. However, while an entry such as “Patrick F, 

husband, present at death”45 under ‘Signature, Description and Residence of 

Informant’ was proof of a surviving widower, the absence of such an entry did 

not necessarily suggest that there was no living husband. In 1859, many married 

men were working at the goldfields or in other rural areas, leaving their wives in 

                                                           
45  Victorian death certificate No. 5295. 
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Melbourne or large rural towns. The Census of 1861 records that “There were 

more wives than husbands in [Melbourne and the large towns]; in all the other 

counties and in all the unsettled districts, there were more husbands than 

wives”.46 Even when women were classified as “Wife of …” further research 

was required, as many who were described thus proved to be already widowed. 

Nevertheless, the classification of deceased women by marital status was a useful 

starting point for the identification of widowers.  

Identifying the widows was more difficult. Only a small percentage of 

wives (now widows) notified the authorities of their husband’s death. Women 

were involved with the physical aspects of death, as historians have shown,47 but 

clearly they were not expected to undertake the public duties of dealing with 

officials and filling in forms. If the man died while working in a mining area his 

death was usually notified by a fellow worker; many entries read similar to: 

“James U, miner, his mark (X)”.48 Occasionally the words “friend” or “brother” 

were included. Even in the cities few wives were informants. Most male deaths 

were reported to the deputy registrar by a male relative or friend. If the man was 

older his son or son-in-law was the usual informant; younger men had their 

deaths reported by brothers, brothers-in-law, fathers or fathers-in-law. Other 

informants were more impersonal witnesses such as the doctor in attendance, an 

undertaker, or the owner of the house in which the man died.  

The case of William W illustrates the difficulties of identifying surviving 

widows in Victoria.49 William, a stonemason, died of phthisis on 19 March 1859, 

aged 32, his death notified by his uncle. He had been born in Edinburgh and had 

lived in Victoria for six years. Eleven years previously he had married his wife, 

Margaret, in London. They had three living children, aged from four to ten years, 

indicating that Margaret had journeyed to Australia with her husband. We might 

suspect that Margaret had since died, given that the youngest child was aged 

four. However, one child of indeterminate age was deceased, possibly in the 

previous year or two. No remarriage was found for Margaret (which would have 

proven her survival as a widow at the time of William W’s death). The online 
                                                           
46  William Henry Archer, Census of Victoria, 1861, Vol. 1, p. vi. 
47  For instance, Patricia Jalland, Australian Ways of Death: A Social and Cultural History 

1840-1918, OUP, South Melbourne, 2002; Penny Russell, A Wish of Distinction, MUP, 
Carlton, 1994. 

48  Victorian death certificate No. 3904. 
49  Victorian death certificate No. 6037. 
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Pioneer Index showed that nine women named Margaret W died in the years just 

before and after William W’s death, but only access to the relevant certificates 

would show which, if any, was the Margaret W in question. Margaret W was 

entered into the database as an unconfirmed surviving widow. 

A group who had to be excluded from the database were the men who 

died in asylums or hospitals, mostly men. The informant was usually a wardsman 

who either did not know marital details or did not think them important. The 

deceased were described as married or single, but without even the first name of 

the surviving widow it was not possible to trace remarriages. It was particularly 

unfortunate because in many cases their surviving widows were receiving aid 

from benevolent societies, as we know from the records of the Melbourne Ladies 

Benevolent Society. As they too were usually described in the minute books of 

the benevolent societies simply as “Widow _” it was not possible to link the two 

sets of records. Thus the remarriage patterns of this section of the Victorian 

colonial community could not be traced.   

A further influence on the final Victorian database of widows and 

widowers was the age of deceased men and women. Firstly, age was a clue as to 

whether the deceased was likely to have been survived by a widow or widower. 

As a somewhat extreme example, a man died aged apparently 100 years. He had 

been married but the death certificate did not indicate that his wife still lived. His 

children were all of mature age, suggesting that his wife was or had been of a 

similar age to himself. Therefore his details were not recorded as it was unlikely 

that his wife (widow) still lived.  

Secondly, even when older people had clearly left a widow or widower, 

the question arose of how many to include in the database. The age of the 

surviving widows and widowers could not be known, so all assumptions 

regarding age were based on the age of the deceased. It was assumed that older 

widows and widowers were less likely to remarry, but to omit cases on that basis 

precluded investigation of the circumstances of older widows and widowers who 

did remarry. More importantly, omission had the potential to prejudice the 

integrity of the research, by skewing the statistics. On the other hand, with 

limited time to research remarriage cases, it was more productive to concentrate 

on the age group most likely to remarry. As with the sampling method used to 

accommodate a variety of cases across residence and class lines, a proportional 
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number of cases were included from all age groups. The eldest death recorded 

was that of a male aged 83 years; no conclusive evidence existed as to whether 

his wife still lived. The youngest death was a female aged 18 years; her husband 

(now widower) was living. The majority of people who were married at the time 

of their death in 1859 in Victoria were in their twenties, thirties, forties and fifties 

and this is reflected in the database.  

As far as was possible the database identifying people who were 

widowed in Victoria in 1859 included a wide cross-section of the community of 

European origin: men and women, young and old, rural and urban, literate and 

illiterate, from different colonies and countries. 496 cases were initially recorded; 

after intense research within the limitations of access to the records, it was 

concluded that 355 widows and widowers could be confidently identified: 116 

widows and 239 widowers, as Table 8 shows. The large number of unconfirmed 

widows, compared to widowers, illustrates the difficulties of identifying widows 

(as described in this section).  Increased access to the certificates would result in 

a more accurate calculation of the number of widowed, and subsequently, of the 

remarriage rate.   

 

Table 8 – Marital status of men and women (sample) who died, Victoria, 
1859 
Deceased (Known to 
have married) 

Confirmed survivors* Unconfirmed 
survivors** 

Total 

Men  116 Widows 108 Probable widows 224 
Women  239 Widowers 33 Probable widowers 272 
Total 355 141 496 
* Surviving widows and widowers were identified by internal evidence on death 
certificates, or by their subsequent remarriage.  
** The deceased had been married, but it was not clear if they were still married 
at the time of death, leaving a surviving widow or widower. Probable but 
unconfirmed survivors (108 widows and 33 widowers) were only included if 
there was no evidence to show that were already deceased.  
 
Stage Three: Identifying the remarriages of surviving widows and widowers 

The third and final step, identifying the widowed spouses who remarried, was 

also complex. As with the marital status of those who died, it was not possible to 

be certain whether all remarriages were detected. 
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Victoria 

The high quality of the Victorian Births, Deaths and Marriages electronic storage 

and retrieval system made the search for remarriages a relatively straightforward 

task with a high degree of accuracy. After surviving widows and widowers were 

identified, the next step was to check for their own death in the index. If found, 

and if they were still widowed at the time of death, the details were entered into 

the death database and no further action taken. The cut-off point of 1880 was a 

limitation as many younger people widowed in 1859 would have lived past 1880 

and thus their death could not be found. However, they were unlikely to have 

remarried more than 20 years after widowhood, so the overall results were 

reasonably accurate. Others would have died in other colonies or overseas; these 

could not be traced.  

If no death was found, the index was used to search for a remarriage. The 

original 1859 death certificate and any likely marriages could be compared on 

screen to ascertain whether details matched. For widowers, a matching signature 

on their first wife’s death certificate and on their subsequent marriage certificate 

was a reliable test for identifying a remarriage. This would be supported by 

matching of other details: age, residence, date of widowhood, number of 

children, birthplace and profession. Some searches were made more complicated 

because men sometimes changed their names or the spelling of their names.50 

Women at all stages of their lives were defined by their relationship to 

their fathers or husbands. Thus the remarriage of widows was mostly determined 

by checking their maiden name (shown on their late husband’s death certificate 

under marriage details) with their father’s name on their subsequent marriage 

certificate. However, if a woman remarried more than once it was more difficult 

to trace remarriages through maiden names. In the course of the research it 

became apparent from complementary evidence that many women had remarried 

more than once. As was the case with widowers, other recorded information was 

also compared: particularly age, number of children, and date of widowhood.  

There were other reasons why a remarriage might not be found. As 

suggested, out-migration of widows and widowers makes it difficult to trace 

remarriage. Nineteenth-century widows and widowers moved interstate and 
                                                           
50  Susan Hart, “Remarriage in Colonial Western Australia”, Honours dissertation, UWA, 

2004. 
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remarried there. Others returned to their home country; the benevolent societies 

were willing to fund passage to England for widows or widowers and their 

children, to enable them to return to their family of origin. Yet other widows and 

widowers would have entered into irregular marriage arrangements, as discussed 

in Chapter Two. Thus, inevitably, some remarriages will be missing from the 

remarriage database; there were other doubtful cases where it was not possible to 

be certain that an apparent remarriage had taken place. Even taking these 

qualifications into account, my investigations reveal a high proportion of 

remarriages amongst those widowed in Victoria in 1859. Table 11 and Table 12 

(next section) show the estimated numbers.   

 

Western Australia 

When searching for remarriages the paucity of information on Western Australia 

marriage and death certificates was again a drawback. Marrying parties were 

required to state their conjugal condition, but not the date of widowhood nor any 

details regarding children, making it harder to carry out cross-checks. The 

Pioneer Index could not be relied upon to show all remarriages. Finally, 

subsequent marriages for both men and women often went unrecorded in family 

histories: my research has revealed many second and third marriages which do 

not appear in the Dictionary of Western Australians. Nevertheless, intense cross-

checking in the Pioneer Index, Dictionary and marriage certificates resulted in 

the discovery of a substantial percentage of remarriages. Fortunately, the name 

and occupation of the father of the bride and groom was recorded on marriage 

certificates. With access to all marriage and death certificates, the first and 

subsequent marriage certificates could be compared, to check the recorded 

details and the signature or mark (provided the first marriage had taken place in 

Western Australia). 

The search for remarriages could also be complicated by out-migration, 

as was the case in Victoria. In 1860 there were 461 arrivals in the Western 

Australian colony compared to 450 departures;51 in 1865, 1268 people arrived 

and 836 departed.52 Many settlers and ex-convicts moved on to other colonies, 

                                                           
51  Blue book for the year... compiled from official returns in the Colonial Secretary’s 

Office, Government Printer, Perth, 1834-1906, Blue Book, 1860. 
52  Blue Book of Western Australia, 1865. 
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especially after gold was found in Victoria. Single (including widowed) men 

were more likely to migrate than single women, because Western Australia’s 

distance from the other colonies made travel difficult, especially for women with 

children.53 Having a young wife die, perhaps in childbirth, may in itself have 

been the spur for a man to give up his struggles with a small plot of land and try 

his luck elsewhere. Richer widowers (and the occasional widow) sometimes 

went back to England after bereavement or moved to the larger and more 

comfortable settled towns and cities of eastern Australia.  

The example of William D, a Pensioner Guard of Albany, shows the 

complexities of the process of identifying remarriages in Western Australia. He 

died in 1858, aged 40.54 His death certificate recorded no details of his marital 

status, but the Dictionary lists his wife as Elizabeth W (widow), daughter of 

Thomas M.55 The Dictionary makes no mention of further marriages for 

Elizabeth, now widowed for the second time, but the Pioneer Index records that 

an Elizabeth D married a Bartholomew A in 1863. The marriage certificate for 

Elizabeth D and Bartholomew A shows that they married in November 1863 in 

Albany. Elizabeth was a widow, her father Thomas M,56 confirming that she was 

indeed D’s widow, making her third marriage. While this later marriage for 

Elizabeth is not listed under the entry for William D in the Dictionary, it is 

recorded under Bartholomew A’s entry.57  

 

Findings: Numbers of widowed who remarried  

Western Australia 

The following table (Table 9) represents the estimated remarriage rate of those 

who were widowed in Western Australia between 1856 and 1859. As the chapter 

has shown, it was impossible to calculate an exact figure. Some widowers and a 

few widows would have remarried in other colonies, while remarriages for both 

widows and widowers will have been missed because of changes of name, and 

other technical difficulties such as errors in transcription. However, there would 

                                                           
53  McDonald, Marriage in Australia, p. 92 
54  WA death certificate No. 1106. 
55  Rica Erickson (ed.), The Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, pre 1829-

1888, Vols 1-4, UWA Press, Nedlands, 1987, Vol. II, p. 785. 
56  WA marriage certificate No. 1932. 
57  Erickson (ed.), Dictionary, Vol. I, p. 62. 
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have been a higher number of widows to begin with, from amongst the men 

whose marital status could not be determined. The two sets of omissions possibly 

cancel each other out, making the remarriage rate close to accurate. The other 

figure which cannot be known is the number of widows and widowers who co-

habited with a new partner without marrying.  

  

Table 9 – Proportions of men and women widowed, 1856-1859, WA, who 
remarried 
 Total Remarried Did not remarry % who remarried 
Widows 48 24 24 50.00% 
Widowers 63 18 45 31.74% 
 
As far as could be determined, one half of the widows and close to one third of 

the widowers remarried. Thus the rate of remarriages for colonial widows and 

widowers in Western Australia was high, similar to the high ratio of remarriages 

to marriages (See Appendix 2). It also shows that Western Australian widows 

remarried at a higher rate than widowers, contrary to the usual British pattern. 

Clearly, widows in Western Australia had no difficulty in remarrying after 

widowhood, if they chose to do so. The social and economic factors that 

contributed to the high rate will be discussed in later chapters.  

 

Victoria 

Victoria also recorded high rates of remarriage for men and women widowed in 

1859, although the figures can be deceptive. Taking into account only the 

confirmed numbers of widows and widowers (see Table 10), the research 

indicated that a particularly high proportion of Victorian widows remarried. 

 

Table 10 – Proportions of men and women widowed (confirmed) 1859, Vic, 
who remarried 
Victoria (sample), confirmed widows and widowers 
 Total 

widowed 
Did not 
remarry  

% of all 
widowed 

Did 
remarry 

% of all 
widowed 

Widows 116 48 41.40% 68  58.60% 
Widowers 239 139 58.16% 100  41.84% 
Total 355 187  168  
 
This apparent very high rate of remarriage for Victorian widows suggests that the 

problem of the identification of widows, discussed above, skewed the results, by 
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underestimating the number of widows and thus increasing the apparent 

proportion who remarried. This is more likely given that one of the identifiers of 

a surviving widow or widower was a subsequent remarriage. In such cases there 

was often no internal evidence on the death certificate of the presence of the 

widow or widower; thus it can be assumed that many other cases which did not 

involve a remarriage nevertheless left a widow or widower. Therefore a second 

table (Table 11) was assembled, which included the women who were probably 

widowed in 1859 (again, see Table 8), as well as the smaller number of probable 

widowers. As discussed, it could not be confirmed that the 108 women and 33 

men were definitely still living at the time of their spouse’s death, but there were 

no obvious indications that they were already deceased. 

 

Table 11 – Proportions of men and women widowed (estimated), 1859, Vic, 
who remarried 
Victoria (sample), including probable widows and widowers 
 Did not remarry (estimated 

widowed) 
Remarried 
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Widows 224 48 108 156 69.37% 68 30.63% 
Widowers 272 139 33 172 63.50% 100 36.50% 
Total 496   328  168  
 
When the adjusted findings include those who were probably widowed in 1859, 

the remarriage rate changes considerably, especially for widows. With a higher 

number of widows and widowers who did not remarry, the proportions of those 

who remarried drop. Without considerable extra access to the Victorian records 

(not available at this time) a more precise remarriage rate cannot be calculated. 

Using the more conservative calculations, it appears that approximately 30 per 

cent of women widowed in Victoria in 1859 remarried, while 36.5 per cent of 

widowers remarried.  

 

Conclusion 

The preliminary findings in this chapter are revealing, even though it was not 

possible to determine precise remarriage rates for Victoria and Western 
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Australia. It is apparent that demography played a part in determining remarriage 

rates, but clearly cannot explain all the results. The sex ratio favoured widows in 

colonial Australia, but did not result in all widows remarrying. Australian 

widows remarried at a higher rate than British widows, but not at the high rate 

that might have been expected, given that they appeared to have any number of 

potential spouses available compared to British widows. Tellingly, widowers 

also remarried at a high rate in colonial Australia, even with a demographic 

disadvantage. The results throw doubt on the theory that remarriage was a 

competitive process, largely dependent on the number of men and women in the 

population.  

The findings suggest other areas of investigation. The high incidence of 

widow remarriage in Western Australia cannot be explained solely by the uneven 

sex ratio, because widows in Victoria had a similar advantage, but did not 

remarry at the same rate as widows in Western Australia. The high rate of 

widower remarriage also raises questions. The apparent ‘success’ of widowers in 

the colonial Australian remarriage market might seem to confirm their 

attractiveness as marriage partners, as many historians have argued. On the other 

hand the high rate of widower remarriage might equally suggest that widowers 

had a greater need to remarry than did widows.  

The following chapter considers whether patterns of remarriage can be 

detected, and what such patterns might suggest regarding motives for the 

remarriage of widows and widowers in nineteenth-century Australia. The initial 

databases developed through the research are explored further in order to 

determine who were the widowers and widows most likely to remarry. The 

research also helps to identify those widowed people who did not remarry; 

knowledge of their circumstances adds to understanding of the imperatives 

behind remarriage decisions. Aggregated data does not explain individual 

remarriage choices, but the identification of patterns suggests some of the factors 

which made remarriage more or less attractive to colonial widows and widowers.  
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Chapter Four 

Remarriage patterns  

Introduction 

Chapter Three considered the extent to which sex ratios influenced remarriage 

rates in colonial Australia. In this chapter the collected data is subject to further 

analysis. The information from marriage and death certificates has been tabulated 

to show the age and class of remarrying widows and widowers, remarriage 

intervals, and the numbers of children of the widowed. As well, turning to census 

data, I examine the remarriage prospects for a particular widow and widower in 

nineteenth-century Australia.  

As the overall demography of widowhood and remarriage in nineteenth-

century Australia was compared with that of Britain, the more detailed findings 

in this chapter are compared with a particular British study. Michael Drake 

researched a unique cohort of remarrying widows and widowers in Glasgow in 

Scotland in the mid-nineteenth century.1 For one year only, 1855, an immense 

amount of detail was recorded on all Scottish registration certificates. The 

information from marriage certificates allowed Drake to analyse the 

circumstances of 150 widows and 281 widowers who remarried after 

widowhood. He did not compare their circumstances with the widowed who did 

not remarry. This study was small, but the results appear to echo broader patterns 

of remarriage in Britain, as indicated in annual statistical returns. In the absence 

of other research into a discrete remarrying population, the Scottish study is 

useful in placing the Australian results in a wider Western context, in order to 

assess the relative importance of demographic and other influences on remarriage 

decisions.  

Quantitative and qualitative methodologies can sit uneasily with one 

another, as Davidoff, Doolittle, Hall and Holden point out.2 However, 

quantitative and qualitative analyses and sources can also work together. The 

                                                           
1  Michael Drake, ‘The Remarriage Market in Mid-Nineteenth Century Britain’, in J. 

Dupâquier, E. Hélin, P. Laslett, M. Livi-Bacci and S. Sogner (eds), Marriage and 
Remarriage in Populations of the Past, Academic Press, London and New York, 1981. 

2  Leonore Davidoff, Megan Doolittle, Janet Fink and Katherine Holden, The Family 
Story: Blood, Contract and Intimacy, 1830-1960, Longman, Harlow, 1999, pp. 37-38. 
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diaries, letters, wills, conduct books and other material explored in the following 

chapters offer insights into attitudes towards widowhood and motivations for 

remarriage. The birth, marriage and death certificates of Victoria and Western 

Australia are equally valuable. The data obtained from them shows broad 

remarriage trends; moreover, the certificates are another source of qualitative 

information, giving pointers to attitudes and behaviour. They are especially 

important for helping to illuminate the the lives of the poor and illiterate, for 

whom limited records exist. Even fragments of individual histories add to our 

understanding of the impact of widowhood in nineteenth-century Australia, and 

the remarriage decisions of the widowed. 

 

Remarriage Patterns 

The analysis in this chapter is largely based on the data described in Chapter 

Three (See Table 9, Table 10 and Table 11).3  In Western Australia, close to 50 

per cent of widows and 28.12 per cent of widowers remarried. In Victoria, when 

all probable widows and widowers are taken into account, the estimated 

remarriage rate for women was approximately 30 per cent, while 36 per cent of 

widowers remarried.  If only confirmed widows and widowers are considered, 

the rate rises to 58 per cent for widows and 40 per cent for widowers. However, 

this is the more unreliable figure; it resulted from the difficulties of identifying 

widows and widowers. This chapter also draws on research carried out on 

remarriages in Western Australia between 1860 and 1879.4 

 

Remarriage types 

As we have seen, widower/spinster marriages were common in colonial 

Australia, but so too were those between widows and bachelors. Widow and 

widower marriages were rare. These overall findings were reflected in the more 

detailed study of the incidence of remarriage in Victoria.  

From the sample study of 100 widowers and 68 widows who remarried 

after being widowed in Victoria in 1859, 76 (76 per cent) widowers married 

spinsters, while only 23 (23 per cent) married widows. 50 widows (73.5 per cent) 
                                                           
3  And see Appendix 2. 
4  Susan Hart, “Remarriage in Colonial Western Australia”, Honours dissertation, UWA, 

2004. 
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married bachelors, and only 18 (26.5 per cent) married widowers. The figures for 

Western Australia were similar, although the proportion of widow/bachelor 

marriages was even higher. Of all 748 remarriages in Western Australia between 

1860 and 1879, 332 were between widows and bachelors, 256 were between 

widowers and spinsters and only 154 were between widows and widowers (the 

remaining six involved separated or deserted spouses).5  

This pattern was markedly different from the British pattern discussed in 

Chapter Three, where widow/bachelor marriages were comparatively rare, and 

widow/widower marriages were more usual.  Drake found that only 34.7 per cent 

of the Glasgow widows married bachelors, while 64.7 per cent of the Glasgow 

widowers married spinsters.6 The differences between the two countries would 

seem to suggest that both widows and bachelors wishing to marry benefited from 

the gender imbalance in nineteenth-century Australia. However, Australian 

widowers also remarried at a high rate, especially considering they were 

competing with bachelors for marriage to the scarce number of spinsters and 

widows in the population.  

 

Serial remarriage 

Further analysis shows that the incidence of remarriage in Australia was different 

from Britain in another important respect. Drake found that almost all (95 per 

cent) of the Glasgow remarriages were second marriages.7 By contrast, many 

remarriages in the Australian colonies were third or fourth marriages. It was also 

common for a rolling or ‘leap-frogging’ pattern of remarriage, where a widow 

married a bachelor who became a widower and married a spinster. The Western 

Australian records allowed detailed exploration of the extended marital histories 

of many of those widowed between 1856 and 1859. 

 

                                                           
5  ibid. 
6  Drake, Remarriage Market, p. 291. 
7  ibid., p. 288. 
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Table 12 – Remarriage history of women widowed in WA, 1856-1859 
Widows 
 

Total Previously 
widowed 

Married 3 or 
4 times 

2nd spouse  2 or 
more marriages 

Remarried 24 5 8 4 
Did not remarry 24 4   
 
Table 13 – Remarriage history of men widowed in WA, 1856-1859 
Widowers 
 

Total Previously 
widowed 

Married 3 or 
4 times 

2nd spouse  2 or 
more marriages 

Remarried 18 3 4 7 
Did not remarry 45 3 1  
 
At least one fifth of the remarrying widowers and one quarter of the remarrying 

widows married three or more times.  In my earlier study of Western Australian 

remarriages from 1860 to 1879, a similar pattern was apparent.8 From the total of 

748 remarriages identified through that research, 41 women and 10 of the men 

appeared more than once in the database.  Further investigation would reveal 

many more on either side of the timeframe. 

Varied Western Australian sources give the background to some of these 

cases. Captain Frederick O, who died in 1858, left a widow named Mary Ann. 

The Dictionary briefly records that Captain O married Mary Ann S in 1855 and 

that after his death she remarried twice.9 Mary Ann’s three marriages are of 

interest, and perusal of birth, death and marriage certificates reveals an even 

more complex story. Frederick O and Mary Ann S married in March 1858 (not 

1855).10 Two months later, in May 1858, Frederick drowned at sea11 and another 

two months after that, in July 1858, Mary Ann gave birth to twins, named 

Frederic and Mary Ann.12 Other details on the certificates provide clues to Mary 

Ann’s life. Her mother recorded the birth of the twins, suggesting that the young 

pregnant widow relied on family support after the tragic death of her sailor 

husband. Her second marriage, to another sailor, did not occur until 186513, so 

                                                           
8  Susan Hart, “Remarriage in Colonial Western Australia”.  
9  Rica Erickson (ed.), The Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, pre 1829-

1888, Vols 1-4, UWA Press, Nedlands, 1987, Vol III, p. 2395. 

 
10  WA marriage certificate No. 1149, Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages, Perth. 
11  WA death certificate No. 1097. 
12  WA birth certificate No. 4275. 
13  WA marriage certificate No. 2314. 
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perhaps she continued to live with her family in the interim. In 1874 she married 

her third husband, also a sailor.14  

Mary Ann’s story shows that family secrets could be perpetuated in the 

written record. Mary Ann was four or five months pregnant when she married 

her first husband Frederick, which as Anderson showed, was not uncommon.15 

What is interesting is the misinformation in the Dictionary that Mary Ann and 

Frederick had married some time earlier. In the later nineteenth century the 

emphasis on female sexual purity, which made illegitimacy and pre-marital sex a 

disgrace, led families to rewrite their history. Mary Ann’s marital history 

demonstrates the value of marriage and death certificates through which we can 

trace the correct sequence of events. Many remarriages that were not recorded in 

the Dictionary are revealed by research into marriage and death certificates.  

The final columns of Table 12 and Table 13 indicate that remarriage 

patterns were at their most convoluted when oft-married widows and widowers 

married each other. Many examples could be cited from the two Western 

Australian databases. David J had married Sarah, a widow. After his death in 

1856 she was married for a third time, to William O.16 In turn, after her death 

William O (now a widower) married twice more, his third wife being a widow.17 

Thus there were at least six marriages connected to this one couple, resulting in 

complicated family structures and step-relationships. When Catherine V, the 

second wife of Henry V, died in 1858, Henry V married for a third time to 

Louisa F (in 1861)18 and after his death Louisa married Joseph P in 1867.19 Mary 

Ann S, who died in 1858, had been married twice. Her surviving spouse Robert 

married Mercy M in 1861;20 after his death in 1870 Mercy remarried Robert M.21 

The records also show that serial and rolling remarriage was not 

uncommon in Victoria. As an example, Harriet B died on 31 May 1859, aged 

40.22 In 1865 her widower, James B, married a 38-year-old widow, Elizabeth C. 

                                                           
14  WA marriage certificate No. 3788. 
15  Margaret Anderson (Grellier), ‘Helpmeet for Man: Women in Mid-Nineteenth Century 

Western Australia’, in Patricia Crawford (ed.), Exploring Women’s Past: Essays in 
Social History, Sisters Publishing, Carlton, 1983, p. 92. 

16  WA marriage certificate No. 1028. 
17  WA marriage certificate No. 5309; marriage certificate No. 9 (sic). 
18  WA marriage certificate No. 1695. 
19  WA marriage certificate No. 4141. 
20  WA marriage certificate No. 1677. 
21  WA marriage certificate No. 3168. 
22  Victorian death certificate No. 3629, Registry of Births, Deaths, Marriages, Melbourne. 
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After Elizabeth died, James married another widow.23 Although the limitations of 

access prevented a follow-up of many Victorian cases, incidental details on 

marriage and death certificates indicated further remarriages. Death certificates 

often reported the presence of children from first and later marriages. As well, 

changes of name for women indicated multiple marriages.   

The effects of multiple marriages were complex for the adults concerned, 

and even more so for their children: emotionally, socially and economically, as 

we shall see.24 The frequency of serial remarriage also has implications for 

quantitative research into widowhood and remarriage. Firstly, the high incidence 

of serial remarriage is further evidence that demography alone cannot explain 

remarriage decisions. With a high male to female ratio in nineteenth-century 

Western Australia it might not be surprising that women remarried easily, but 

does not demonstrate how men were able to do so. While a large number of men 

did not ever marry, another group married two, three or four times. Although it 

was a contributing cause, the large convict presence does not wholly explain the 

phenomenon. Ex-convicts married easily enough, to widows or spinsters. 

Clearly, social and economic factors impelled widowers towards marriage, and at 

the same time made them at least as attractive as bachelors as marriage partners. 

Secondly, the discovery of the high incidence of serial remarriage 

questions theories regarding the relative remarriage rate for widows and 

widowers. As we have seen, at any one time, in most populations, there were 

more widows than widowers, which was partly explained by higher widower 

remarriage rates.25 It was acknowledged that these were net figures after 

remarriage, but what has not been taken into account, by Coghlan and McDonald 

amongst others, is the effect of repeat remarriage on remarriage rates. The large 

number of widows who were counted at the various censuses would have 

included many widows who had remarried, but were now widowed again. There 

were more widows in the community at any one time, and widowers did remarry 

at a high rate, but that does not prove that widows could not find remarriage 

partners. Many simply outlived their second husband as well as their first. 

                                                           
23  Victorian marriage certificate No. 2553.  
24  See Chapter Six. 
25  See Chapter Three. 
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Remarriage intervals 

The interval between widowhood and remarriage also indicates attitudes towards 

remarriage. Nineteenth-century mourning practices suggested that men and 

women should not marry soon after widowhood.26 Widows, in particular, were 

expected to wait for at least a year before remarrying. The following tables 

(Table 14 and Table 15) record the remarriage intervals for the remarrying 

widows and widowers of Victoria and Western Australia.  

 

Table 14 – Remarriage intervals, in months, of those widowed in Victoria in 
1859 
 Total 0-3 3-6 6-9 9-12 12-18 18-24 Over 2 years 
Widowers 100 2 11 12 8 12 10 45 45% 
Widows 68 1 3 4 3 9 8 40 57% 
 
Table 15 – Remarriage intervals, in months, of those widowed in WA, 1856-
1859 
 Total 0-3 3-6 6-9 9-12 12-18 18-24 Over 2 years 
Widowers 18 0 1 2 0 0 3 12 66.66% 
Widows 24 1 2 5 3 3 2 8 33.33% 
 

A considerable proportion of widows and widowers in both colonies 

followed the proprieties by waiting over two years before remarrying, but 

variations are apparent. Historians have generally concluded that as well as being 

widowed at a younger age than men, widows remarried less frequently and 

experienced a longer interval between widowhood and remarriage. Victoria 

followed this pattern, with a greater proportion of Victorian widowers than 

widows marrying within two years of widowhood. However, a smaller 

percentage of Western Australian widows waited two years before remarrying, 

compared to either Western Australian widowers or Victorian widows.  

Some widows and widowers remarried very quickly after widowhood, 

and often did so more than once. On 24 April 1865 Caroline R, a spinster servant 

from Perth, Western Australia, married William E,27 a widowed groom. He died 

just six days later, probably from a disease of the lungs.28 Less than two months 

later, on 26 June 1865, his widow remarried, this time choosing bachelor 
                                                           
26  See Chapter Five. 
27  WA marriage certificate No. 2289. 
28  WA death certificate No. 2840. The cause of death is largely indecipherable. 
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William H, a sawyer from Perth.29 H lived long enough to father two children, 

born in 1870 and 1872, before he too died.30 By 25 October 1873 Caroline had 

married another bachelor sawyer, 43 year-old Alfred L,31 who had arrived in the 

colony as a convict in 1854. Caroline gave birth to two more children in 1875 

and 1876.32 

In Victoria, conveyancer Richard J lost his first wife on 27 February 

1859;33 by 4 June (an interval of only three months) he had remarried, to Emily 

G, a widow with one child.34 Also in Victoria, Eliza H, aged 21, was widowed on 

22 August 1859 when her 37-year-old labourer husband died.35 By 3 October 

1859 she had remarried, to a 34-year-old bachelor, after an interval of 

approximately six weeks.36 In Western Australia, several widows remarried even 

more swiftly. Isabella F arrived in the colony as the wife of John F, a member of 

the Pensioner Guard. He died on 25 October 186137and within a matter of days, 

on 8 November 1861, Isabella was remarried to John P, a widowed lighthouse-

keeper.38 Johanna F married only eleven days after her husband’s death.39 

It is tempting to assume mostly economic motives for swift remarriage. 

Perhaps Richard J, who found a young widow to marry within ten weeks of his 

own bereavement, needed someone to care for his children. He had been left with 

three young boys, the eldest aged nine. We may surmise whether Caroline R, 

Elizabeth H and Isabella F married for the financial support that a second (or 

third) husband could provide.  

Differences in remarriage intervals between the two Australian colonies 

also indicate economic motives for remarriage. Rapid remarriage was more 

common for widows in Western Australia than for any other group. Ellen T 

arrived from England aboard the Escort on 26 December 1860. By 15 May 1861 

                                                           
29  WA marriage certificate No. 2310. 
30  Rica Erickson (ed.), The Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, pre 1829-

1888, Vols 1-4, Nedlands, UWA, 1987, Volume II, p. 1407. 
31  WA marriage certificate No. 3641. 
32  Dictionary of West Australians, Vol. III, p. 1801. 
33  Victorian death certificate No. 232. 
34  Victorian marriage certificate No. 1106. 
35  Victorian death certificate No. 6162. 
36  Victorian marriage certificate No. 3642. 
37  WA death certificate No. 1834. 
38  WA marriage certificate No. 1709. 
39  WA marriage certificate No. 1335. 
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she was married to Patrick F,40 who died of an illness on 21 April 1862;41 eight 

days later, on 29 April 1862, she appears in the records as widowed Ellen F, 

marrying Thomas C, a widowed brickmaker.42 Ellen apparently had no relatives 

in Western Australia, and as her first marriage had lasted less than a year it seems 

unlikely she had had time to tire of her first husband and take up with another 

man.  

Widows in Western Australia had a demographic advantage over 

widowers in Western Australia and a slight advantage over widows in Victoria. 

The advantage might seem to explain the rapid remarriage of widows in Western 

Australia, supporting the argument of some historians that demography was the 

most important determinant of remarriage rates. However, there were also 

economic differences between the two colonies. The  widows of Western 

Australia received less welfare assistance than those in Victoria.43 There was less 

work available, and many widows who had come to the colony as single 

immigrants, like Ellen T, had no family on which to call. We might assume that a 

need for financial support from a husband was at least a contributing motive for 

her second remarriage. 

Nevertheless, although economic imperatives would have impelled many 

widowed into remarriage, research cautions against oversimplification. Some 

widowed people remarried soon after the death of a spouse because they were 

already in a de facto relationship with the second partner and were in a position 

to legalise their position on the death of the first. The reasons for a lengthy 

remarriage interval could be similarly ambiguous. Some who waited a 

considerable time before remarrying lived with the second spouse before legally 

marrying. Others had even more complex histories. Sarah R of Western Australia 

did not remarry until ten years after her first husband died. However, by the time 

she remarried, to James C, she had borne a child to Benjamin H.44 Irregular 

marriage practices can thus help to explain both long and short intervals before 

remarriage. 

                                                           
40  Erickson, Dictionary of Western Australians, Vol. II, p. 1019. 
41  WA death certificate No. 1914. 
42  WA marriage certificate No. 1768. 
43  See Chapter Five. 
44  WA birth certificate No. 6910. 
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In Chapter Six various qualitative sources, including personal writings, 

mostly from middle and upper-class widows and widowers, indicate an 

expectation that widowhood in the nineteenth century should entail an extended 

period of mourning. The quantitative research in this chapter, which draws on 

records which encompass all classes, shows that remarriage decisions in colonial 

Australia often defied cultural norms. Swift remarriage, sometimes for economic 

reasons,  was not uncommon in colonial Australia, while a prolonged period of 

widowhood before remarriage did not necessarily denote pious observation of the 

conventions of mourning.  Further, the difference in remarriage intervals between 

Victoria and Western Australia points to the complex interrelationship between 

social, economic and demographic reasons for remarriage.  

 

Age at remarriage 

Age at remarriage has been an important focus of the historiography of 

widowhood and remarriage. It was not possible to analyse the remarriage rate for 

the widowed of different ages, because the ages of surviving spouses were not 

recorded on death certificates; thus we do not know the ages of those who did not 

remarry. However, ages were stated on almost all Victorian marriage certificates, 

allowing for comparison between the age of remarrying widows and widowers, 

and analysis of the age difference between marriage partners. (See Table 16).  

 



  Remarriage patterns 

 127 

Table 16 – Age at remarriage, Widowed in Victoria, 1859 
 Widow remarrying Widower remarrying 
Age Total W/B W/WR Total WR/S WR/W 
1  - 20 2 2 0 0 0 0 
21  - 25 11 11 0 2 2 0 
26  - 30 18 11 7 14 13 1 
31  - 35 16 12 4 25 21 4 
36  - 40 12 9 3 26 16 10 
41  - 45 3 0 3 14 11 3 
46  - 50 5 4 1 8 6 2 
51  - 55 1 1 0 5 5 0 
56  - 60 0 0 0 3 1 2 
61 -100 0 0 0 1 0 1 
? 0 0 0 2 1 1 
Total 68 50 18 100 76 24 
W – Widow 
WR – Widower 
B – Bachelor 
S - Spinster 
 

A large proportion of remarrying widows and widowers were aged less 

than 50 years. MacDonald and Quiggin, discussing Australian marriage in the 

nineteenth-century, suggest that older widows (over 50 years) were less likely to 

remarry than older widowers.45 The research in this thesis does not confirm or 

negate this theory; it may be that most widowed were under 50 years. However, 

age did not appear to impact on the ability of Victorian widows to attract 

bachelor husbands. Echoing the scarcity of widow/bachelor marriages in Britain, 

Michael Drake found that the older the Glasgow widows were, the less likely 

they were to marry a bachelor. Of 150 Glasgow widows who remarried, only 52 

married a bachelor, and none of those widows was over 46 years.46 By contrast, 

of 68 widows from Victoria who remarried, 50 married bachelors, and five of 

those widows were aged over 46. The largest cohort of Glasgow widows who 

married bachelors were aged from 26 to 30 years. Taking ages of the marriage 

partners together, the most numerous sub-group were widows aged between 21 

and 25 years marrying bachelors of the same age. In Victoria the widows who 

married bachelors were slightly older, with the most numerous group comprising 

those aged between 31 and 35, and the largest sub-group consisting of widows of 

that age marrying bachelors also aged from 31 to 35 years (See Appendix 2). 
                                                           
45  Patricia Grimshaw, Chris McConville and Ellen McEwen (eds), Families in Colonial 

Australia, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1985, pp. 74-75. 
46  Drake, Remarriage Market, p. 291. 
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In Australian widower/spinster marriages, there was a greater age 

difference between the two parties than in Scotland. In Drake’s Glasgow study, 

the largest group of widowers who remarried spinsters were those aged between 

36 and 40 years.47 In Victoria the largest number of widowers who remarried 

spinsters were younger, aged from 31 to 35. However, taking the ages of 

widowers and spinsters together, in Glasgow the most numerous sub-group were 

widowers aged from 31 to 35 marrying spinsters aged from 26 to 30 years.  In 

Victoria there was a larger age difference between widowers and spinsters; the 

most numerous sub-group being comprised of widowers aged 36-40 marrying 

spinsters aged 21-25 (See Appendix 2).  

Data from Western Australia shows an even greater variation from the 

European pattern. In Western Australia it was not a requirement to record ages 

on marriage certificates until 1896; most people simply stated whether they were 

under or over 21.48 Nevertheless, actual ages were recorded in a substantial 

minority of cases. The Western Australian database of remarriages from 1860 to 

1879 shows many age discrepancies between widowers and their new spouses. In 

the 71 cases where ages were recorded on the certificates, 14 involved widower 

and widow combinations, in eight of which the husband was more than ten years 

older than the bride. A further 31 older widowers married younger spinsters, 21 

of them with a difference of more than ten years. There was an even greater age 

gap in many cases: for instance 40 year-old George B married 17 year-old Julia 

W, and 35 year-old Henry T married 18 year-old Anna Maria R. There were 

another 55 cases recording widowers over 21 and spinsters under 21.49 

A more striking finding, given the expectation that husbands were usually 

older than wives in Western marriages, was the number of older widows who 

married younger bachelors. Ages were given for 22 marriages between bachelors 

and widows. Of the 22, eight widows were some years older than their new 

husband: Margaret F was 40 to the 29 year-old Robert S, 44 year-old Sarah P 

married 32 year-old William M, and Betsy H was 52 to Francis B’s 41 years. As 

a majority simply described themselves as over 21 there would have been further 

cases.  
                                                           
47  ibid., p. 291. 
48  F. Young and D. Harris, Birth, Death and Marriage Certificates in Australia, Australian 

Institute of Genealogical Studies, Oakleigh, Victoria, 1984. 
49   Susan Hart, “Remarriage in Colonial Western Australia”. 
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The remarrying widows of colonial Australia were older on average than 

those in Britain, even though a majority were under forty. They were also more 

likely to marry a bachelor than a widower, and he was often a younger man. 

Widowers married younger spinster wives. In Ethel Turner’s Seven Little 

Australians, Captain Woolcot (a thinly disguised portrait of Turner’s stepfather, 

Charles Cope) married the much younger Esther, who was only four years older 

than Woolcot’s elder daughter.50 This fictional marriage echoed the situation of 

many real-life nineteenth-century Australian marriages. 

 

Children 

A question that recurs in the historiography of widowhood is the extent to which 

the presence and number of children of the widowed affected remarriage rates. It 

is usually assumed that young (and by implication, dependent) children provided 

an incentive for the widowed to remarry, but were a deterrent to prospective 

spouses.  

Many Victorian death certificates contain considerable information 

regarding the age and sex of the children of the deceased, a valuable basis for 

future research. However, due to the limitations of access for this project it was 

impossible to do more than record the numbers of living and deceased children 

and a summary of their circumstances. It should also be remembered that the 

information is taken from death certificates, and thus refers to the number of 

children of the deceased, and not the number of children of the surviving 

widowed spouse. In most cases it was the same, but not necessarily, if either 

marriage partner had been previously married. The following tables show the 

numbers of children of those who died in Victoria in 1859, leaving a widow or 

widower. The final column in each table includes those who were probably 

widowed, but could not be confirmed as such.  

 

                                                           
50  Ethel Turner, Seven Little Australians, Puffin Books, Camberwell, Victoria, 2003 (first 

published 1894). 
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Table 17 – Numbers of children of those men who died, leaving a widow, 
Victoria, 1859 

Widows who did not remarry  Widows who 
remarried Confirmed as 

widowed 
Probably 
widowed 

No. of chn No. of widows No. of widows No. of widows 
0 14 8 18 
1 14 3 17 
2 14 5 14 
3 9 8 12 
4 5 3 14 
5 1 7 8 
6 0 3 5 
7 1 2 8 
8 1 2 1 
8+ 1 2 2 
? 8 5 9 
Total 68 48 108 
? Some certificates recorded that the deceased had children, without specifying the 
number. 
 
 
Table 18 – Numbers of children of those women who died, leaving a 
widower, Victoria, 1859 

Widowers who did not remarry  Widowers who 
remarried Confirmed as 

widowed 
Probably 
widowed 

No. of chn No. of widowers No. of widowers No. of widowers 
0 18 23 3 
1 13 27 7 
2 20 21 4 
3 20 19 5 
4 7 19 4 
5 8 8 2 
6 4 5 1 
7 0 4 2 
8 1 0 0 
8+ 0 3 1 
? 9 10 4 
Total 100 139 33 
 

Table 17 and Table 18 show that a majority of widows and widowers in 

Victoria had a small number of children, regardless of whether or not they 

remarried. This may be attributed partly to the fact that many marriages (and 

therefore child-bearing within those marriages) had been curtailed by the early 

death of one of the marriage partners. However, the Victorian database includes 

widows and widowers of all ages, including older widowed with completed 
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families. Presumably the major reason for small families was a high death-rate 

amongst children. This finding echoes that of Michael Drake in his Scottish 

study. Twenty-eight per cent of the Scottish widows had no living children at the 

time of their remarriage.51  

Between widowhood and remarriage the numbers of children recorded 

for widows and widowers in Victoria often changed. Table 17 and Table 18 

showed the numbers of children of those who died in 1859. Table 19 considers 

only the remarrying group, showing how many living children they had at the 

time of remarriage.  

 

Table 19 – Number of children of remarrying men and women, widowed in 
Victoria, 1859 
Number of 
Children 

Number of 
widows 

Number of 
widowers 

0 17 29 
1 19 16 
2 10 24 
3 13 12 
4 3 11 
5 3 6 
6 1 1 
7 1 1 
8 1 0 
All 68 100 
 
As can be seen by a comparison of Table 17 and Table 18 with Table 19, the 

number of children could increase or decrease between widowhood and 

remarriage. An increase could have several causes; widows might have given 

birth to a posthumous child, or produced illegitimate children between 

widowhood and remarriage. Also, as already discussed, the death certificates of 

the spouses who had died in 1859 recorded only their own children. If the 

remarrying widow or widower had children from previous marriages they were 

not shown on their spouse’s 1859 death certificate but did appear on a 

subsequent marriage certificate.  

Usually, the number of children decreased. This could be because they 

were the children of the deceased spouse only, and not of the surviving widow or 

widower. Furthermore, children died between the death of one parent and the 

                                                           
51  Drake, Remarriage Market, p. 290. 
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remarriage of their surviving parent. The data from death certificates shows that 

of the 68 Victorian widows who later remarried, 14 widows had no children at 

the time of the death of their first husband. Marriage certificates show that, of the 

same group of 68 remarrying widows, 17 had no children. Of the 100 widowers 

who later remarried, 18 had no children at the time of widowhood, but by the 

time the 100 men had remarried, 29 of them had no children. Susannah B died in 

August 1859, leaving three children, one a baby. By the time her husband John 

remarried in April 1861 one of the children (possibly the baby) had died.52 

William S died in September 1859, leaving three children aged 3 to 6 years. 

When his widow Elizabeth remarried in February 1861 she had only two 

children.53 

The sex of the widowed did not markedly influence the results. The 

number of children did not affect men’s likelihood of remarriage; the numbers of 

those who remarried and those who did not is fairly similar, irrespective of 

whether they had none, two or six children. Confirmed widows with up to four 

children appeared more likely to marry than not, but if we take into account the 

probable widows, the proportions change, becoming similar to those for 

widowers. Thus, for both widows and widowers in Victoria, those with less 

children were more likely to remarry. Men and women who had over four 

children were less likely to remarry. By contrast, Drake found that gender made a 

difference to the Scottish results. Just over 20 per cent of Scottish widows had 

three or more living children at the time of remarriage, compared to 45 per cent 

of Scottish widowers.54  

 

Presence of children and other factors  

The Victorian data allowed for further investigation of those widowed who 

remarried, using simple statistical methods to determine the relationship between 

the presence of children and remarriage patterns. (See Appendix 2). 

Firstly, the relationship between remarriage intervals and numbers of 

children was reasonably consistent for both sexes. Victorian widows were more 

likely than widowers to wait two years before remarrying (as we saw in Table 

                                                           
52  Victorian marriage certificate No. 1418. 
53  Victorian marriage certificate No. 42 (sic). 
54  Drake, Remarriage Market, p. 289. 
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14), whether or not they had children. However, for both men and women, the 

proportions who did not remarry until two years after bereavement were slightly 

higher for those without children. The finding appears to support the belief that 

there was less need for those without children to remarry.  On the other hand, 

given that those with children remarried more quickly than those without 

children, the finding might seem to contradict the view that children were a 

liability for widows and widowers who wished to remarry.  

Secondly, having analysed the effect of the number of children of the 

widowed on the likelihood of remarriage, and whether the presence of children 

influenced remarriage intervals, I considered whether the number of children 

affected remarriage intervals. There was a slight tendency for the number of 

children to increase the remarriage interval for widows. There was no significant 

pattern for the remarriage of widowers. 

Thirdly, while widows and widowers with more children were less likely 

to remarry than those with four children or less, it seemed prudent to investigate 

any correlation between numbers of children and the age of the widowed. The 

number of children did not increase with the age of the remarrying widow. Most 

remarrying widows were under 50, and most had less than three children. There 

was a slight correlation between the age of the remarrying widower and the 

number of children. The age of their children would also have been important; 

the limited Victorian data available suggests that most who remarried had young 

(as opposed to older) children. However, the widowed with younger children 

were themselves relatively young. Further access to the records and sophisticated 

statistical analysis might indicate which was the more important factor. 

The detail on the Victorian certificates allowed some investigation of 

individual cases. Three widowers with more than eight children did not remarry 

(Table 18). John L had been married to Mary for 30 years when she died in 

February 1859, aged 55. There were 11 surviving children, but John probably did 

not need to remarry for a housekeeper or childcare, as the children were aged 

between 11 and 30 years.55 When Benjamin W of Geelong was widowed in May 

1859, he had been married to Elizabeth W for twenty years. There were ten 

surviving children, of indeterminate age. Benjamin himself died in 1860, a 

                                                           
55  Victorian death certificate No. 216. 
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reminder that in many cases remarriage was prevented simply by the ill-health or 

death of the surviving spouse.56 

Elizabeth R of Melbourne was one of three (confirmed) widows with six 

children who did not remarry (Table 17). When her husband Thomas, a 42-year-

old “gentleman”, died in March 1859, Elizabeth had six living children, all girls, 

aged from two to 17. Her one son had died and by December 1859, nine months 

later, Elizabeth herself was dead.57 Harriet G of North Melbourne was widowed 

in January 1859 when her husband Patrick, a commercial traveller, died, leaving 

her with six children. Patrick was 55 years when he died and Harriet was 

probably a similar age; Harriet did not remarry.58 Jane M was the third confirmed 

widow with six children who did not remarry. Her husband Peter had been a 

farmer when he died in September 1859 at Mordiallic in Victoria.59 Jane had 

been married to Peter for 25 years, her children were older and two of them were 

sons who apparently took over the farm. When Jane died in 1878, aged 70, still at 

Mordiallic, she had five remaining children.60  

Older widows such as Harriet G and Jane M were less likely to remarry 

than younger women, but it would be too simple to conclude that they were less 

attractive as marriage partners. Certainly widowers favoured marriage to young 

spinsters, no doubt for a variety of reasons, including the fact that they were 

often healthier than older widows who had borne and raised children. However, 

older widows had reasons to reject remarriage. Many widows who had been 

married for some years, such as Harriet G and Jane M, would have felt no need 

or desire to replace their deceased husbands. Harriet and Jane were almost 

certainly assisted by their adult children in their widowhood. As we shall see, 

many widows relied on their children’s earnings, and widows with older children 

were usually at an advantage in this regard.61  

Further, research into death and marriage certificates reveals the child-

bearing history of widows. The recording of living and deceased children is a 

reminder that many women had borne a considerable number of children, and not 

                                                           
56  Victorian death certificate No. 8538. 
57  Victorian death certificate No. 7159. 
58  Victorian death certificate No. 414. 
59  Victorian death certificate No. 5099. 
60  Victorian death certificate No. 1215. 
61  See Chapter Five. 
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all had lived. As a result of child-bearing, widows were often in poor health,62 

while the suffering associated with the loss of children was considerable, as we 

know from diaries and letters. We are reminded that widows often had 

preoccupations other than finding another husband. Moreover, younger, fertile 

widows would not always have welcomed the prospect of more children to bear 

and raise.  

It is difficult to determine cause and effect in regard to children and 

remarriage. Childless widows took longer to remarry than widows with children, 

probably because they only had themselves to support, and were free to work. 

Widows with a large number of children were less likely to remarry, and 

remarriage intervals increased accordingly compared to those with less children. 

However, this is not proof that they were less attractive remarriage prospects. It 

may equally show that they were being supported by their children and did not 

wish to remarry. Widowers with no children were less likely to marry than those 

with children, which supports the suggestion that widowers primarily remarried 

to obtain childcare services.  On the other hand, widowers with many children 

also had a low remarriage rate, probably because older children (girls) cared for 

younger ones.      

Extended access to the Victorian records, allowing the collection of more 

detailed information regarding the age and sex of the children, would give a 

greater indication of the role of children in remarriage decisions. The limited data 

that was available shows that the presence of children did not appear in itself to 

prevent remarriage. The number of children (and undoubtedly their age and sex) 

was at least as important. Greater access to marriage and death certificates might 

also show whether the influence of children on remarriage decisions was affected 

by class differences.  

 

Socio-economic influences on remarriage 

This section of the chapter considers the effect of the socio-economic 

circumstances of the widowed on remarriage rates. One approach was to 

compare the remarriage rate of the widows of men from different occupations 

who died in Victoria in 1859. Given the high rate of widower remarriage, it 
                                                           
62  Janet McCalman,  Sex and Suffering: Women’s Health and a Women’s Hospital, MUP, 

Carlton, 1998. 



  Remarriage patterns 

 136 

would be valuable to compare the occupations of widowers who remarried and 

those who did not. Unfortunately this was not possible because the death 

certificates of deceased women rarely contained a record of the occupation of 

their surviving husband, now widower.  

 

Table 20 – Occupations of men who died in Vic, 1859, numbers of widows 
who remarried 
Occupation of first 
husband 

Total Remarried Did not remarry 

Labourer 22 13 9 
Farmer 10 6 4 
Miner 18 10 8 
Tradesman 23 13 10 
? 20 14 6 
Store 5 4 1 
Hotel 6 4 2 
Prof/white collar 7 2 5 
Gentleman 3 1 2 
Merchant 2 1 1 
Total 116 68 48 
 
Table 20 shows that the occupation of men who had died (and thus the economic 

circumstances of their widows) had a small but discernible effect on remarriage 

patterns. Widows of storekeepers, hotel keepers and farmers were more likely to 

remarry than not, which supports the view that they were attractive prospects for 

bachelor husbands.63 On the other hand, two-thirds of the widows of the 

Victorian labourers also married, which might suggest more that the widows 

needed to find a replacement provider. About half the widows of carriers and 

tradesmen remarried. The widows of middle and upper class men were the least 

likely to marry. Their numbers are too small to allow definite conclusions, but 

their lower remarriage rate suggests the need for research into attitudes towards 

remarriage at different social levels.64  

The marriage certificates of the remarrying widows give further 

information. Three remarrying widows were described as inn or hotel-keepers 

(compared to four who had been married to men who were hotelkeepers when 

they died). There was no clear pattern in the occupation of the men they married: 
                                                           
63  S. J. Wright, ‘The Elderly and the Bereaved in Eighteenth-Century Ludlow’ in Margaret 

Pelling and Richard M. Smith (eds.), Life, Death and the Elderly, Routledge, London, 
1991, p. 117. 

64  See Chapter Five. 
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one widow married a chemist, one a gardener and one a gentleman. However, 

although most nineteenth-century men married women younger than themselves, 

and widowers often married women significantly younger, the three remarrying 

inn-keeper widows married men younger than themselves. The age discrepancy 

suggests an economic element in the choice of remarriage partner. The men 

gained the benefit of a business which legally became their property at marriage, 

while the women gained a man to carry out the physical labour of the inn, to 

attend to financial matters, and perhaps provide protection from other men. 

These appear to be examples of symbiotic unions that benefited both parties: the 

elder party perhaps offered practical resources such as a home, and the younger 

party brought youthful energy and earning capacity.65  

 There was less age difference between the six remarrying widows 

described as storekeepers and their new husbands. The husbands were from a 

range of different occupations, but most appeared to be of similar background to 

the widows they married. One was a miner, one a farmer; there was a painter, a 

shoemaker, a clerk and a draper. Nevertheless, all would have benefited from 

marrying a woman with a business, and again, the widow gained help with the 

work and management of the store. 

Other information recorded on marriage certificates included the 

residence of the widow or widower, their ability to write, their occupation and 

their father’s occupation, their religion, place of work, the occupation and 

literacy level of their witnesses. All these provide further clues to the class of the 

remarrying widow or widower. Agnes N, who married in Colac, Victoria in 

1861, was the widow of a merchant. Agnes’ second marriage certificate shows 

that she was only 23 years old when she married 26-year-old bachelor lawyer 

Thomas R, eighteen months after the death of her first husband.66 She was 

described as a lady, with one child from her first marriage. Agnes was a member 

of the Church of Scotland and her father was also a merchant. Whether or not she 

inherited her husband’s business, a young and presumably fertile widow from a 

comfortable background was an appealing marriage prospect to a young lawyer 

in a society with few spinsters and even fewer “ladies”.  Undoubtedly when the 
                                                           
65  Margaret Pelling, ‘Old Age, Poverty and Disability in Early Modern Norwich: Work, 

Remarriage and other Expedients’, in Pelling and Smith (eds), Life, Death and the 
Elderly, p. 92. 

66  Victorian marriage certificate No. 601. 
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widowed, including Agnes N, remarried they were mostly aware of personal 

reasons for their choice of partner. However, economic and personal reasons are 

always present in remarriage decisions; to the upper classes in the nineteenth 

century marriage was an important contract that required careful consideration of 

its economic implications.67  

 

Summary 

Research into Victoria and Western Australia marriage and death certificates has 

determined that there was a relatively high rate of remarriage in colonial 

Australia, especially compared to nineteenth-century Britain. Multiple 

remarriage was common in Australia, more so than in Britain. Marriages 

between widows and bachelors were far more frequent in Australia than Britain, 

and widows who married bachelors were older than those in Britain. Although 

older Australian widows were less likely to remarry than younger ones, they 

were more likely to marry than were British widows. Furthermore, although 

British widowers married younger spinsters, the age difference between 

widowers and spinsters in Australia was even greater.  

A majority of widows in Victoria and widowers in Western Australia 

waited over two years to marry. A majority of Victorian widowers married 

within two years, but the most numerous group of all to marry quickly were 

widows in Western Australia. Many of those widowed who remarried had few or 

no children (as did the widowed who did not remarry). Of those men with no 

children, a greater percentage remained single than remarried. However, of those 

widowers with children, the number of children made little difference to their 

likelihood of remarriage, or the length of their widowhood. Widows with no 

children took longer to remarry than those with children, but if widows had 

children, the number of children increased the remarriage interval.  

These findings show some variation from European research which 

indicates that the presence of children hindered remarriage, that older widows 

found it difficult to remarry, and that bachelors were reluctant to marry widows. 

They suggest that Australia’s demographic structure had a small but measurable 

effect on remarriage patterns. On the other hand, the high rate of remarriage of 

                                                           
67  For example, Penny Russell, A Wish of Distinction, MUP, Carlton, 1994.  
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Australian widowers, despite a surplus of bachelors, points instead to social and 

economic imperatives being at least as important as demography. Similarly, 

differences in the remarriage patterns of Victoria and Western Australia indicate 

that regional economic and social conditions had an impact on the incidence of 

remarriage.  The high rate in Western Australia can be attributed in part to a high 

male to female ratio, but was also a response to difficult economic conditions 

whick prevailed in the colony in the mid-to-late nineteenth century.  

Likewise, perusal of marriage and death certificates of Victoria and 

Western Australia indicates the complexity of colonial lives. The age, marital 

and child-bearing history, class, occupation, family background, residence, cause 

of death, religion and other circumstances of individuals, recorded by officials, is 

valuable information for the social historian. The complexity suggests that, for 

most widowed, their particular circumstances mattered more than the 

demographic structure of their colony.  The research has revealed patterns of 

remarriage that invite even closer investigation of remarriage options for 

particular widowers and widows. 

 

Relative marriage prospects for a widow and widower: Bathurst, New South 
Wales, 1891 

This section considers the marriage prospects of Julia Suttor of Bathurst and of 

her widower son Arthur. Even though remarriage was always a personal 

decision, demography figured in the choice, in that there had to be at least one 

eligible spouse on hand, and preferably a pool of potential spouses. However, 

demographers have over-simplified, describing remarriage markets in terms of 

raw numbers of men and women. This thesis argues that remarriage decisions 

were more complex. Thus, in considering whether a suitable second husband 

existed for Julia, an older widow from a relatively privileged background, I use 

census material to review the social and economic characteristics of the 

population of the city of Bathurst. The prospects for her widowed son are 

appraised also, to compare the influence of gender (and age) in the remarriage 

‘market’.   

Julia Suttor, nee Bowles, had married into a prosperous and well-

established landed family; Suttors still live at “Brucedale” near Bathurst. In the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries they were active in government, and 
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several family members are recorded in the Australian Dictionary of Biography. 

When Julia Suttor was widowed in May 1886 she lived on “Wyagdon”, a 

property near Bathurst. After spending the first years of her widowhood living 

with various family members, Julia, aged 62, moved to the town of Bathurst in 

1890. Bathurst, situated on the banks of the Macquarie River on the Central 

Tablelands of NSW, about 200 kilometres west of Sydney, was the first 

European settlement beyond the Blue Mountains.68 In 1891 it had a population of 

9,162.  A site for the town was selected in 1815, it was proclaimed a town in 

1852 and incorporated as a municipality in 1862; Bathurst became a city in 1885. 

It was the first district in Australia where gold was discovered, in 1823, although 

the first payable gold was not found until 1851.69  

The diary of Julia Suttor contains many references to Bathurst: its 

citizens, facilities, events and general social history. She records that on 8 

February 1887 her brother-in-law Willie Suttor went to the School of Arts to hear 

Sir Henry Parkes speak. On 11 April 1888 a large contingent of family members 

visited the crowded Bathurst Show.70 

Julia’s diary for the years from 1887 to 1890 often refers to her visits to 

widowed friends and relations in the city of Bathurst. An image emerges of a 

society containing many bereaved women who had retreated to the town to live 

out their widowhood alone. Census findings support this view: in 1891 Julia was 

one of 289 widows living in the municipality of Bathurst, compared to 111 

widowers. There were 403 widowers of all ages resident in the entire county, and 

664 widows. In the municipality, 6.3 per cent of women (of all ages) were 

widows while only 2.4 per cent of men were widowers. In the county as a whole, 

4.6 per cent of women were widowed compared to 2.9 per cent of men.71 The 

excess of widows is in proportion to the total numbers of widows and widowers 

in New South Wales in 1891: there were 16,905 widowers, who comprised 2.78 

per cent of all males, and 25,799 widows, 5 per cent of females of all ages.72  

                                                           
68  Ken Fry, Beyond the Barrier: Class Formation in a Pastoral Society: Bathurst 1818-

1848, Crawford House Press, Bathurst, 1993. 
69  www.bathurst.nsw.gov.au/about/1754.html [accessed 29 September 2006]. 
70  Julia Suttor, Diary, 1887-1890, Suttor Family Papers, FM4/1390, ML. 
71  Census, New South Wales, 1891. 
72  Census, New South Wales, 1891.The higher percentage of widows is modified 

somewhat by the recognition that more females than males married; therefore a higher 
percentage of females would be widowed. In 1891, of all males aged over 21, 141,642 
(23.29%) had never married, while only 79,065 of females aged over 18 (15.32%) had 
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However, this conclusion is modified by another census finding; there 

were more bachelors than spinsters living in Bathurst in 1891. By 1891 the 

gender imbalance of New South Wales was not as marked as in previous 

decades, but there was still an excess of males over females, with 608,003 males 

and 515,951 females of all ages. In the municipality of Bathurst, 3,157 males, out 

of a total population of 4,591 males, and only 2893 females, out of a total of 

4,571 females, had never married. The proportions of those aged under 15 years 

who had never married were almost identical (1871 males and 1817 females) so 

the excess of unmarried males was largely composed of men of mature years. 

The total number of marriageable men over 15 years (widowed, divorced or 

never married) was 1401. The total number of females in a similar conjugal 

condition was 1367, making an excess of 34 males.73  

Further, bachelor and widow marriages were quite common in colonial 

New South Wales. In 1890, 624 widows married in New South Wales, compared 

to 654 widowers.74 Following the trend over most of Australia in the nineteenth 

century, widows were more likely to marry a bachelor than a widower. Of the 

1,060 remarriages contracted in New South Wales in 1891 the largest group (428 

marriages) were widows and bachelors, followed closely by widowers and 

spinsters (416). Apart from divorcees, the smallest group of remarrying people 

was comprised of widowers and widows (216). The country districts of New 

South Wales in 1890 show a similar pattern to the colony as a whole. From a 

total of 515 rural remarriages, 205 marriages were contracted between widows 

and bachelors, 195 between widowers and spinsters and only 115 between 

widowers and widows.  

Thus, from a purely demographic viewpoint, Julia Suttor would appear to 

have been in a position to remarry if she wished. But were there any bachelors or 

widowers in Bathurst in 1891 whom Julia would have considered marrying? The 

1891 census results explain much of the social make-up of the town of Bathurst, 

as the following account shows.  

                                                                                                                                                             
never married. The numbers of married men and women were, of course, almost the 
same, but the percentages of married people to total population differed according to 
gender. 32.11% of females (of all ages) were married, but only 27.41% of men. 

73  Census, New South Wales, 1891. 
74  Vital Statistics: Annual Report from the Government Statistician on Vital Statistics, 

1886-1894, New South Wales, 1890, p. 5. 
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The ages of the people of all conjugal conditions were recorded; as we 

would expect, the proportion of the population which was widowed increased 

with age. While there were more widows than widowers at all ages, the gap 

between the proportions of widowed men and women increased considerably 

with age. In 1891 in New South Wales 0.0002 per cent of men aged between 21 

and 25 were widowers, while 0.602 per cent of women were widows. By the 

ages of 75 to 80 years, 36.90 per cent of men were widowed, and 70.62 per cent 

of women (remembering that these are net figures after remarriage). It is 

therefore not surprising to find that Julia Suttor, aged 62 years, was one of many 

widows in her age group (60-65). There were 68 women aged 60 to 65 living in 

Bathurst in 1891: the 26 widows represented 38 per cent of the total. Forty one 

women were currently married while only one woman had never married  In the 

county as a whole, 72 women aged 60 to 65, or 36.9 per cent of the total number 

of women of that age, were widowed. By contrast, there were only nine 

widowers aged from 60 to 65 living in Bathurst itself (and 46 in the county).75 

However, the overall sex ratio meant that there were apparently potential 

spouses available, even for older widows like Julia Suttor. There were 93 men 

aged 60-65 living in Bathurst in 1891. Apart from the nine widowers, 60 were 

married and 24 had never married (compared to the one woman of that age who 

had not married). Thus there were 31 currently unmarried men of Julia Suttor’s 

age group living in Bathurst, compared to 27 unmarried women. There were 

more bachelors and widowers in the wider county, and in the age groups above 

and just below that of Julia. Men traditionally married women younger than 

themselves but as my research has shown, widows and widowers did not always 

follow this pattern. It was not uncommon for them to marry much younger 

partners, especially those marrying bachelors or spinsters. Therefore, in a 

demographic sense, age would not appear to have prevented remarriage for Julia 

or the other widows in her age group.  

Class is the other important influence on remarriage decisions which can 

be studied through the census results. It is not a specific category of census 

classification, but it can be inferred from other information, including religion, 
                                                           
75  There were more married wives than husbands present (1,314 males and 1,387 females) 

in Bathurst on census night. However, while some couples would have been 
permanently separated, most cases would have involved husbands who were temporarily 
absent for work or business. Census, New South Wales, 1891. 
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education and occupation. Although she was impoverished in her widowhood, 

Julia Suttor could best be described as upper class. Her father was a Major in the 

British army, she had married a rich pastoralist and she was connected by 

marriage alliances with the elite of the county. Julia mixed socially within a 

relatively small and privileged circle, even though she had a wide acquaintance 

comprised of former servants and farm labourers, fellow churchgoers and 

country neighbours. She also took on her share of good works, as upper class 

women traditionally did, including visiting the poor and taking an interest in the 

establishment of charitable institutions. Her diary records that on 18 April 1888 

“Addy and I visited the hospital a good many patients in just now saw such a 

nice Boy who had a bad fall from a Breaking Horse he has such a nice open 

face”.76 Nevertheless, if Julia had been inclined to remarry she would almost 

certainly have considered marrying only within her own class.  

Religion can indicate class and racial differences. Julia, like most of the 

landed gentry, was a member of the Church of England. The Suttors had 

connections with the various Anglican churches in the Bathurst area, particularly 

those of Peel and Kelso. Weather and health permitting, Julia attended church 

most Sundays, whether she was resident in Bathurst, Sydney or on a rural 

property. Her diary contains almost as many references to church doings as to 

family occasions. [15 April 1888] “Went to Church after the Service drove over 

to Town and brought Mr and Mrs Cox and Miss Holland to lunch.”77 In 1891, 

out of the total 4,591 males in Bathurst (of all ages), only 1,858 were members of 

the Church of England. 1,241 were Catholics, 407 were Presbyterian, 589 were 

Methodists, 78 were Baptists and 90 were Congregationalists. The 56 Buddhists 

were presumably members of the Chinese community of Bathurst.78 Julia Suttor 

might possibly have married a Presbyterian but she was less likely to have 

married a Catholic or a Congregationalist, let alone a Buddhist.  

Education level is another indicator of class. In Bathurst in 1891 a 

majority of people could read and write but a sizeable minority were illiterate. 

910 males (of all ages) could neither read nor write, while 87 could read and 

write only in a foreign language. In Julia Suttor’s age group there were four 
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males who could read but not write, a further 14 who could not read at all and 

eight who could read and write only in a foreign language.79 The census does not 

link literacy levels with conjugal condition, so it is not possible to know what 

proportion of the illiterate men were amongst the 24 bachelors and nine 

widowers in Julia’s age group, nor in the groups nearest to her. However, it is 

clear that many of these eligible men, in purely demographic terms, would not 

have been of the literate class to which Julia belonged. 

Occupation is the other major indicator of class. In the county of Bathurst 

in 1891 most males, as we would expect, belonged to the working classes. Four 

hundred and six males were engaged in domestic occupations, a classification 

described as “embracing all persons engaged in the supply of board and lodging, 

and in rendering personal services for which remuneration is usually paid”. Male 

domestics were usually hotel keepers. A further 643 men were in transport and 

communications, 1134 were in manufacturing and 753 in building and 

construction, while there were 816 miners.80 None of these men had occupations 

that would have made them a suitable second husband for Julia Suttor. There 

were 472 pastoralists, some of whom might have been suitable, although a 

majority would have been married, and many were her own relations, including 

sons and sons-in-law. Julia’s own son Arthur was one of the widowed 

pastoralists in Bathurst county in 1891.  

The professional category might have furnished a husband for Julia Suttor 

but it too was problematic. In the 1891 New South Wales census ‘professional’ 

included obvious categories such as the Governor of the colony, clergymen, 

accountants and barristers, but also the occupations of clerk, jockey, pugilist and 

merry-go-round engine driver. Only a tiny proportion of the 438 professional 

males in Bathurst county would have been of sufficient status to be eligible for 

remarriage to Julia Suttor.  

Apart from class, another intriguing census category excludes more males 

from the pool of potential remarriage partners. In the municipality of Bathurst in 

1891 there were 129 males listed as infirm, compared to 70 females. Sixty-five 

men were sick, and 10 had suffered an accident. The loss of sight in one eye (13 

cases) might not have debarred a man from marriage, but total blindness (three 
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cases) probably would. In addition, there were nine deaf males and two who 

were listed as deaf and dumb. There were 16 cripples, four men who had lost a 

limb, three who were paralytic and another three who suffered from epilepsy. 

Julia Suttor would also have been unlikely to marry the one man described as 

idiotic.81  

This demographic analysis of possible remarriage partners takes no 

account of mobility, important to someone of Julia Suttor’s background. She had 

lived on various Suttor properties near Bathurst during her thirty-year marriage, 

and Bathurst and its surrounds was her base during her widowhood. However, 

she also spent time staying with relatives, especially her daughters, in other parts 

of New South Wales. She liked Sydney and went there as often as she could. 

Wherever she stayed Julia met old and new friends, many of them connections of 

her own children’s spouses. If Julia had been inclined to remarry she was as 

likely to have encountered a potential spouse on her journeyings as in her 

hometown. For the upper classes, kin and friendship networks could be equally 

as important as geographical location. 

Census records give only the ‘snapshot’ view applicable to a population 

on the night on which the census was taken. Annual returns from the Registrar 

General’s office, listing numbers of marriages, even when broken down into 

conjugal condition, age, and so on, do not show the place of residence of the 

marrying parties. There were 365 marriages contracted in the County of Bathurst 

in 1890, 93 of them in the city of Bathurst, but the summary tables indicate only 

where the marriages took place, not the origins of the bride and groom. However, 

many would have been contracted between men and women from different 

districts. 

Nevertheless, the social fabric of Bathurst in 1891 reflected the class and 

age structure of the wider New South Wales population. The study appears to 

demonstrate that, despite the gender imbalance in nineteenth-century Australia, 

the number of potential remarriage partners for an individual widow could be 

quite small. For a widow like Julia Suttor, literate, upper class, over 60, with a 

large family who would have been socially affected by her remarriage, there 

were few men living in Bathurst in 1891 who were eligible as a second spouse. 
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Certainly widows married unsuitable men, as we shall see in the case of 

Charlotte Atkinson,82 but her circumstances were different to those of Julia 

Suttor. She was younger, came from a more humble background, and was in 

need of a protector. What this analysis of the marriageable population of Bathurst 

has shown is that if a widow was in a position to choose wisely, her choice of 

potential spouse could be restricted, even if the overall sex ratio suggested 

otherwise.  

 

Widowers 

A search for a suitable spouse for a widower in Bathurst in 1891 (specifically, 

Julia Suttor’s son Arthur) places the demography of Julia Suttor’s widowhood 

and remarriage in an even wider perspective.  Julia’s eldest son was Arthur 

Henry Suttor, born in 1846 when Julia was only seventeen. Arthur had married 

Sarah Lee, who had borne him four children between 1873 and 1881. Sarah died 

in 1882, making Arthur a widower (four years before his mother was 

widowed).83 By the time of the 1891 census, Arthur Suttor was nearly forty-five. 

He was living at “Wyagdon”, the property Julia had lived on for most of her 

married life, although the complications of her husband’s will that had left Julia 

in straitened circumstances also affected Arthur and eventually the property was 

sold. It is not clear from family records whether Arthur employed a housekeeper 

at “Wyagdon”, or why his mother did not live there with him to keep house. 

However, Arthur did not need to marry to provide someone to care for his 

children, because they lived in Sydney with their maternal grandparents.84  

Who might Arthur Suttor have married? Compared to his widowed 

mother, he suffered from an apparent demographic disadvantage in that there 

were more men than women living in the county of Bathurst. In Arthur’s age 

group of 40 to 44 years there were only 39 widowed men, compared to 50 

widows, but there were 177 unmarried men, while only 43 women of that age 

remained unmarried. However, there were younger women, widows and 

spinsters, whom Arthur could have married.  As this thesis has shown, men, 

especially widowers, routinely married much younger women, usually spinsters.  
                                                           
82  See Chapter Four and Chapter Five 
83  Judith Norton, Dear William, The Suttors of Brucedale, Principally the Life and Times 

of William Henry Suttor, Suttor Publishing Company, Sydney, 1994. 
84  Julia Suttor, Diary, passim. 
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Even taking this into account, there were considerably more adult men than 

women in Bathurst county in 1891. Three thousand, three hundred and fifty-three 

unmarried men and 87 widowers (a total of 3440) between the ages of 18 and 44 

were competing for only 1843 spinsters and 122 widows (1965 in all).85  

However, this imbalance would appear to have been modified by the fact 

that Arthur Suttor was a widower. As we have seen, widowers remarried at a 

relatively high rate in colonial Australia, compared to bachelors. Widows were 

more likely to marry bachelors rather than widowers, but widowers married more 

readily than bachelors. Arthur Suttor’s status as a widower with children would 

not have been a handicap to him had he chosen remarriage.  

Suttor would also have had an advantage over other suitors because he 

was from the landed gentry class (albeit with financial problems). Upper class 

men had an advantage over upper class women when choosing a marriage 

partner because they had a wider range of choice. While an upper class man 

would have been censured if he married someone completely outside his social 

class (the story of the king and the beggar maid being a myth) men could and did 

marry women of slightly lower social status. It is unlikely that a pastoralist from 

an important family, with the standing of his children to consider, would have 

married one of the 844 female domestics resident in Bathurst county in 1891, nor 

any women involved in manufacturing or transport. However, he might have 

married one of the 66 women involved in the pastoral industry, many of whom 

would have been the widows of other pastoralists. A widowed agriculturalist 

from a respectable background, or even a woman running a mercantile business, 

might also have made a suitable second wife for an impoverished pastoralist. It is 

most probable that if Arthur Suttor had remarried he would have chosen one of 

the females in Bathurst county described as dependent, which included 

unmarried daughters living at home under their father’s protection.  

Education was a more problematic category. More men than women 

could read and write for much of nineteenth-century Australia, but Arthur Suttor 

was a member of a literate, articulate family. He was extremely unlikely to have 

married a woman who could not write a letter nor keep household accounts. 

However, by 1891 free education had begun to erode the gender difference, 
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especially amongst the young. In Arthur Suttor’s age group, 610 men could read 

and write, compared to 483 women. Only 37 women could not read, while 65 

men were illiterate. Arthur Suttor would not have married an illiterate woman, 

but this category of classification would not seem to have eliminated a large 

number of potential marriage partners for a man of Arthur’s age.86 

Religion would have mattered to Arthur Suttor, as with his mother. In the 

wider Bathurst county the numbers of men and women of the Anglican faith 

were approximately equal (6,427 men and 5,669 women).  There were a further 

1,275 Presbyterian women whom Arthur might have married. The 4,301 Catholic 

women and 2,173 Methodist women would have been less likely candidates, 

along with any of the other smaller sects and religions. Ethnicity might have been 

of less importance to a widower than a widow. Most people in Bathurst county 

were born in Australia or England, but other countries were represented. Many 

Irish women were servants, who would not have been suitable brides for a 

pastoralist. A German or Scottish woman from the correct background might 

have been possible.  

There was also the question of health. One hundred and ninety-five 

women were considered to be infirm in Bathurst in 1891, including the 17 who 

were crippled, 11 who were blind, 10 paralytic, three epileptic and two insane. A 

majority of the infirm women, 114, were simply described as sick. These could 

probably be excluded as potential marriage partners. A widower of forty-five 

would usually marry a healthy woman with the capacity to bear children. 

Whether post-menopausal women did not wish to marry, or whether men did not 

wish to marry them remains a question for future research; statistically, widowers 

of Arthur’s age married younger and presumably fertile women.  

Considerations of class, age, religion and health restricted the number of 

potential marriage partners available to Arthur Suttor. Nevertheless, he would 

have presented as a desirable marriage prospect to many of the single and 

widowed women aged between approximately 20 and 45. Thus, this comparison 

of the remarriage prospects for widows and widowers in Bathurst in 1890 

indicates that Arthur Suttor appeared to have a greater choice of remarriage 

partner than did his mother Julia. There were more single men than women in the 
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Bathurst area but the social and economic profile of the population shows that 

there were few men who would have made a suitable husband for the older and 

upper-class Julia Suttor, had she wished to remarry.   

The finding appears to support the historiographical arguments of 

widowhood and remarriage, suggesting that widows were at a disadvantage in 

the remarriage market. However, a more nuanced analysis modifies this 

conclusion. The Bathurst study suggests that it was not widows who were 

unattractive marriage prospects, but the bachelors they might have married. 

Bachelors were willing to marry widows, and even to marry widows older than 

themselves, but a large proportion of bachelors were of low economic and social 

status. A widow might marry a bachelor, but many would have chosen to remain 

unmarried rather than marry a man who had little to offer to improve her social 

and economic position. The social and cultural expectation that women should 

marry men of a similar or superior social position to themselves restricted the 

number of potential eligible marriage partners for widows.       

 

Conclusion 

It is apparent from the findings in this chapter and in Chapter Three that the 

uneven sex ratio in Australia had some impact on remarriage rates. Nevertheless, 

demography had less effect on remarriage rates than might have been expected. 

Several assumptions regarding remarriage proved to be inaccurate or ambiguous. 

The presence of children appeared to have a negligible effect on remarriage rates; 

class and age mattered more. Older middle and upper-class widows were less 

likely to marry than young, working-class women, even if the older, richer 

widow had fewer children. The historiography that suggests that widows were 

always at a disadvantage in the remarriage ‘market’ was not borne out by the 

findings. The Bathurst study suggests that it was not widows who were 

unattractive marriage prospects, but that a large number of bachelors were of low 

economic and social status. The lack of suitable marriageable men was also to 

the advantage of the widowers who wished to remarry. Spinsters, with an 

abundance of bachelors at their disposal, married widowers at a high rate. 

These chapters have shown both the value and the limitations of 

demographic analysis of widowhood and remarriage. They have provided 
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empirical evidence of the incidence and patterns of remarriage in colonial 

Australia. The research findings demonstrate the advantages of calculating the 

incidence of remarriage by carrying out studies of discrete groups of widowed 

people. The details on marriage and death certificates provide clues to remarriage 

decisions that are not apparent from data such as annual statistical returns. 

Nevertheless, the findings support the claims by historians that estimating 

remarriage rates in populations of the past is intrinsically difficult.  

The demographic analysis that determined remarriage rates in colonial 

Australia simultaneously showed that to try to explain the incidence of 

remarriage primarily through demography is too simplistic. It was not just overall 

numbers of men and women in the population that dictated remarriage choices in 

colonial Australia. Most widows and widowers, whatever their social level, had a 

small pool of available marriage partners from whom to choose, because social 

and economic structures and personal agency were as important as demography.  
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Chapter Five 

Economic context of widowhood and remarriage in 
colonial Australia  

Introduction 

On 25 July 1859 two men were killed at Long Gully in the Victorian goldfields. 

The cause of death, as reported by the local police constable on the death 

certificates, was “Killed by a falling in of a quantity of earth while mining”. One 

William W, a 28 year-old miner from Suffolk, had recently married Elizabeth C 

in Sydney and they had one child, born in 1858.1 The other unfortunate miner 

was Charles H, whose usual occupation was carpenter. He was 30 years of age, 

had also been born in Suffolk, and ten years earlier had married Charlotte Louisa 

W, the sister of William. Charlotte H was left a widow with four children, 

including a baby.2 The young Elizabeth W, newly married and with a young 

baby, might have been the heroine of John Longstaff’s painting, Breaking the 

News, come to life.3   

The information regarding the deaths of William W and Charles H comes 

from Victorian death certificates, and we have seen the importance of marriage 

and death certificates for research into widowhood and remarriage. However, 

there is much that cannot be explained from perusal of these documents alone. 

One important unanswered question is how Elizabeth and Charlotte, the two 

young widowed sisters-in-law, supported themselves and their families after the 

tragedy. This chapter focusses on the economic context in which nineteenth-

century Australian widows and widowers made remarriage decisions. It is not 

suggested that decisions were based on financial considerations alone, just as 

demography does not by itself explain remarriage rates. As I have argued, people 

made choices within the complex triangle of personal preference, the availability 

of replacement spouses, and the advantages and disadvantages (legal, social and 

economic) of remarriage. However, while all three elements were interwoven, 

each side of the triangle needs to be analysed separately. In this chapter the 
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financial consequences of widowhood, and the options available to men and 

women, including remarriage, are considered.  

 

Financial consequences of widowhood  

Widowers 

While the poor widow is the most recognisable model of widowhood, men could 

also be financially disadvantaged upon bereavement, not forgetting that marriage 

was more than an economic partnership and men at all levels of society suffered 

grief when their wives died. As is to be expected, there are more surviving ego 

documents for the rich and educated than the poor illiterate working man. The 

diaries of the well-known physician of Melbourne, Dr John Springthorpe, who 

lost his wife Annie in 1897, record his feelings of grief, loss and guilt at great 

length.4 For example, on 2 October 1897 he lamented “Dead – dead – my 

Annie”. When Jennie, the wife of Herbert Brookes of Victoria, died in 1899 he 

wrote an anguished letter to her memory. “Oh God! the heart of life is taken 

clean away from me.”5 Rich widowers did not feel bereavement more than the 

poor, but they had the means to express their feelings of loss in letters and 

diaries. Poor widowers are mostly represented in official records; thus writings 

focus on the need for financial support from official sources, rather than their 

emotional response to widowhood.  

The different records for rich and poor men also reflect a difference in the 

consequences of widowhood. The death of a wife, however loved and valuable, 

did not affect the economics of the rich household to the same extent it did the 

poor. Even so, wives were important to the management of households and 

properties at all levels. Julia Suttor of Bathurst was married to a rich pastoralist 

and had servants to help her. However she, like all the Suttor wives, worked hard 

in the kitchen, garden and poultry yard. Wives also carried out close supervision 

of servants’ work and it is obvious that without their managerial role the 

properties would not have operated so efficiently or economically. 

The loss of the many duties carried out by wives caused even greater 

hardship for widowed working men. Those who ran small businesses or farms 
                                                           
4  Springthorpe Diaries, Vols 1-5, MS 9898, State Library of Victoria (SLV). 
5  Herbert Brookes to Jennie Brookes, 11 May 1899, Herbert Brookes Papers, Series 1, 

General Correspondence, MS 1924, Items 1-694, 1870-1901, Box 1, NLA.  
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were probably in the most disadvantageous position. Women were crucial to 

farming enterprises, especially those of small-scale selectors.6 They made the 

family’s clothes, cooked and washed and ensured that limited food and other 

resources went as far as possible. In addition, women managed the poultry, 

kitchen gardens, dairies and orchards, which provided food for the family and 

often cash income as well. Thus the men who were most likely to have 

difficulties keeping their selection viable were widowers with young children. 

Sometimes decreased family income was exacerbated by the extra expense of 

illness.  

The loss of a mother’s childcare duties was the most immediately 

pressing concern for poorer widowed men. Shurlee Swain contends that 

widowed fathers suffered because they could not afford to pay for childcare, 

while orphanages, except for Catholic orphanages, would not take in children of 

a living father.7 However, some charities were prepared to help men as well as 

women, and their records include instances of widowers who were placed in 

difficult straits after the death of their wives.  

The minutes of the Melbourne Ladies Benevolent Society (MLBS)8 

committee record many cases of widower hardship, such as on 31 May 1859 

when “a new case Edward Peachey whose wife has lately died, leaving three 

children whom he is anxious to take home and requested assistance towards 

paying their passage – he will work his own passage home. £1 was granted”. On 

18 October 1859 they discussed the case of “A man whose wife has just died 

requested a little help towards paying the board of his two children until he gets 

work again having just completed his previous work £1 granted”. In January 

1874 they dealt “Philip Danaher, widower, suffering from injured leg, unable for 

hard work, 9 children, 3 of whom are working”. In February 1874 another 

widower had been “many weeks in hospital from injuries caused by falling from 

a scaffolding hopes soon to be able to work. 5 children, eldest girl 14”.9 
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It would have been difficult for these widowers to work and look after 

their children. However, just as important was the age and gender of the children, 

as well as other circumstances such as the men’s own health, and their ability to 

find work. The injuries of the man who fell from the scaffold were the main 

impediment to him earning a living; the eldest daughter, aged 14 years, would 

have been expected to mind the younger children. The committee provided cash 

and childcare for widowers, but most of their efforts were directed towards 

helping men find work.  Another case from 19 April 1859 shows this attitude: 

“The father of the children boarded with Mrs Ritchie has returned…it was 

thought best to provide him with tools that he may work at stonebreaking”.10 

The case of John Deeble, who remarried in 1860,11 first came before the 

Society in 1859, when his first wife was ill after childbirth.12 After her death 

Deeble asked for help with the care of his young baby. The case occupied the 

committee for some months, as Deeble went from low-paid job to low-paid job 

and had problems procuring payment for work. The MLBS gave cash payments, 

arranged for the baby to be put to nurse (by another of their cases, a woman with 

a sick husband) and helped Deeble to find work. Entries in the Society’s minutes 

relating to Deeble show the problems faced by widowers, even those with only 

one child, in the economic and industrial climate of the nineteenth century, with 

no job or income security. 

Deeble’s history also demonstrates the MLBS’s operating philosophy. 

The aid given to the family was not primarily for the benefit of Deeble, but to 

enable him to contribute to his child’s upkeep. As an able-bodied man he was 

expected to work and support himself. On 4 October 1859 the Committee 

reported “Mrs Smithers £1... Mrs Butchart stated he had given up a situation at 

£3 weekly – he had hitherto paid 15/ weekly to Mrs Smithers [for the child’s 

board]… if true that he has left situation no more aid given”. By 1 November 

“Deeble left his place at Footscray, not being paid his wages and is now in a 

situation at Moonee Ponds. Mrs Carins paid 10/ towards his child’s board”.13  

The child died on 15 November and Deeble did not appear again in the 

books of the MLBS. By the time he remarried the following year (calling himself 
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a bachelor) he had presumably found more regular work, unhindered by the need 

to pay for the baby’s board. In any case, the Society would not have interested 

itself further in his welfare, as he was neither sick nor aged. It is hard to tell 

whether Deeble contributed to his own problems, but he appeared to be 

genuinely concerned for his child, and to have no relatives to turn to for help in 

his bereavement. 

When a mother of young children died, older daughters, if available, were 

invariably the first choice as surrogate mother and housekeeper. Biographies and 

local histories provide many examples where daughters took over their dead 

mother’s childcare duties. Eliza Andrews died in 1868 in Condah, Victoria after 

giving birth to nine children.14 Her eldest daughter Sarah, aged 16 years, cared 

for the younger children, one of whom wandered away into the bush and was 

never found. In 1876, Sarah married George Belbin and, like her mother, also 

had nine children. She died aged 44, three weeks after her youngest child was 

born. As with the previous generation, the older sisters cared for their younger 

siblings. Mary Ann Gee of Western Australia married Alexander McIntyre in 

1883. They had five children but Mary Ann died when the eldest, Isabel, was 

aged only twelve years. Isabel left school to look after brothers and sisters, but 

then her father also died. At that point the children were separated, going to live 

with relatives and neighbours, or forced to work.15  

Men from the comfortable classes were also concerned for their 

children’s welfare upon the death of the children’s mother. Despite having the 

resources to pay for nannies and housekeepers, rich fathers worried about their 

children’s emotional well-bring. Thus it was as common for fathers in this 

stratum of society to have their children cared for by relatives as it was for those 

who were unable to afford help. John Springthorpe thought it natural that others 

should help to care for his children. In lamenting his wife’s death his diary for 2 

October 1897 he recorded a tribute to his wife, stating that Annie was “a perfect 

mother – loved and esteemed by all who knew and met her…the children mainly 

with their grandmother... better for their health and character”.16   
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When the former Jane Ryrie of a well-known pastoral family of New 

South Wales died in 1850, her husband Dr Frances Wallace informed her brother 

Stewart of Jane’s death by letter. As with the Springthorpe children, Frances and 

Jane’s children were to be sent off to their aunt and uncle, while the bereaved 

husband was planning a trip to England to acquire the services of his sister to 

care for the children. In his letter to Stewart Ryrie, Dr Wallace wrote of 

…a probable visit to England. My principal object would be the bringing 
out of my sister, a point upon which Jane was very anxious. In the 
meantime Hugh will take them to Nithsdale where they will have an 
affectionate and experienced mother in his wife and be at the same time 
near your Father and Mrs Ryrie [Jane’s stepmother].17 

The health, well-being and to some extent the character of children were 

assumed to be the responsibility of the mother. In her absence, another woman 

was expected to take over, at all levels of society. Aunts, grandparents, 

neighbours, and friends also took on the role of child carer to motherless 

children. 

Widowhood disadvantaged men at levels of society, but they were 

usually able to survive. Widowers continued working, and often another woman 

took over the care of any children. John Springthorpe found solace in his work as 

a physician and his financial position was not affected by the death of his wife 

Annie. Herbert Brookes threw himself into his work as a mining engineer, which 

had the double effect of helping distract him from his grief while maintaining his 

income. Even a poor working man such as John Deeble apparently recovered his 

economic position within a year of his first wife’s death. Thus, while the loss of a 

wife could be a terrible blow for men from all classes, the economic cost was not 

usually as great as the loss of a breadwinner husband was to a widow.  

 

Widows 

For married women of all classes, and their children, widowhood represented a 

major turning point, from which they might never recover economically. 

Historians generally concur that “the death or desertion of the adult male 

deprived the household of its major income source, plunging it into crisis”.18 As 
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with widowers, the diaries of widows and letters to and about newly widowed 

women referred to the sadness of losing a husband. However, the financial 

consequences of widowhood for women were almost always stressed, as they 

rarely were in widowers’ personal writings. The memoirs of Fanny O’Leary and 

the diary of Julia Suttor contain many references to their own financial situations, 

and to that of other widows of their acquaintance. Likewise, when the daughters 

of Mary and Stewart Mowle of New South Wales were both widowed in the late 

nineteenth century, it was fortunate that one daughter was left an income by an 

uncle which was enough to support both families, otherwise “they must have 

gone to an asylum”.19  

Even rich and well-connected women could find themselves in a 

vulnerable position in their widowhood, as a result of inequitable property laws 

and customs. Julia Suttor had married into a rich family, but because her late 

husband’s affairs were not settled well she found herself in difficult financial 

circumstances during her widowhood. From the time of her marriage Julia had 

lived a comfortable life, first at “Alloway Bank” (with her widowed father-in-law 

and unmarried sister-in-law Sarah), and from 1852 at “Wyagdon”, also near 

Bathurst.20 Julia had expected that there would be money to buy a small house 

for her in Bathurst but instead she found herself homeless. As well as living 

semi-permanently at “Brucedale” with her sister Adelaide, (who had also married 

a Suttor), Julia also spent time with her married children, with other relatives, 

Suttors and Bowles, and with friends in Bathurst and Sydney. As Julia confided 

to her diary on 3 December 1888 that “It is hard at my time of life to want a 

penny after all my hard work at Wygadon for more than thirty years”.21 

Likewise, when the father of Fanny O’Leary of Benalla in Victoria died, 

he left his affairs in disarray. John Pearson Rowe, a doctor and pastoralist, died 

on one of his properties in 1878. The diaries of his widow, Mary Rowe, and 

Fanny’s memoir detail his financial dealings.22 Fanny was devoted to her father 

but was critical of the mess he left at his death. She described how some years 
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previously he had sold the family home in Toorak to finance one of his squatting 

ventures. She considered that “Father ought to have settled it on mother and she 

never wd have been poor again but, a man like my father was always wanting 

money for fresh investments and so sold always, often when it wd have been 

wiser to keep”.23 In 1886 Rowe’s widow, Mary, was still dealing with on-going 

difficulties with property matters. She felt particularly helpless after the death of 

her solicitor son-in-law, Denis O’Leary (Fanny’s husband), who had assisted her 

with business matters. On 27 July 1886 she wrote “I am not equal to contesting 

matters with men of business whether it is fair or not…I have no one to do 

anything for me now so must accept my position”.24 

 The gendered division of labour in the family, which meant women were 

not accustomed to dealing with business matters, could have significant negative 

consequences when they were widowed. This was often compounded by 

primogeniture and in some cases could lead to emotional blackmail by sons. It 

was not money itself which caused problems, but the way it was managed and 

distributed. Thus the financial problems of Julia Suttor and Mary Rowe in their 

widowhood were exacerbated by conflict with their sons over their inheritance, 

which the mothers found hard to bear. Mary Rowe recorded in her diary on 28 

May 1887 that “I am much troubled at John’s silence how hard it seems to have 

your own against you”. On 25 June 1887: “…money separates so many in this 

world and affection vanishes, I fear the want of money makes me hard indeed”.25 

Julia Suttor wrote in her diary on 3 October 1889 that “I have been so greatly 

bothered about Hylton to think that I have a son who has behaved so badly 

makes me feel very unhappy”.26  

Fanny O’Leary had mourned with her widowed sister and with her 

mother Mary when Dr Rowe died in 1878. By 1886 she was a widow herself, in 

a worse position than her mother because she had young children. In her 

memoirs Fanny outlined her financial and social difficulties during her 

widowhood. Her mother gives a fuller and more immediate account in her 

diaries. Fanny’s husband Denis O’Leary was a solicitor in Benalla in the north-

east of Victoria, but died in Melbourne after treatment for Bright’s Disease, at 
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that time an incurable illness.  In her memoirs she described the desolation of 

returning to Benalla after the funeral of her husband, and her fears for the future, 

especially  “the care of all those little ones and I was terrified I wd. not be able to 

bring them up properly”. She was persuaded by her family to return to 

Melbourne but later regretted it. “I cd. have lived so cheaply where I was and had 

many kind friends.”27 The memoirs, along with her mother’s diaries, show that 

Fanny’s biggest worry was how to pay the rent each week, a fear shared by 

widows of all classes.   

Widows such as Julia Suttor and Fanny O’Leary suffered financial 

hardship in their widowhood, especially compared to their comfortable lives 

before their bereavement. However, poor widows of working men were placed in 

a much worse position upon the death of a husband, often experiencing extreme 

deprivation. Bereavement could be exacerbated by the illness of themselves or 

their children. Healthy women who could work, or who had strong children old 

enough to help the family finances, were in a slightly better position than those 

with sick or disabled dependents. The records of the Melbourne Ladies 

Benevolent Society reveal the plight of many poor widows, as the following brief 

entries demonstrate. On 5 April 1859 they discussed “Widow Bennett, formerly 

assisted, called upon Mrs Williamson begging for aid…it was thought her eldest 

boy who is subject to fits might be got into the Benevolent Society”. On 19 April 

1859 another case was that of “Widow named Daniels with one child, she was 

confined in the Lying-in-Hospital, her husband died from the effects of severe 

burns”. On 31 May  1859 “…a widow named Graham with a bad leg, was 

wishing help to pay her rent 4/- weekly…”. On 6 September 1859 “Another new 

case named Turnbull a widow, with one delicate son, her husband died on the 

passage out and she has lost five or 6 children – she is scarcely able to speak 

from some disease of the tongue”. 28 All these widows suffered, but the misery of 

Mrs Turnbull, disabled, alone in a strange country with her one surviving child 

and her husband dead on the journey, would have been extreme. 

Diaries, memoirs and family histories provide further evidence of the 

difficult circumstances in which widows found themselves when their husbands 

had died. An autobiography by Emily Churchward of Adelaide contains an 
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account of the sad life of an old widowed neighbour.29 Mrs Flynn lived with her 

daughter, also widowed, who worked as a washerwoman. While the daughter, 

Mrs Mullins, was out carting her washing around the district the old woman tried 

to look after the children who treated her badly. Emily described the old widow 

as sitting  

on a hard sofa with a broken window behind her, the holes of which were 
stuffed with old clothes. Her fingers were twisted into all sorts of shapes, 
while a dirty ragged shawl covered her shoulders, and old skirts her 
legs…She was unable to lie down, and had no comfortable pillows or 
cushions.30   

It is apparent that many, if not most, nineteenth-century colonial widows 

were placed in a difficult, even precarious economic position when their 

husbands died. Upper class women might be left badly off because of 

primogeniture. Those who were bequeathed a considerable inheritance were 

reasonably safe, but even their income often declined over time, particularly if 

there was no strong male figure to manage properties and investments, because 

women were rarely trained in business matters.  Women from the poor working 

classes were accustomed to paid labour and continued it in their widowhood, but 

they had rarely been the major earner; what they could earn was often not enough 

to keep themselves and their children for any lengthy period. Widows of the 

middling sort were perhaps the most vulnerable of all. They were not trained to 

work, professional men’s incomes died with them, and widows often found it 

difficult to carry on a business enterprise without male help. Nevertheless, there 

were various support mechanisms available to widows, but before considering 

them, it is first necessary to consider why widowhood was so much worse 

financially for women than for men.  

 

The family economy 

The main reason why widowhood could precipitate a major economic crisis for 

women would appear to be a gendered economic system that assigned women 

the role of dependent wife and mother, and men that of chief earner. Most 

women in the Australian colonies (96 per cent in 1881) married and most had 
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many children: the average in 1881 was seven.31 As Chapter Two showed, in the 

mid-nineteenth century Australian wives were in an inferior legal position which 

included having limited property rights. Their subordinate legal status was 

accentuated by an economic system that assumed married women would be 

supported by their husbands; thus wage rates were lower for women than men.32   

Nineteenth-century ideology urged a model of family life that centred on 

the husband as sole breadwinner and the wife as mother and homemaker, and for 

some this was the reality. Historians argue that the separation of work and home 

that characterised industrialisation was exacerbated in Australia by the 

importance of the pastoral industry to the Australian economy.33 As well, the 

mining industry was male-dominated. Thus there was little paid work for women 

in country areas. In the cities too, married women were not encouraged to take up 

paid employment and there were limited opportunities.34  

Nevertheless, historians have demonstrated that for many women the 

domestic ideal was an unattainable fantasy. Upper-class women might do fancy 

sewing and go visiting, but other women worked hard all their married lives. 

Ellen McEwen argued that the ideal bourgeois family in which wife and children 

depended on a male breadwinner for survival was “unheard of in struggling rural 

and urban working-class families”.35 Just as women in the country laboured in 

the dairy, orchard, vineyard, poultry yard and vegetable garden, women in the 

cities might work outside the home, taking on waged work. In the second half of 

the nineteenth century women in the larger cities laboured in factories for little 
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pay.36 Others used their housekeeping skills to generate income at home by 

taking on washing or boarders. The rhetoric disguised the actuality of women’s 

work and their contribution to the household, making it invisible. 

Historians have also shown that a nuclear family comprising a married 

couple and children, with a father in paid work and a dependent homemaker 

mother, as portrayed by middle-class respectability, was not the reality for many 

families.37 A wide variety of family forms existed in the second half of 

nineteenth-century Australia. Bigamous and informal marriages scandalised the 

middle classes, but desertion and single parenthood had a greater impact on the 

well-being of women and children. Many mothers in nineteenth-century 

Australia had to support their families without the benefit of a husband’s wage, 

while children went out to work from a young age.  

Clearly, the research in this thesis contributes to this strand of the 

historiography of the Western family. Families broken by the death of husband 

or wife were no longer intact nuclear families, while remarriage created another 

type of family. The discourse that promoted the nuclear family with a married 

couple at its centre tended to ignore the economic consequences of the ending of 

that marriage. It is also obvious that the underlying premise of the nuclear family 

model was not that it benefited women. This was demonstrated through the 

debate that developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

regarding the concept of a widow’s pension. Should women work and support 

their families, or was the country better served by giving them a pension that 

enabled them to stay home and look after their children?38 The focus was not on 

the widows’ well-being, but their children, and the children’s value as future 

productive citizens.  
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Economic alternatives for the widowed  

There was no widows’ pension in the Australian colonies in the nineteenth 

century; how did the widowed survive? The popular belief is that upper-class 

widows were in a fortunate position. They could live a comfortable life as a 

‘merry’ widow, or were in a strong bargaining position to remarry if they chose, 

because men would be happy to marry a rich widow and gain possession of her 

financial assets.  An equally persistent view is that the poorer widow had no real 

choice but to remarry. The widower could take his time before deciding whether 

to remarry. These stereotypes are open to considerable revision. In this section of 

the chapter I consider the economic alternatives available to the widowed in 

colonial Australia, particularly women.  

 

Inheritance 

Ideally, a widow might inherit a reasonable fortune, with her own home and a 

regular source of income that would enable her to live in the comfort to which 

she was accustomed. For widows such as Julia Suttor of Bathurst and Fanny 

O’Leary of Victoria, this did not eventuate. The poverty of their widowhood was 

all the more keenly felt, given that they had been accustomed to comfort and 

freedom from financial worries. Added to the grief of losing loved husbands, 

both widows were overwhelmed by the change in their financial circumstances.  

Even when widows were left sufficient money, the wills of many men 

contained qualifying clauses that had the potential to constrain their wives future 

life choices. Richard Spencer of Albany, Western Australia, who died in 1840, 

left property to his wife Ann “if she shall so long continue my widow...after the 

decease, or second marriage of my dear wife...during her life, or widowhood”.39 

However, to Ann Spencer’s benefit, Spencer’s will also instructed his sons to 

consider the feelings of their mother and sisters before introducing new wives to 

the family home, stating that “none of my sons shall have the smallest right, or 

title, to introduce his wife to live in my house, as aforesaid, but by the written 

invitation, and consent, of my widow and daughters”.40 Ann Spencer did not 
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remarry, and continued to live in the family home during her widowhood, until 

her own death in 1855.41 

Even when a widow was left property to do with as she wished, it was not 

always sufficient to maintain herself and her children. Many histories show that 

widows often began their widowhood in an apparently comfortable financial 

position but within one or two years were in difficulties. Emily Churchward, who 

as a child had visited her bedridden neighbour Mrs Flynn, was herself widowed 

in 1890. Initially, she appeared to be in a better position than many widows. 

Importantly, she owned her own home (something that all nineteenth-century 

widows would have welcomed). Her husband had taught at a private college: the 

college paid her husband’s salary to the end of the year, and also allowed her two 

boys a free education. ₤750 of capital was invested, from which Emily received 

interest, and in addition her family were in a position to help her.42 Nevertheless, 

after a year of supporting herself and her seven children, she found herself in 

financial straits and had to look for alternative sources of income, as we shall see. 

An obituary for Denis O’Leary in a local paper had concluded with 

contemplation of Fanny O’Leary’s financial position, stating   

What provision has been made for the widow and children we know not, 
and we have no desire to pry into the sacredness of the domestic circle at 
such a time as this. We believe, however, that Mrs O’Leary enjoys some 
settlement of her own, and that there are some expectations from the 
paternal estates. We hear also that there was an insurance on the life of 
the deceased to the amount of 1000 pounds or 2000 pounds.43 

It might seem that Fanny O’Leary was in a sound position, but she worried about 

money for the remainder of her life. The inheritance from her father-in-law in 

Ireland was not what had been hoped, and Fanny believed she had been duped by 

the executors of the estate. She received money several years after her husband’s 

father had died, although only after she had reluctantly signed away any further 

interest in the estate. She described how “I had no means to go to law and so 

accepted and signed the paper. The money was sent out but a great deal of it was 

to be paid back to those I had borrowed from in order to live”. Her only relief 
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was that the inheritance was enough for her to buy a house so she “…cd. live 

without the nightmare of rent each month”.44 

Gendered inheritance laws and practices resulted in a significant 

difference in the effects of widowhood for men and women. Because married 

women did not own property and could not make wills except with their 

husbands’ permission, the death of a wife made little difference to the estate held 

by a man. He had control of his wife’s property and income during her lifetime; 

her death might well increase his financial standing. However, for widows there 

was no guarantee that a husband bequeathed anything to his wife, before the 

Family Maintenance Testators Acts in the early twentieth century.45 Widowhood 

could reduce any woman to poverty. 

 

Life insurance, industry pensions and friendly societies  

Fanny O’Leary was fortunate that her husband had taken out life insurance, 

which was one form of security against misfortune available in the nineteenth 

century. The AMP (Australian Mutual Provident Society), the largest life 

insurance company in Australia, began in Sydney in 1849.46 Geoffrey Blainey 

suggests that “Probably a majority of policies in the Society’s first decades were 

taken out in the hope that a widow and her children would not be made destitute 

by the sudden death of their breadwinner in the prime of life”.47 However, the 

people who most needed to insure their lives, the workers who were both at risk 

of death by accident and who had little to leave their families, were the least 

likely to take out insurance.48 Working people had little spare cash and no means 

of saving and storing money; most people did not have savings accounts in the 

nineteenth century. Not until the 1890s was a system implemented in Australia 

whereby people could pay small sums each week, based on the methods of the 

Prudential Assurance Co. of Britain.49 Nevertheless, Curran claims that only very 
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few professional men in Britain in the nineteenth century could afford life 

insurance.50  

Another reason why few poor working people took out life insurance 

policies was the stringent medical examination which was required. Family and 

medical history, occupation and personal habits were all taken into account in 

deciding on the amount of premium to be paid. Nearly one in four applications 

was rejected by the Society in its early decades of operation, while two out of 

every three accepted had to pay a surcharge.51 Pregnant women were not seen as 

a good risk, nor anyone embarking on a sea voyage. The majority of working 

men, who toiled in dangerous conditions and most likely drank to excess 

(smoking was not considered a health risk in the nineteenth century) would not 

have had a policy issued even if they could afford the premiums.  

Other widows had been married to men whose employers provided some 

form of pension.  When Captain Richard Spencer of Albany died, his widow Ann 

informed the Admiralty of his death and asked them for the pension she was 

entitled to as the widow of a post captain of over three year’s seniority. She 

mentioned the fact that she had ten children, one still under five years old, and 

that her income was barely £200 per year. She also had the opportunity to apply 

to the Compassionate Fund for help, but, despite having a reduced income, she 

did not feel that her circumstances allowed her to take advantage of it.52  

For a considerable number of bereaved widows friendly societies were an 

important source of financial relief. The first society was founded in New South 

Wales in 1830 and all other colonies established societies within a few years of 

settlement.53 By the beginning of the twentieth century half the population in 

Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania had joined up, more than 40 per cent in 

New South Wales and up to 30 per cent of the people of Western Australia and 

Queensland.54 Most were initially based on particular industries and they had a 

variety of functions, including social activities.55 Another important role was to 
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help with the costs of illness; they also paid funeral benefits and sometimes gave 

financial support to the bereaved.56 These benefits were funded by the regular 

contributions paid by members. On the death of a member, a cash payment was 

paid to the surviving spouse (mostly widows, because most members were men). 

Most societies paid approximately £20 to the widow, along with funeral 

expenses. Importantly, members usually continued to support widows and 

orphans. They found the family somewhere to live, provided food and helped to 

educate the children.57 In 1867 a society in Victoria organised a Widow and 

Orphan’s Institution, which arranged for children to go to school or work, freeing 

their mother to work.58   

Friendly society payments would not have solved long-term problems for 

many widows; families needed on-going income.  Also, as with life insurance, 

those who most needed help were often excluded. One society would not provide 

sick and funeral benefits to anyone who “is in ill-health or who has lost a leg, an 

arm or an eye”.59  The societies also stipulated that benefit was not paid if 

sickness was a result of “immoral or improper conduct”60 which would have 

excluded the large proportion of the population who drank to excess. 

Nevertheless, the financial and practical help given by friendly societies offered 

comfort to many widows, and gave them time to adjust to their changed 

circumstances.  

 

Welfare and charity  

An advantage of insurance and friendly society benefits was that they did not 

involve charity; they had been funded by the contribution of the deceased. 

However, the majority of the population could not afford insurance, or were 

considered bad risks. Friendly society payments were rarely enough to live on 

indefinitely. Only a small percentage of men made wills, and even many of their 

widows soon found themselves in financial difficulties. For most widows, there 

was no inheritance or pension and the death of their husbands led to a financial 
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crisis. Poor widowers could also find themselves in need of some form of 

welfare. To what extent could the widowed turn to the wider community for 

assistance?  

The popular view is that in Western countries families traditionally cared 

for their own, with a gradual change to the state taking responsibility. Historians 

are now generally agreed that the large extended family has not been the norm in 

Britain for at least several hundred years.61 Thus the elderly and widowed have 

often had to look to support from other than their kin. However, historians 

disagree regarding the extent to which family, the local community and the state 

took responsibility, and the timing and causes of changes, with the nineteenth 

century the focus of particular attention. Underlying the historiography of 

welfare are fluctuating ideologies regarding the extent to which the poor, 

including the widowed, had a right to relief.  

Discussing the administration of the Poor Laws in nineteenth-century 

England and Wales, Anne Digby considers that in the nineteenth century officials 

began to take a harder line regarding the distribution of benefits.62 While the 

distinction between the deserving and undeserving poor had existed prior to 

1834, it gained prominence in the nineteenth century because of population 

pressure and economic change. The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 aimed at 

achieving the economic and moral independence of the able-bodied labourer. 

Digby contends that not until the end of the nineteenth century did authorities 

recognise that poverty was not a moral failure but a result of structural factors 

such as seasonal unemployment.63 David Thomson agrees that welfare spending 

in England decreased over the nineteenth century, with families pressured to care 

for their own. However, he argues that the “worthiness of the individual” had 

always been at issue. Nevertheless, he believes that the community remained 

more important than the family in the provision of welfare.64 

Along with legal traditions, attitudes to welfare in Australia originated in 

Britain. The widowed in Australia in the nineteenth century often faced an 
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economic crisis; the extent to which the community and state was prepared to 

assist them demonstrates attitudes towards poverty and its causes. Widows were 

possibly in a more difficult financial position in the Australian colonies than in 

Britain. Poor Laws were not enacted in Australia because the local administrators 

believed that they encouraged idleness and dependence.65 Thus the nineteenth-

century rhetoric of deserving and undeserving poor was echoed in the colonies, 

but without the safety net of parish relief. Whatever the rhetoric, poverty existed 

in nineteenth-century Australia, as in England, and solutions had to be found. 

Different colonies took different approaches, but at heart they all treated welfare 

payments as charity, whether directly or indirectly administered.66  

The system favoured by Victoria was a network of private charities, often 

assisted financially by the state, but administered independently.67 The state 

managed asylums for the insane and inebriate using paid administrators, and 

from 1864 it also administered industrial schools for neglected children and 

delinquents, but all other charities were private. By the 1880s the major 

charitable institutions in Victoria (all in Melbourne) included hospitals, a 

Benevolent Asylum for the Aged, orphanages, female refuges and the 

Immigrants’ Home (a form of workhouse). There were also many religious 

institutions, plus several private charities operating in country areas.68 Most of 

these institutions were no more popular than the workhouse in England, and the 

major form of welfare was outdoor relief provided by benevolent societies.  

Initially there were about twenty such societies, but gradually the largest 

and most important of them, the Melbourne Ladies Benevolent Society, took 

control of the provision of welfare in most of Melbourne and its outlying 

suburbs.69 Formed in 1845, the Society had originally been called the 

Presbyterian Female Visiting Society, but changed its name as its character and 

role changed, and it was known by its new name from 1851 until 1964. Richard 

Kennedy suggests that the ‘ladies’ were middle-class; those who considered 
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themselves to belong to the higher echelons of Melbourne society were more 

likely to be on a hospital committee or auxiliary. The work involved in the 

MLBS was fairly onerous, with fortnightly committee meetings and constant 

visiting of the poor. The visitors tended to be less socially prominent than the 

committee members. Although the people relieved by the society appear to have 

been in great need, they were not the poorest in Melbourne. The Immigrants’ 

Home dealt with the most destitute, as did the Salvation Army.70  

Western Australia was less endowed with private charities, although 

churches provided relief for paupers and looked after orphaned and abandoned 

children. Many were half-orphans whose widowed mother or father could not 

support them.71 The Independent Journal of 23 April 1858 includes a notice for a 

bazaar conducted by the Sisters of Mercy. The proceeds were to be used for the 

relief of the poor of Perth, “of every denomination, who may apply… for 

assistance”.72 Nevertheless, Elizabeth Willis argues that even the church 

authorities in Western Australia, along with most of the ‘haves’ in nineteenth-

century Australia, were wary of giving too much help to the poor. They were 

impelled by Christian duty to care for paupers, but did not want to encourage 

idleness.73 The comfortable ruling classes in the nineteenth century had no doubt 

that poverty was mostly the result of laziness or vice. When the Chairman of the 

1890-91 Charity Commission in Victoria asked Louisa Dunne, the treasurer of 

the Melbourne Ladies Benevolent Society, what she believed was the main cause 

of poverty in Melbourne she famously replied “Principally drinking”.74  

The Western Australian government was not keen to provide welfare to 

adults but grudgingly gave outdoor relief when necessary, as the Blue Books 

show. In the 1860s in Western Australia Blue Books were still completed by 

hand; in 1860, under the heading of ‘Charitable Institutions’, which had 

provision for the name of the parish and the type of institution, no details were 

recorded but a note was scrawled across the page, stating that “There are no 
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charitable institutions in Western Australia. Government relief is from time to 

time afforded to those who are unable to support themselves or their families”.75  

However, by 1860 one government institution providing shelter to the 

indigent was the Perth Poor House, which had begun as the Female Servants’ 

Home in 1851. Female immigrants awaiting a posting, usually as a servant, lived 

there when they first arrived in the colony. It was also known as the Immigrants’ 

(or Emigrants’) Home. Mrs Janet Millett, the clergyman’s wife who had 

commented on the number of bigamous marriages in Western Australia, lived in 

the colony from 1863 to 1869. She wrote that she had been anxious to visit the 

‘Home’. She described it as  

…a government asylum, established as a respectable refuge for all those 
emigrants from England who may not have succeeded in obtaining 
employment immediately upon landing: and it is also used as a sort of 
almshouse or workhouse for those old people who may have fallen into 
poverty, and for whom government aid has become indispensable.76 

When a new Governor (Hampton) arrived in the colony in 1862 he 

considered it unacceptable that immigrants and paupers were housed together, 

and attempted to make improvements. He wrote that under the new system 

“helpless and friendless paupers will be properly cared for and the children not 

treated like savages as they have been”.77 By 1865 the Blue Book recorded under 

‘Charitable Institutions’ that Perth and Fremantle each had one hospital and 

Fremantle had a lunatic asylum, all of which were supported by public funds. In 

the Expenditure section of the Blue Book the Poor House was listed under Fixed 

Expenses and cost the government only £226. However, under ‘other 

disbursements’, hospitals cost £899 and ‘charitable allowances’ (which 

presumably included outdoor relief) cost £1656.78 By 1870 the cost of hospitals 

had risen to £1,284 and charitable allowances to £3,291. In the Comparative 

Yearly Statement of Expenditure the cause for an increase in spending on 

charitable allowances was given as “Increased Pauperism”.79 In the 1870s in 
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Western Australia, industrial schools were set up and by the end of the century 

the government helped to fund them.80  

The widowed had one advantage when seeking welfare; they were 

considered to be the victims of circumstances outside their control. While there 

were conflicting stereotypes of the widow (the good, the merry),81 an enduring 

discourse condoned aid to the widow and orphan as a Christian act of charity.82 

In 1830 a member of the Distressed Widows’ Society described widows as “a 

particular and interesting class of human sufferers”.83 The majority of the 

recipients of welfare were widows. In 1887-1888 the Melbourne Ladies 

Benevolent Society was relieving 598 widows, from a total of 1037 semi-

permanent cases (most of the rest were families and couples).84 In late 

nineteenth-century Victoria, the figure of the poor widow was such a symbol of 

blameless and deserving respectability that deserted wives and single mothers 

called themselves widows to qualify for relief from poverty.85 A widow received 

more sympathy than a wife who acknowledged that she had been deserted, 

because it was thought she had not contributed to her own predicament.  

Nevertheless, even being a widow was not enough by itself; a woman had 

to show that she was worthy of assistance. She had to be ‘respectable’, which 

mostly meant that welfare workers monitored her sexual history. Likewise if she 

drank or kept ‘low company’ her chances of being helped diminished. She also 

had to demonstrate that she had done all in her power to support herself, and that 

she did not expect to live in an extravagant manner. Finally, the widow had to 

show herself to be respectful and grateful for the charity bestowed on her.86

 Welfare was thus a contested process between recipients, charity visitors 

and the committees who controlled funding.87 Widows and deserted wives had 
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some agency within this process; they could choose to present themselves as 

deserving or not. However, the balance of power lay with the committee 

members who could refuse aid if they were not satisfied with a woman’s claims. 

The middle-class women who carried out a visiting and assessment role also had 

to negotiate within an ambiguous space. They shared the moral values of the 

committee, who found sexual laxity the most serious breach of behaviour of their 

clients; at the same time they (unlike the committee) witnessed at first hand the 

destitution of women and children who were very often in need of basic food and 

shelter.88 

Swain suggests that welfare recipients were divided into the “clamorous 

indolent and the sufferers in silence”.89  The ultimate act of the deserving poor 

would be to “die of starvation in silence”.90 The minutes of the MLBS 

demonstrate this attitude very clearly; it applied to all petitioners for help, 

including widowers and widows. If people were very old or sick, unable to work 

and had no other means of support, the committee usually agreed on an amount 

of relief without further comment. But most applicants had to pass an unwritten 

test to show their respectability and worthiness, even if their needs appeared 

obvious.  The amounts given seem small, but relief also involved giving a card 

that could be presented at tradesmen’s shops in exchange for goods.91 No doubt 

this was to prevent money being spent on alcohol or other ‘unworthy’ items.  

Widows were subject to constant surveillance to show they were worthy 

of receiving aid, as the MLBS minutes illustrate. On 19 April 1859 they recorded 

that “as Mrs Marsh is in the habit of begging it was thought no more than the 

food be given”. On 9 August 1859 “Mrs Thorne was not of temperate habits and 

all further aid was withdrawn”. On 20 January 1874 the Committee decided that 

“Mrs Taylor no more to be given as she is found to be a very bad character. 

There was also “Smith, widow, 4 children, recd. 5/-. W.R. thinks is intemperate, 

and a bad character”. Other comments included “not quite satisfied with the 

case”, “dissipated woman” or “think them unworthy people”. Widowers 

experienced similar judgement; on 5 April 1859 “Thomas Miles was very urgent 
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to obtain a little help towards filling his basket, as it was the only means he had 

of earning his livelihood having lost an arm. Mrs R. had not a good opinion of 

him”.92 

The Western Australian welfare system, such as it was, operated within 

the same paradigm of deserving and undeserving poor. The Colonial Secretary’s 

Office files demonstrate that women, mostly widows, begged for aid through the 

medium of a letter.93 The supplicants clearly understood the model that was most 

likely to appeal to the authorities, who in Western Australia included Resident 

Magistrates of the various districts, the officer in charge of the Poor House or the 

Colonial Secretary. Recipients of aid were expected to be of good character and 

were required to show proper humble deference, as the following extract from a 

letter shows. 

I have five Small children one girl nine years of age four Boys Their ages 
are six four & two years and one sickly child six months old And as I 
cannot get sufficient work to support them I hope your Honour will 
recommend me to His Exelency The Governor to allow me a small sum 
weekly as I have rent to pay....   Mrs [M-].94 

Another widow, Mrs G, had friends to put forward her case. They averred that 

she had “Conducted herself with propriety in every respect since her husband’s 

death, and as support from Government will be required only for the short time 

above indicated”.95  

Honor Scattergood, who applied for aid several times in 1862 and 1863, 

was not so well-regarded by the authorities. A letter written on her behalf to the 

Governor in 1862 described how she was destitute after the long illness and 

death of her husband, leaving her with five young children.96 “I have now sold all 

the wearing apparel left by my poor Husband in order to get them food.” The 

authorities recognised that she was destitute - “both she and her children are 

literally starving” - but as she was a women “of notoriously bad character” they 
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were reluctant to admit her to the Poor House. 97 They recommended that money 

be given not to her but paid on credit to a storekeeper.  

The Perth Poor House was considered a place of last resort; only the most 

destitute women applied for entry. Even so, several were denied because they 

were considered too undeserving. Reasons for refusal include “very unruly”, “not 

a fit person to be trusted”, “one of the very worst characters in the Town”.98 The 

Officer-in-Charge wrote to the Colonial Secretary that he had denied admittance 

to Mary C., although “if she be really destitute, she may be supplied with such 

food as is necessary to prevent starvation”.99  

Both the Western Australian and Victorian governments and charity 

organisations attempted to ensure that the poor were supplied with sufficient 

sustenance not to die of starvation. However, they were far from generous with 

welfare. Those in need of assistance were under constant surveillance and made 

to feel they were a burden on society. The process of gaining support was a 

lengthy business, and required almost as much effort as finding work. Widows 

and widowers with young children and no source of income turned to welfare 

organisations, but in doing so they had to forfeit considerable independence and 

pride. For most people the welfare network would have been the least attractive 

solution to a financial crisis caused by widowhood.  

 

The ‘makeshift economy’ 

Historians of Britain and Europe have increasingly considered the ‘economy of 

makeshifts’, a phrase first used by Olwen Hufton regarding the poor in France, as 

a strategy of survival.100 Rather than relying on one financial source the poor, 

including the widowed, used a combination of measures to feed, clothe and 

house themselves and their children. My research suggests that the concept is 

equally applicable to Australia, and particularly to widows. Tomkins and King 

list variations of terminology used by historians, including ‘mixed economy of 

welfare’, ‘economics of survival’, ‘ways of getting a living’ and Richard Wall’s 
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more well-known ‘adaptive family economy’.101 Winter’s work with the poor in 

Scotland showed how poor widows were dependent on their neighbours for 

financial support.102  

In the Australian colonies widows and widowers, especially widows, 

relied on a patchwork of financial sources, an often desperate combination of 

work, inheritance, organised charity, community or family help. For many 

widowed people, informal support from the community was the most important 

resource. Neighbours, friends and colleagues were usually sympathetic to the 

bereaved and provided practical help where they could. John Chandler of 

Melbourne, whose mother died in 1852 when he was a child, wrote that “I have 

witnessed as I have gone through life, more sympathy and help from those who 

could hardly get sufficient for themselves, than from those who had plenty to 

spare”.103 The MLBS minutes record instances of community help for widows 

who appeared to be worthy recipients of the charitable impulse. On 9 August 

1859 they discussed 

Mrs Driscoll another new case at Sandridge [in the Victorian goldfields] 
recd 5/- weekly her husband was killed while working at the Pier. She has 
one child 4 months old. A house is being put up for her by her late 
husband’s fellow workers – then she will be rent free through their 
kindness.  

On 9 August 1859 “Mrs Ball mentioned a subscription was in course of 

collection to send Mrs Manson home, and wished a little contribution from the 

Society. £2 was granted”.104 

In 1865 Charles Gee, a policeman from Western Australia, was killed by 

Aboriginals in the course of his work. He had not been long enough in the force 

for his wife Mary to be entitled to a pension, but Gee’s colleagues worked to 

ensure that she was provided for.105 When the bereaved widow arrived back in 

Fremantle the Reverend Bostock, whom she had previously helped, was waiting 

to greet her and do all he could to help her. Mary Gee obtained a gratuity, and 

she was allowed to live in a police cottage in exchange for token work: ringing a 

bell each evening. She was eventually awarded a grant of land on which she 
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grew food. Some years later Mary remarried, but the help she received in the 

early days of her widowhood allowed her greater choice in the timing of her 

remarriage.   

While communities were sympathetic to the widowed, women had to fit 

the image of the ‘good’ widow. When Mary Gee obtained her gratuity the 

Reverend Bostock said “I am truly glad – she is a well-conducted woman, and 

her children are all of tender age”.106 The Perth Gazette commented on cases 

where the community had helped widows who were considered to be deserving 

of charity.  An example from March 1852 reads “so lively a response to a late 

call upon the sympathies of this community in aid of a recently widowed 

lady…the true object of charity has only to present itself to be at once 

appreciated and adopted by this small but benevolent community”.107 In May 

1852 they reported that “the few articles of furniture of a widow lady recently 

bereaved which were sold on Tuesday last by public auction realized very good 

prices”.108 The tone of the article implies that people paid high prices for the 

furniture in an effort to assist the widow. 

Sometimes widows were given help because of the dramatic or public 

nature of their husbands’ deaths, but they were still expected to meet the 

community’s accepted standards of behaviour. In an infamous mine disaster in 

1887 at Bulli in New South Wales 81 men were killed, leaving 50 widows, 150 

fatherless children and another thirty children born after the tragedy.109 There 

was no pension but the Bulli Disaster Relief Fund established immediately after 

the accident provided £100 for each widow, provided she remained poor and 

chaste.110 In 1890 in a different New South Wales mining district an accident and 

relief fund was established which paid widows of mining accidents £20, followed 

by 10s a week, as long as she remained a ‘chaste widow’.111  

Reputation and social status were important to widowed men as well as 

women. Widowers relied on the willingness of other women, whether relatives, 

friends or professionals, to care for their children so they could continue to work 
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for a living. A widower with a wide circle of friends and family and who was 

himself respected received more assistance than the man who was outside such 

networks. Nevertheless, widows were more dependent on the goodwill of others; 

a woman’s standing in the community could mean the difference between having 

enough food to eat or going hungry. 

 

Family support 

To what extent did family members provide support for the widowed in colonial 

Australia, amongst people at all class levels? Families could provide emotional 

succour for the widowed and orphaned after bereavement, but also practical 

assistance. Childcare, financial support, shelter and financial or legal advice were 

all services extended to the widowed by their kin. Widowed mothers and their 

sons often worked together to manage the farm or other family business.  

This support was not always voluntary; colonial governments believed 

that family members should take responsibility for their own. This mirrored 

provisions in the English Poor Laws even if, as some historians contend, these 

were rarely enforced in England until late in the nineteenth century.112 Although 

the English Poor Laws did not operate in Australia, laws with a similar 

philosophy were enacted in the colonies. In Western Australia an 1845 Act 

(Maintenance and Relief of Destitute Persons) compelled family members, 

including grandparents, to maintain any destitute person. The Act decreed that if 

people could not work they must be supported by their relatives.113 The New 

South Wales Deserted Wives and Children Act, 1840, became law in Victoria (in 

1851) and Queensland when they became separate colonies. Under the Act, 

husbands who deserted could be sued for maintenance of their wives and 

children.114 

These laws relieved the financial burden on governments which were 

often short of funds, and reflected their views that welfare discouraged people 

from taking responsibility for their own upkeep. As would be expected, the 
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consequences were harshest for the poor. The minutes of the Melbourne Ladies 

Benevolent Society demonstrate the prevailing establishment attitude. When 

people were widowed the Society was always eager to send them to relatives in 

other colonies, or back to England, or anywhere. For example, on 10 Feb 1880 

they discussed  

The case of Mrs Carroll …arrived two months ago from India…husband 
was a discharged soldier and entitled to a pension...she wishes to return to 
India immediately where she could have a home the children would be 
educated until able to maintain themselves…resolved to endeavour to 
send the family back.115 

Otherwise, the Society went to considerable trouble to ascertain whether 

the widowed had relatives in the colony who could support them. On 12 January 

1858 “Mrs Mackenzie received 10/ weekly, and will not require any more, as her 

son has obtained work”. On 5 April 1859 “Mrs Mortimer formerly relieved again 

applied for aid in consequence of her daughter being ill who was almost her 

whole support”.  On 9 August 1859 “a widow named Quigley…the daughters 

recommended to take situations at once…appeared somewhat unwilling to try to 

do so – no more aid to be given”. There was also “a widow named Hines [?] who 

is dependent on her son now ill and out of work recd. 5/-”. On 13 December 

1859 “it was thought enquiry should be made as to what assistance she receives 

from her son”.116 

Mostly, it was the children or siblings of the bereaved who had to provide 

support. Their own parents were either not living, not in Australia or not in a 

position to do anything. Stereotypes of widowhood centre on the motherless 

children who needed care. As discussed earlier in this chapter, rich widowers 

looked to relatives to act as replacement mothers; poorer ones often left young 

children to the attentions of older sisters or neighbours. However, children at 

many levels of society were the carers rather than the cared for. Girls looked 

after younger children and undertook housework, while both boys and girls took 

on paid work. Penelope Hetherington’s work shows that children in colonial 

Australia could be expected to work from a young age, depending on their class. 

In the early years of white settlement in Western Australia children of ten years 
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were considered capable of adult work.117 As late as 1898 (by which time 

compulsory schooling was supposedly in force) a Commission of Inquiry into the 

Penal System (Western Australia) commented on the case of two boys aged 7 

and 10 years. Until their imprisonment they were “earning excellent wages and 

supporting a widowed mother and younger siblings”.118   

Young children in Victoria also worked long hours in difficult jobs. John 

Chandler’s memoirs of life in Victoria in the 1850s describe his hard childhood. 

From the age of 11 he worked at a range of jobs that included bullock driver, 

errand boy, feeding and minding 600 pigs, picking peas, minding horses and 

cleaning offices, and, hardest of all,  driving a horse and dray.119  He said he 

“worked from five in the morning till nine or ten at night every day in the 

week”.120 Sue Fabian and Morag Loh showed that many children in colonial 

Australia worked from a young age. During the gold rushes in Victoria when the 

men had deserted the towns it was often children who kept shops and other 

businesses going, and who harvested crops and minded stock. Girls as young as 

12 worked as prostitutes.121  

Children’s work could be of vital importance to the family economy, but 

widows and widowers also needed adult support. Historians have mostly 

explored the question of family and welfare in Australia within the context of it 

being an immigrant society. Families in Colonial Australia contains several 

studies of patterns of family migration and the consequences for people in 

dealing with adversity.122 Certainly it was common for people to migrate to 

Australia in groups of family and friends, while others came to join relatives; 

thus there was some expectation of a buffer against want in difficult times. 

Nevertheless, individual nuclear families and single people (who later married) 

also arrived in the colonies with no kin to turn to in the event of a disaster such as 

widowhood. 
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The Victorian marriage and death certificates show that family networks 

were important, even in an immigrant society. Deaths were often notified by a 

family member even though the majority of those widowed in 1859 had been 

born in Britain. After husbands (wives were rarely the informant of a husband’s 

death, as we saw in Chapter Three), the relative most likely to inform of a death 

was a son, brother or brother-in-law.  However, many deaths, especially of 

miners, were notified by friends, neighbours or officials such as doctors or 

undertakers.123 

Thus not everyone had relatives in Australia, and even those with family 

in the colonies could not assume they would help at critical times such as 

bereavement. Again it was the poor who suffered most. The minute books of the 

MLBS demonstrate that those most in need of help were the least likely to have 

family or friends who were willing or able to assist, at least for any length of 

time. On 3 May 1859 they reported that “Mrs Toohey had now gone to 

Flemington, her sister with whom she had been residing in Collingwood was 

tired of keeping her”. On 18 October 1859 “Mrs Hodkin [?] had called in great 

distress. She has a sister well married in St Kilda a Mrs Blundell & she wished 

Mrs Carver to visit Mrs Blundell, as they have refused her help”. On 6 January 

1874 a widow “came down from Ballarat expecting friends to send for her, rec. 

8/-”. On 20 January 1874 “Davis, aged widow, married son cannot keep her any 

longer, owing to increasing family”. On 3 February 1874: “…her son who helped 

her has got into bad company and will not give her anything”.124 

The attitude of their male relatives could be crucial to widows’ economic 

prospects. Those sons who did not help, or only helped for a time, or who put 

financial demands on their mothers, like the Suttor and Rowe sons, throw into 

relief the value of sons who supported their mothers. Likewise, brothers and 

brothers-in-law were important. Mrs Hodkin with the well-married sister may 

have had the good wishes of her sister, but if the sister’s husband (who almost 

certainly controlled the family finances) refused to help, there would be little Mrs 

Blundell could do. However, it was not necessarily greed or indifference which 

prevented men from helping widowed relatives. Poorer men could be caught 

                                                           
123  Victorian Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages: Deaths, Victoria, 1859. 
124  MLBS, Minute books. 



  Economic context 

 182 

between the demands of two generations, between doing the best for their own 

children, and assisting widowed mothers and mothers-in-law. 

Accommodation was often the most pressing problem for widows, as has 

been suggested. Finding the rent each week or month was an on-going concern 

when few people owned their own homes. English historians have disproved the 

belief that in England before the nineteenth century the multi-generational 

household was the norm.125 The simple nuclear family has been the most 

common arrangement for centuries, as it would appear to have been in colonial 

Australia. Again, this put the poor widow in the most precarious position; if a 

relative refused to help, her choices were the street or an institution such as the 

various Poor Houses. However, at all levels of society people might dislike 

having their household disrupted, even when no great financial disadvantage was 

involved. The diaries of the Victorian pastoralist James Richardson describe the 

extended visit of a friend, finishing with the comment, on 11 June 1861, “Fanny 

and I by ourselves tonight for the first time for many weeks: it is a perfect relief 

to be so”.126 

Nevertheless, although their position could still be difficult, 

uncomfortable and uncertain, middle-class widows sometimes moved in with 

family members. Their relatives and friends had larger houses and more means to 

feed and support their own family plus visitors. The journal of Annabella 

Boswell (nee Innes) of Bathurst, New South Wales describes her life after her 

father died in 1839 when Annabella was about 13 years old.127 The family mostly 

lived on their farm for the next four years, until the property was let and then 

eventually sold. Annabella, her widowed mother and her siblings went to Port 

Macquarie to stay with an uncle (her father’s brother), Major Innes. They took 

furniture and intended to rent a house near the Inneses, but moved in with Major 

Innes and his wife at Lake Innes House, where they stayed for eight years. 

Annabella’s uncle was gregarious, enjoyed their company and treated 

Annabella’s mother as a substitute for his sister, who had lived in his household 

until her marriage. Annabella’s mother took on some of the duties of the house, 
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as did Julia Suttor when she stayed with her relatives. In an era when younger 

wives were usually pregnant or nursing, a dependent woman visitor accustomed 

to running a household but unencumbered by maternity cares could be an asset 

who earned her keep.  

Nevertheless, many widows preferred to be independent. Rather than 

living as dependents in their children’s households, records show widows living 

as heads of households. Unmarried children, especially daughters, continued to 

live with their mothers, while widowed daughters might also live with their 

widowed mother. When Ellen Grieves of Western Australia was widowed in 

1866 she returned to live with her widowed mother in Perth. Ellen’s husband 

James had been a widower when she married him, and with Ellen were her own 

baby plus two of James’ children from his first marriage. Ellen’s mother, Ann 

Nairn, had refused to move into the homes of her children because she valued her 

independence, but appeared happy to have her children live with her.128 Julia 

Suttor describes clusters of widows living close together, if not in the same 

house. Her diary records, on 8 October 1888 that  “[Sydney] Emily and I went to 

pay some calls saw Mrs Henderson Mrs Ewer[?] Mrs William Mackenzie her 

daughter Mrs Chatfield they all live quite close to each other and they are all 

Widows”.129 

Widowers were in a different position. Those who were in work or who 

operated a business had the means to pay their rent, and thus were less reliant on 

family help. The rich pastoralist or city businessman would continue to live in his 

country homestead or town mansion. On the other hand, the widower might 

choose to give up his home, especially if his children were being looked after by 

relatives, although personal writings suggest this was often a temporary 

arrangement. However, even then he would be extremely unlikely to move in 

with another family; he would more likely take lodgings. Rather than needing to 

look for a new home, many widowers were in a position to offer a home to other 

family members. Widowers often called on female relatives to manage their 

household, which could be of benefit to homeless widows and spinsters, although 

they were vulnerable to losing their position if the widower remarried. 
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Widowers past working age were more likely to move in with married 

sons or daughters.  Research into Western Australian widows and widowers in 

the Dictionary of West Australians130 indicates this was not uncommon. For 

instance, Charles Hole Duffield had four wives. After his third wife died in 1877 

he apparently lived with his son Philip.131 Otherwise, the older widower might 

end up in an institution; men in all colonies were more likely than women to 

receive ‘indoor relief’.132 Swain suggests this was because women could survive 

longer in the community. Poor elderly men could easily live unsettled lives, 

moving from institution to institution.133  

Widows were often at a disadvantage dealing with business matters, 

because their husbands had managed everything. They turned to brothers, 

brothers-in-law, sons and sons-in-law to manage their affairs. As already 

discussed, this could be complicated by conflicts over inheritance. The task of 

assisting widows could also be a burden for family, executors and business 

partners, as a letter from Alfred Owen of the Royal family of Victoria to his 

uncle in 1905 shows.  

When I married had only ₤50 – thereafter wasting 7 years in a partnership 
with my old employers widow I had to buy the business entirely on credit 
I am trying to carry on Albert’s business for his widow with her help – 
but have to make up the prescriptions and prepare the goods for sale – it 
is a small concern now so it is the only way Lizzie can get a bare living – 
an assistant would absorb more than all the profits – I had also to write 
off a considerable sum Albert owed me as the estate was insolvent.134  

The widowed could also resent their dependency on their families. Fanny 

O’Leary lamented in her memoirs that her family had persuaded her to move to 

Melbourne from Benalla after her husband’s death, against her own better 

judgement.135 However, her mother’s diaries show that her family had given her 

an enormous amount of practical assistance, particularly during the first stages of 

her widowhood. Her mother or one of her sisters was usually with her in Benalla, 

they helped with the move to Melbourne and with subsequent moves. They 

looked after her children, helped her to find servants, and provided emotional 

support and financial advice. Fanny frequently visited her family and they her, 
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providing her with some social life, especially when her brothers were in 

Melbourne.136 It is difficult to imagine how Fanny O’Leary would have survived 

her early widowhood without such kin support.  

Nineteenth-century widows and widowers turned to their families and 

friends in their bereavement. They received comfort in their loss, financial aid, 

accommodation, childcare services, help with practical tasks and much besides. 

However, the poor were at a disadvantage, because their relatives usually had 

few physical resources to spare, and often had several other widowed kin who 

required assistance. At all levels, support might be given generously in the first 

months of bereavement but gradually be withdrawn as helpers settled back into 

their own lives. After a time, the widowed might need to turn to other avenues of 

support.   

 

Work 

Despite the difficulties of childcare, widowers usually resumed their normal 

working lives after bereavement. Tradesmen, labourers, or those running a small 

business had no option but to keep working to provide basic food and shelter for 

their families. For the professional or business man, their work could also be a 

distraction from grief, as Herbert Brookes and John Springthorpe indicated in 

their personal writings.  

Widowhood brought a complete change to the lives of widows, especially 

working-class women who were confronted with economic realities immediately 

upon bereavement. Many had already been working for wages, but needed extra 

sources of income. Middle-class widows like Fanny O’Leary either moved in 

with their family of origin, or had family to stay with them for a time. When the 

worst of their grief was over, and resources had been assessed, they considered 

how they would support their families.  

Data from my research into the widowed of Victoria and Western 

Australia gives an overview of the patterns of female work in the mid-nineteenth 

century. A group of ninety remarrying Victorian widows comprised two sub-

groups: the 68 who were widowed in 1859 and subsequently remarried, and a 

further 22 who were identified through marrying one of the men widowed in 
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1859. Of all the remarrying widows, only seven were servants, while five were 

milliners or dressmakers. Four were storekeepers and three kept a hotel or inn; 

two were farmers. Three widows were described as householder or freeholder, 

while another three were described as housekeepers. The meanings of these 

terms are not clear; they were recorded by different officials. It was impossible to 

decipher the details on three certificates; one woman’s profession was given as 

‘widow’, while one remarrying widow was ‘staying with friends’. Six widows 

were described as ‘ladies’ or ‘gentlewomen’. The majority (52) of the remarrying 

widows had no profession recorded. Overall, it was impossible to ascertain how 

at least 66 (over two thirds) of the widows had supported themselves before their 

remarriage. 137 

The figures for Western Australia are remarkably similar; of 90 widows 

who remarried between 1860 and 1865, 58 (two thirds) had no occupation listed 

on the marriage certificate.138 Eleven remarrying widows were servants or 

domestics, two were laundresses and four were dressmakers. Three were 

shopkeepers, one was a hotel-keeper and one was a boarding-house keeper. 

There was one lady, two matrons and one widow whose profession was ‘at 

home’. Six others were described as housekeepers or householders.  

It is not surprising that so many widows appeared to have no occupation. 

As discussed earlier, married women in the middle and elite classes were not 

expected to work, and it would appear that widows were similarly regarded. 

Nineteenth-century censuses included a category of ‘Wives and widows’. Death 

certificates classified women simply as ‘wife’ or ‘widow’. Many widows would 

have taken up some paid work to support their families, but if they had been 

working at a variety of menial jobs the official conducting the marriage may not 

have considered such work a ‘profession’ and therefore may not have recorded it. 

Clergymen and registrars had considerable power to influence how marrying 

parties presented themselves, and most brides and grooms would have concurred 

with the ideology that portrayed women as dependents. Some of the remarrying 

widows would have been ‘staying with friends’ even if not recorded as such, 

while others would have been recipients of charity.  
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A proportion of widows would have supported themselves by taking in 

lodgers, even if official records did not record them as being in work. A further 

group would have received an income from their late husband’s business, now 

managed by a son or other relative. Only two of the remarrying Victorian 

widows were described as farmers, but at least two more had been married to 

farmers, whose sons had probably inherited the farms. Other widows would have 

been already living with and being supported by a man they later married. It is 

difficult to estimate how many, but the place of residence of bride and groom 

was often the same, suggesting cohabitation prior to marriage. Access to and 

analysis of birth certificates might show a correlation between the date of 

remarriage and the birth of a child of the union. 

Qualitative sources provide further insights into the work widows took on 

to provide for themselves and their families. The two favourites for the middle 

classes were to open a school or take in boarders, but with no business 

experience these ventures could easily flounder. Fanny O’Leary described how 

she “had a very small income and decided to go to East Melbourne and try 

paying guests”. Unfortunately “…it was a very expensive house and I cd. not 

make it pay…the rent crushed me and I had often terrible troubles”.139 Her 

mother, Mary Rowe, confided to her diary on 16 June 1887 that “Fanny’s people 

who she had in the house left her today I am glad they are going she has been 

miserable with them”.140  Clearly Fanny expected that paying guests would be 

pleasant visitors who also provided a source of income.  

Other widows were more resourceful and were prepared to make the 

necessary emotional as well as physical adjustments necessary when having 

strangers sharing their home. Emily Churchward was successful with a boarding 

house scheme. When she first found herself in financial difficulties, a year after 

her husband died, she rented out her own big house for “…twenty-five shillings a 

week, and took a cottage for which I paid thirteen shillings weekly”.141 

Accustomed to having two servants, she learned to do her own housework. When 

the house was damaged in a storm and could no longer be rented out, the family 

moved back in and Mrs Churchward took in a lodger. Over time she again let out 

                                                           
139  Frances MacCarthy-O’Leary, Reminiscences. 
140  Mary Rowe, Diary. 
141  Stella MacDonald, In Paths Directed, p. 104. 



  Economic context 

 188 

her rooms (while gradually repairing the house) until it was necessary to rent a 

house across the street for three of her own children to live in. Most of the 

lodgers were young single men from the country undertaking an Adelaide 

education.142  

A variety of sources indicate that many boarding houses in the inner cities 

were kept by widows.143 Agnes Roe of Perth, daughter of a convict, married 

Herman Moll, a well-educated ex-convict who succeeded in business and 

community affairs. When he died in 1880 Agnes supported her three children by 

running a boarding house.144 However, women of all classes could find it a 

difficult undertaking, as the records of the Melbourne Ladies Benevolent Society 

show. On 20 Sept 1859 they discussed “Mrs Brothers formerly relieved again 

applied recd. 2/ she was anxious to get a little furniture to keep boarders but Mrs 

T thought it doubtful of succeeding”. On 1 Nov 1859 “Mrs Wooley [?] had kept 

on the house formerly occupied as a soup kitchen and has one or two lodgers but 

is not able to do without aid”.145 

Widows who had been bequeathed a business might manage to carry it 

on, depending on a range of factors. They included the nature of the business, the 

widow’s skills and level of health, her personality and character, the level of 

support she had (especially from sons and perhaps brothers or brothers-in-law) 

and a certain amount of luck. Elizabeth Tierney of Eurunderee, near Mudgee, in 

New South Wales, managed her small farm very successfully after the death of 

her school teacher husband John in 1891.146 She had sisters to help with the care 

of her children, sons who could labour on the farm, and a large extended family 

for all kinds of support. Nevertheless, Elizabeth worked extremely hard, and 

understood how to make the farm pay. Other widows competently managed 

shops and hotels. However, a business that was based on a husband’s 

professional skills or heavy manual labour was more likely to be sold if there was 

no son of an age to take it over. Many widows handed over the day-to-day 
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running of a shop or farm to others, or leased it out, as Annabella Boswell’s 

mother did. 

Poorer widows had to be resourceful in other ways, taking on a variety of 

jobs in an effort to feed their families. Christina Twomey indicates the types of 

work available to widows.147 If they had a small plot of land they might grow 

food and sell the surplus. Others sold vegetables from a basket or hawked small 

fancy goods. Wet-nursing was another possibility for pre-menopausal widows; a 

traditional occupation for poor women. Domestic service was the chief 

occupation open to women in the nineteenth-century Australian colonies, but the 

presence of children was a drawback for widows. However, the benevolent 

societies sometimes helped women to retain a domestic service position by 

placing their children in an asylum or boarding them out with another poor 

widow. Some women took in sewing, which provided little return for long hours.  

Most of the work undertaken by widows paid poorly and could end at any 

time, as the MLBS minutes record. On 3 February 1874 they described “Berry 

widow 2/6 her cow is dry and is her only means of support”. On 9 March 1880 

they discussed several cases, including “Pichford, very respectable old widow, 

sells fruit when able 5/”, and “widow, 3 children, has supported her family 

hitherto by work from one family in Richmond, who have now left the colony, 

Been unable since to get employment, 6/”. There was also “Hooker, aged widow, 

been in hospital and since in convalescent home 4/ has now gone to a family at 

Camberwell where she will be kept for her services”. 148 

Taking in washing was the other refuge of the poor widow. Pamela 

Sharpe suggests that the mangle was almost a symbol of widowhood in 

nineteenth-century Britain.149 Similarly, in Australia poor widows became 

washerwomen, and governments and charities were willing to buy the widow a 

mangle to assist her to support herself. The MLBS bought many mangles in an 

effort to enable the widows they were relieving, and other destitute women, to 

become self-sufficient. On 26 January 1858 one woman was “desirous of 

obtaining tubs, to enable her to take in washing to support herself and 3 chn”. On 

26 July 1859 “Mrs Green is anxious to obtain a mangle”, while on 6 September 
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1859 “A Mrs Brookes with 2 children – a widow, was anxious to obtain a 

mangle”. On 24 February 1880 “McDonald 5/ is anxious for help to pay mangle, 

thinks would then soon do without help”.150  

Sewing and washing were also recognised means for women to support 

themselves and their families in Western Australia, as letters to government 

officials show. On 27 January 1865 Mrs M. claimed that “There are some Ladies 

in Guildford promised to give me a little sewing and washing to do and this with 

a small sum from Government will Keep me from want And becoming a burden 

to Government”.151 On 16 September 1865 a wellwisher wrote of Mrs G. that  

The poor woman…tries to maintain her family, as a Washerwoman. She 
is unable to do so now, but all who can judge best of her circumstances 
agree that with the help of a Mangle she would be certain of being able to 
procure a sufficient livelihood. Hence endeavours have been made to get 
a Mangle for her… without being a burden to any person.152  

However, washing was hard work and as widows became old or sick they 

were forced to give it up. On 3 February 1874 the MLBS discussed the case of a 

woman who was  “obliged to sell her mangle as she cannot work it”.153  John 

Chandler described how his mother worked all day and half the night at her 

washing; he believed it contributed to her early death. She washed for a boarding 

school and received ₤1 for 40 dozen clothes, or 6 pence per dozen items.154 

Twomey also shows that widows who took in washing had to compete with 

asylum laundries and prisons for business.155 Various impediments, such as 

illness, a shortage of water or a slight change in local economic circumstances, 

could mean the difference between a living income and extreme poverty for the 

washerwoman. 

A more lucrative but problematic occupation for some widows was 

prostitution. Widows and deserted wives ran brothels and rough boarding houses 

in certain areas of Perth in the second half of the nineteenth century. Mary 

Jackson, a widow, managed a boarding house from which its visitors were 

robbed. Mary Anne Timewell was a widow who ran a “disorderly house” which 

appeared to operate as a brothel. She was supported by a widow friend, Susan 
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Cleverley, who ran a boarding house in the same street.156 In Melbourne the 

brothels were clustered around Bourke Street and Exhibition Street. It is 

suggested that Melbourne had about 192 brothels in the early 1850s.157 

Nineteenth-century women were increasingly categorised as ‘good’ or 

‘bad’ and the prostitute was the ‘other’. Prostitution was of course class-based; 

although prostitutes were condemned, it was believed that they fulfilled a need, 

to service the sexual needs of men who might otherwise rape ‘respectable’ 

women.158 It is not difficult to see why nineteenth-century feminists compared 

prostitution and marriage.159 When women had few economic options apart from 

being kept by a man, the distinction between wife and prostitute could become 

blurred. As Raelene Davidson observed, just as wives took their status from their 

husbands, so prostitutes took theirs from their clients.160 Society may have 

congratulated the genteel widow who married a rich man, while condemning the 

poor widow who sold her body for a few pence, but the two actions were not 

total opposites. Rather, both were economic responses to a serious predicament: 

how was the widow to support herself and her children when work and wages 

were skewed towards the male earner.  

  

Remarriage 

Finally, remarriage was an option that had the potential to improve the economic 

position of the colonial widow or widower. The personal and social costs and 

benefits of remarriage are explored throughout the thesis. Here, the aim is to 

briefly consider the advantages and disadvantages of remarriage as a financial 

‘solution’ to widowhood, compared to other alternatives. As Joanne Bailey 

points out, it is simplistic to attempt to draw a distinction between emotional and 

economic motives for marriage.161 Most people believed they were marrying for 
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affection, but financial determinants of marriage and personal preference are 

usually intermingled. As Amy Erickson argues, “marriage is also the heart of 

economic life”.162 An advertisement in the New South Wales magazine 

Matrimony shows that individuals could take a hard-headed approach to 

marriage. 

A WIDOW LADY, keeping an hotel, is desirous of meeting with a man 
of good business habits, with view to matrimony. He must be steady, and 
from 35 to 40 years of age. Address, in the first instance, to WIDOW, 
MATRIMONY OFFICE, 55 Royal Arcade, Pitt-street.163 

Gender and class influenced how remarriage affected the individual. We 

have seen that widowers remarried at a high rate in colonial Australia. For the 

poor man, remarriage could mean that meagre household resources would go 

further. Remarriage resulted in at least one more mouth to feed, and potentially 

many more, if the new wife was of child-bearing age, but this was 

counterbalanced by women’s skills. A wife could cook and sew, look after 

children, and bring in income through management of the farmyard, or by 

working in paid employment. Middle-class and elite widowers who married 

women of a similar standing to themselves, whether they were the daughters or 

widows of rich men, stood to benefit from remarriage. As we have seen, before 

the Married Women’s Property Acts were enacted in the 1870s, men could claim 

any money earned by their wives, while second husbands automatically became 

owners of property inherited by first wives. A widower who remarried also 

gained a free housekeeper and care for his children, added to the wife’s roles of 

companion and sexual partner. For the richer widower, remarriage would appear 

to have offered many advantages and few disadvantages.  

Remarriage could benefit a widow financially. There was more work 

available for men than for women and men earned higher wages. Many cases 

discussed in this chapter have shown that the crucial period for many widows 

was approximately two years after widowhood. Often by then, existing resources 

had been depleted and further assistance was required. This may help to explain 
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the finding that most widows in Victoria did not remarry until two years after 

their first husband’s death.164 

The attitude of officials in colonial Australia, who attempted to ensure 

that women were kept by a man, indicates an economic reality, whatever the 

social cost to the women themselves. The Western Australian authorities 

attempted to pass responsibility for the impoverished to relatives, but if a widow 

lacked relatives or friends to support her, any man would do, even if there was no 

formal marriage. In describing why he had refused Margaret R entry to the Perth 

Poor House (although he was forced to relent when she went into labour) the 

Officer-in-Charge of the Poor House explained that: “the man [S-] is in a 

position to support the woman, and that she is not therefore a person for the 

Public to maintain”.165 The records of the Melbourne Ladies Benevolent Society 

show that a similar attitude prevailed in Victoria. 18 October 1859: “Mrs Carins 

stated Mrs Carter is now married”. 6 January 1874: “Start [?] 7/ no more 

required. Has married again”. 6 January 1874: “Holmes 6/ no more required – 

thankful – is marrying again”.166 The sigh of relief from the committee is almost 

audible. 

The nexus between remarriage and economic support for widows was 

explored by Christine Jones in a study of an English mining community which 

lost 204 men in a pit accident in 1862. A relief fund for the resulting 103 widows 

provided a weekly allowance for life if they remained widows, or a lump sum of 

₤20 on remarriage, plus free education for their children. In deciding on the 

amount of the allowance the officers of the relief fund took into account the 

effect such financial assistance might have on a widow’s likelihood of 

remarriage.167 They considered that “there is the inducement held out by the 

bonus on marriage, on the one hand, while on the other hand there is the 

deterring influence of the loss of a liberal allowance”.168 

The widows from the mine disaster might not have consciously weighed 

up the economic benefits of remarriage, but more objective observers (those 

administering the fund) were well aware of the realities. By 1872 only 33 
                                                           
164  See Chapter Four. 
165  Daniels and Murnane,  Australia’s Women, p. 49. 
166  MLBS, Minute books. 
167  Christine E. Jones, ‘Personal Tragedy or Demographic Disaster’, Local Population 

Studies, Vol. 6, 2001, pp. 14-33. 
168  ibid., p. 23. 



  Economic context 

 194 

widows were still receiving payment, although several had died or been denied 

the allowance because of ‘misconduct’; like Australian widows, English widows 

had to present as deserving of support. Assuming only economic motives for 

remarriage, it would appear either that the allowance was not enough to persuade 

women to remain as widows, or the lump sum was an attractive carrot for 

potential suitors.  

Most nineteenth-century widows did not have such a clear economic 

choice to make, as no payment was offered to them. However, there were 

undoubtedly many widows with no obvious means of support who remarried in 

order to replace one husband with another, given that men’s wages were higher 

than women’s. The two sisters-in-law widowed in the mine cave-in on the 

Victorian goldfields both remarried quickly. Charlotte H married within nine 

months of her first husband’s death, to another miner who was also widowed. 

She gained a provider for her four children, while her new husband gained a 

housekeeper and stepmother to his one living child.169 Charlotte’s sister-in-law 

Elizabeth W had remarried within seven months of her widowhood, also to a 

miner.170 By then she had two children, so had presumably been pregnant when 

her first husband died. With two babies it would have been difficult for her to 

obtain work, especially in a mining area, and perhaps a second husband provided 

the most accessible means of financial support. 

The widow with a business and no sons of age, such as the Widow Lady 

who advertised for a husband in Matrimony, stood to gain from marrying a man 

who would manage her affairs and carry out physical work. Widows in Western 

Australia often married ex-convicts. John Vernon Warren worked in the colony 

as a schoolteacher when his sentence expired, but after he married a wealthy 

widow, Mary Ann Mead, who owned a farm and hotel, he was able to retire from 

teaching. Bernard Stein arrived in Western Australia as a convict in 1867. In 

1884, long after his sentence had expired, he set himself up comfortably when he 

married the illiterate widow of a shopkeeper. Although his business dealings 

were not always strictly legal, Stein became a wealthy man.171 As Pelling 
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suggested, such marriages were complementary;172 the man improved his 

financial position, while the widow gained physical help and protection. 

However, widows might also lose. Twomey describes women appearing at court 

to claim maintenance from second husbands who had squandered an inheritance 

(often a business such as a public house) that had been left to the wife by her first 

husband.173  

Even when women had no property to lose, remarriage was no guarantee 

that a widow’s financial problems had been permanently solved. A second 

husband might desert, as so many husbands did, or he too might die, or become 

sick and unable to work. One of the women assisted by the Melbourne Ladies 

Benevolent Society was in just such a predicament. On 24 Feb 1880 the 

Committee reported on “Taylor, husband ill with fits, recd 3/6. Known to Miss 

Bennett – formerly was widow named Hassall with 5 children who are in 

Orphanage – was married again about six months ago – respectable woman”.174  

Perhaps Mrs Hassall had thought that marriage to Taylor would make her life 

easier, but instead she was burdened with a sick husband, her children still 

needing to be cared for, and the possibility of more children. Although widows 

comprised the bulk of the cases of the MLBS, the fact that many ‘intact’ families 

also required help shows that remarriage did not necessarily provide economic 

security for women. On 6 January 1874 “Rudd 6/- both husband and wife are 

very ill daughter is sole support”. On 3 February 1874 “Warren, weak looking 

woman with a husband who does nothing for her”.175 

The story of Charlotte Atkinson of New South Wales demonstrates the 

potential economic (and other) perils of remarriage.176 Charlotte was the mother 

of the novelist and naturalist Louisa Atkinson. Her husband James died in 1834. 

In his will James Atkinson left to his “dearly beloved wife” all his property, for 

her lifetime, or widowhood. If she remarried she was to have the sum of one 

thousand pounds, with the rest of the property to be held in trust by the executors 

James had appointed until the children reached 21. Charlotte was one of the 
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executors, along with two friends of James’.177 Two years after James died, 

Charlotte, who had been struggling with the management of several farms, 

married again, to George Barton, the manager of James’ chief property, Oldbury. 

The marriage was a disaster, George Barton was a violent drunkard and he 

managed the estate badly, while taking money for himself. One of James 

executors wrote to Charlotte that “he is a useless idler who neglects his 

concerns...under these circumstances there is reason to fear that everything will 

be squandered”.178 Charlotte Atkinson struggled with poverty and business 

difficulties in her efforts to raise her children alone. However, a second husband 

who drained her finances and at the same time inflicted mental and physical 

harm offered no solution to her widowhood. Even though her first husband had 

attempted to set safeguards in place, she was left in a vulnerable position. 

It is likely that a proportion of widows and widowers remarried primarily 

for financial support, but remarriage was not a ‘one size fits all’ response to 

widowhood. Just as widowhood affected men and women differently, and people 

from different levels of society, so remarriage might be of economic advantage 

to some, but not to others.  

 

Conclusion 

Many widowed in the nineteenth-century Australian colonies were in a desperate 

situation, and for most men and women there was no easy answer. For some, 

their widowhood merely amplified the difficulties of an already precarious 

existence. Men and women were often poor for their whole lives: before, during 

and after marriage. For those from the elite and middle classes, widowhood could 

lead to a complete change of circumstances. This was gendered; richer men 

suffered when their wives died, but their financial situation remained essentially 

the same, while widows from the elite classes could find their lives had altered 

forever. At all levels of society, widowhood revealed the inadequacies of the 

idealised bourgeois family model, especially for women. 

Widowhood imposed financial hardship on both men and women in the 

Australian colonies in the nineteenth century. The economic cost of widowhood 

to men could be considerable and cannot be discounted. In particular, men of the 
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middling sort and the working classes could face financial difficulties when their 

wives died. Those with very young children (and no daughters old enough to care 

for them) and those who were themselves elderly and unable to work were in the 

worst position. Even richer men could be financially disadvantaged by the loss of 

a wife’s household management skills.  

Nevertheless, widowhood was worse for women, for many reasons. The 

social and economic structures that made women dependent on men meant that 

women usually suffered considerable hardship when their husband died. 

Inheritance laws and practices disadvantaged women, there was usually little in 

the way of insurance, and many women were not accustomed to working. Even if 

they had worked for wages during marriage, their income was rarely enough to 

sustain themselves and their children. The main work available to women in the 

mid-nineteenth century was domestic service, which was difficult for widows 

with young children. Many families were not in a position to help their widowed 

kin. Few people owned their own homes, which exacerbated the problems. Thus 

women at all levels suffered financial difficulties; there were very few of the rich 

or merry widows of legend.  

Most widows did not rely on one method of financial support, but 

managed through a combination of measures. Initial payments coming from a 

variety of sources - insurance, friendly societies, a small legacy, family help – 

took the widow through the first months after her bereavement. Widows worked 

if they could, and if children were old enough, their wages could be crucial to the 

family’s economic survival. The local community was often the widow’s best 

resource. 

Two other possible economic expedients for the widowed were organised 

charity and remarriage. Many widowed had to turn to the charity networks for 

support, either at times of crisis or for extended periods. They helped both 

widows and widowers, but widows were the main recipients. In the absence of 

state pensions, the financial support provided by the different forms of charity 

organisation was important, often literally life-saving. However, the help came at 

a huge cost to the self-esteem, privacy and agency of the widowed.  

It is also apparent that remarriage could have drawbacks, and did not 

always solve the widows’ financial problems. The poor widow might not be 

financially supported by her new husband. The richer widow might lose what she 
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had; if her first husband had bequeathed property to her, it usually passed to the 

control of her new husband. It is equally obvious that the rich man lost nothing 

by remarriage and might increase his wealth if he married a woman of property. 

The poor man, especially if he had young children, stood to benefit, because he 

usually needed a housekeeper, helpmeet for farm or business, and surrogate 

mother for his children. That women might lose from remarriage modifies the 

argument that widows were ‘losers’ in the remarriage market. On the contrary, 

many had good economic reasons to choose to reject remarriage. 
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Chapter Six 

Social context of widowhood and remarriage in 
colonial Australia 

I have been married twice, and am now sorry that I did not – after a 
decent lapse of time from the date of my last terrible domestic catastrophe 
– venture for the third time.1 

So pondered Samuel Mitchell of Northampton, Western Australia, in the memoir 

he wrote, looking back on his life in old age. As shown in the previous chapter, 

widowhood generally imposed considerable financial hardship, especially for 

widows, and remarriage was one response, or ‘solution’. However, although 

marriage had a strong economic element, it was always a personal, sexual 

partnership. This chapter explores the social and emotional context in which the 

widowed, including widowers like Samuel Mitchell and widows such as Julia 

Suttor, made remarriage choices in colonial Australia. It provides greater insight 

into the remarriage patterns revealed in Chapter Four. For instance, Samuel 

Mitchell’s reference to a ‘decent lapse’ of time is relevant to remarriage 

intervals, while his regret at not marrying for a third time places serial remarriage 

in a wider context.     

 

Widowhood and Mourning in Colonial Australia 

Remarriage in the nineteenth century was almost always a consequence of 

widowhood, not divorce, as demonstrated in Chapter Three. Widowhood was 

imposed on the surviving husband or wife by an event outside their control, that 

is, by death, unlike divorce which was a result of a conscious decision by at least 

one of the marriage partners. Moreover, in the nineteenth century adults often 

died in their prime, leaving a young widow or widower and orphaned children. It 

is therefore important to consider the reactions of the widowed to the death of 

their spouse, and the subsequent effects on remarriage patterns.  

Death and mourning in nineteenth-century Australia have been little 

studied.2 Nevertheless, records, in the form of letters, diaries and memoirs reveal 
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the responses of family members to bereavement, mostly from the middle and 

elite classes. Limited examples exist from the poor and working classes. John 

Chandler, whose hard-working childhood was described in Chapter Five, 

recorded his emotions when his mother died in Melbourne in the 1850s. He 

recollected that “I can never tell the grief I felt. I seemed stricken with a pain 

right in my heart, so that my very body felt it”.3 Chandler wrote later in life, but 

the anguish of the small orphaned boy that he had been is obvious.  

Ego documents left by the widowed show that grief often came as an 

unexpected and painful shock to spouses and families.  Captain John Archer of 

Eden in New South Wales was widowed in February 1848. He wrote to his 

mother that “I felt stunned and stupefied by the suddenness of the blow and it 

was some time till I seemed to awaken to a sense of the extent and reality of loss, 

which I now at times feel more poignantly than ever”.4 When Jane Wallace, nee 

Ryrie, of New South Wales died in 1850, her husband Dr Frances Wallace 

confided to Jane’s brother Stewart that “The blow to me has been so severe and 

unexpected that as yet I am quite unable to realise it”.5  

Widows also recorded their misery on being widowed. Emily 

Churchward of South Australia described her reaction to her husband’s death: 

“As soon as I was alone, the awfulness of it seemed as if it would crush me. I 

cried out in anguish, ‘Oh, Lord, I cannot bear this blow!’”6 Fanny O’Leary of 

Victoria was heartbroken and never really recovered from the loss of her 

husband, made worse when one of her sons died in India at a relatively young 

age. In her memoirs O’Leary described the doctor breaking the news that her 

husband Denis O’Leary could not be saved from his illness. “Dr Fitzgerald had 
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told him that he must die and very soon; I was aghast, staggered.”7 Later, she 

recorded that “I had to enter into my new life without my guide and helpmate”. 

Fanny’s mother Mary Rowe also recorded Fanny’s on-going grief in her own 

diary. Several months after Denis’ death Mrs Rowe noted that “I am glad to see 

Fanny more herself but poor thing she is not resigned”.8  

Regardless of age, gender or class, the death of a spouse required 

considerable personal adjustment. The examples in this chapter of people 

widowed in the nineteenth century show a range of emotions, including shock, 

fear, sadness, depression and bewilderment. Nevertheless, it would be naïve to 

imagine that all marriages were happy and that all widows and widowers in 

colonial Australia were distraught at the loss of their spouse. Some would have 

faced their bereavement with stoic acceptance, while others would have felt a 

sense of release. Nevertheless, marriage was an important aspect of life in 

nineteenth-century Australia and most widowed would have undergone 

considerable emotional turmoil. The majority of widowed people, busy coping 

with this significant event, would not at first have been considering remarriage.  

 

Funerals and religious belief 

The death of a spouse was a highly significant rite of passage in colonial 

Australia, and death, burial and mourning were surrounded by cultural rituals and 

expectations. Patricia Jalland, who has explored death and grief in Australia in 

the nineteenth century, considered that there was considerable variation in 

mourning practices, across classes, religions and regions.9  Although European 

Christian ideals were transported to Australia, they were altered by local 

conditions, especially in rural areas and amongst the poorest sections of 

society.10 Jalland considered gender differences in mourning, concluding that 

women were more concerned with the physical aspects of dying, while men were 

visible in the public ceremony of the funeral.11  
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The funeral was the first major ritual to be observed by the widowed. 

Historians have argued that although conventions differed across classes, most 

people tried to afford a decent burial for their dead.12 The funerals of the famous 

were enormous public affairs.13 Likewise, many of the rich, like John 

Springthorpe of Melbourne, went further and constructed expensive memorials.14 

One vault at Melbourne General Cemetery, for W. J. T. Clarke, cost £3,000 in 

1876. The middle classes and even the working classes who were in funeral 

benefits’ funds (usually friendly societies) arranged for costly funerals, often 

attended by huge crowds. Eugenie McNeil remembered the funeral of her father, 

who died in 1892, as a complex affair, with a large attendance, black horses and 

plumes and a gathering at the family’s house.15  

The poor scraped together the money to ensure some dignity of ritual for 

their loved ones. The very poor had to endure having their deceased buried in 

shared graves with little or no ceremony.16 With luck, the clergyman would say a 

few hurried words over several (joint) graves at the same time.17 Even so, most 

families tried to ensure that a service was conducted. However, such efforts 

could be denigrated; the officials of the Melbourne Ladies Benevolent Society 

were critical of charity recipients who spent money on funerals. A typical entry, 

from September 1859, reads  

Mrs Bill stated she had ascertained they [the Hyde family] had expended 
£13 on the funeral of the sister which they had laid by, it being the dearest 
wish of the deceased sister not to be buried as a pauper – this proceeding 
had caused much dissatisfaction to all those who had befriended the Miss 
Hydes.18  

The Society’s attitude was mostly a reflection of patriarchal attitudes towards 

welfare recipients. Nevertheless, in 1859 a plain but dignified funeral could be 
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obtained for far less than £13. As late as 1895 a Melbourne company offered a 

‘first class’ adult’s funeral for just over £4.19   

There were differences in practice between rural and urban areas. Leonie 

Liveris shows that in country areas people often had to bury their own, 20 but 

diaries indicate that the process was usually accompanied by some ritual. Jalland 

considered that bush burials developed their own protocols, far removed from 

those of Britain.21 She believed that bushmen showed great respect for the dead, 

a view echoed in Australians 1888: “In the bush, a funeral brought a community 

together as no other social occasion could…neighbours, however distant, would 

spare no effort to come”.22 However, Cannon suggested that in outback or 

mining areas “they usually shovelled their dead into an unmarked hole or simply 

left them to rot on the roadside”.23 Funerals in larger towns resembled those in 

the cities. Julia Suttor described a funeral in Bathurst in1888 as “Saw such a 

large Funeral pass here this afternoon about 50 Buggies and Cabs. It was a Mrs 

Sherry a brewer’s wife she has left a large family”.24  

In whatever form they were conducted, Australian colonial funerals were 

important for the survivors after a death, as an outward expression of their loss, 

and a sign of respect to the deceased. They also gave consolation through their 

emphasis on an afterlife. Religion was important for many Australians in the 

nineteenth century, and death and mourning were often described in spiritual 

terms.25 As historians have suggested, at a time of high mortality and low life 

expectancy, the death of a loved one was less difficult to accept if the mourners 

could find some meaning and hope through religion.26  

Many widowed attempted to frame their experience of bereavement in 

terms of their religious beliefs. In their letters and diaries the elite almost always 

made reference to God, whether asking for help to bear their loss, or expressing 

belief that they would be reunited with their deceased spouse in the afterlife. 
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Herbert Brookes, the Melbourne engineer and businessman, in the letter he wrote 

to his deceased wife Jennie, implored God to “keep me pure in heart till I fade 

away from this life & dawn into the other where you will be awaiting me with 

loving outstretched arms”.27  

However, personal writings also suggest that for some, their spiritual 

belief was not enough to bring about healing and acceptance. Julia Suttor tried to 

find solace in her Church of England faith but found it difficult, as many diary 

entries demonstrate. On 14 April 1887 “the death of my dear Husband was a 

terrible blow to me, Gods will be done how hard it is to say and feel that”. 26 

May 1887: “the almighty thought fit to take him from us How hard it is to say 

thy will be done.”28 For mourners such as Julia the struggle to reconcile the 

concept of a loving God with their own great loss appeared to make the grieving 

process even more difficult. 

Religious consolation was perhaps especially relevant to Catholics.29 

Mary Rowe, Fanny O’Leary’s mother, was a devout Catholic and the references 

to her late husband in her diary were mostly defined in conventional religious 

terms.30 She had been shocked and saddened when her husband died in 1878, but 

her diary entries show that her faith gave her comfort. As the years passed, the 

rituals of her religion continued and kept her husband’s memory close. A typical 

entry on the fifth anniversary of her husband’s death reads [16 May 1883] “This 

is the anniversary of my good husband’s death five long years since he was taken 

from us Jane and Cecil went to holy Communion and I only to Mass to offer up 

my poor prayers for his dear soul!” 31 

Undoubtedly death was experienced in a Christian context for many 

colonial Australians, but other forms of memorial could also offer consolation to 

the newly widowed. As Jalland has suggested, although Herbert Brookes was a 

religious man, his mourning of his dead wife was centred more in memory than 

in Christian doctrine.32 His memorial letter to Jennie evokes the name of God but 

the tone is one of human anguish and longing. He did not appear confident of 
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Christian salvation and immortality, but placed his faith in physical reminders of 

Jennie. The real value of John Springthorpe’s elaborate memorial to his late wife 

Annie, despite the Christian accoutrements of the structure, appeared to lie in 

giving Springthorpe occupation and purpose which helped him to work through 

his grief. For four years he planned and built the memorial, which cost £10,000 

before it was finished in 1901.33  

Victorians found it a comfort to believe they would see loved relatives in 

heaven but Christian teachings regarding the resurrection could pose a difficulty 

for believers when it came to remarriage. Michael Wheeler’s analysis of 

nineteenth-century Christianity as expressed in literature shows that there were 

many contradictions inherent in a belief in an afterlife.34 If a widow or widower 

remarried, with which husband or wife would they be united? The poems of 

Coventry Patmore attempted to “harmonize remarriage and the heavenly 

reward”.35 In the end, the contradictions were most easily reconciled by the 

dictum that there would be no marrying in heaven.36 Jalland suggests that such an 

attitude was a comfort to those worried about “meeting more than one spouse in 

heaven”.37 Discourses regarding remarriage were also related to Christian 

teachings regarding the death and resurrection of Christ. As his disciples had to 

“yield him up”, so the widowed had to spiritually separate from their deceased 

spouses and not anticipate a heavenly reunion. 

Despite these religious conundrums, most people would have made their 

own philosophical accommodations according to their circumstances and beliefs. 

For some, particularly younger widowers, the hope of meeting with a deceased 

first wife would have gradually faded as the social, emotional and sexual 

demands of life intruded. For others, the belief in resurrection would have been 

an on-going source of solace. This would have been especially so for the mature 

widowed who had family and friends for companionship, and who were less 

driven by sexual urges.  The belief in an ultimate reunion with their deceased 

spouse supported some in their widowed life: for them, remarriage would have 

been unthinkable. 
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Formal mourning 

As well as coming to terms with the loss of their spouse, and possibly their 

changed economic circumstances, the widowed also had to adjust to an altered 

social status. For widowers, the greatest change was apparent in their private life; 

as Samuel Mitchell described it, the loss of a wife was a “terrible domestic 

catastrophe” for men. Widows experienced change in both the public and private 

spheres. At home they often found themselves as head of a household for the first 

time in their lives, which could have advantages as well as drawbacks. The 

widow’s relationship with the outside world changed in complex and 

contradictory ways. Many widows had to learn to deal with business matters, 

although sons or other males often managed much of their affairs. At the same 

time, the widow was required to withdraw from public view, as advice books 

demonstrate. 

The customs and costumes described in etiquette books illustrate the 

discourses surrounding widowhood and remarriage. The codes of conduct 

indicated by etiquette writers reflected, and probably helped to construct, 

entrenched attitudes to mourning. However, death and mourning were influenced 

by class, as were other facets of life, because it would have been impossible for 

poor working people to follow the prescriptions of the conduct books in detail. 

The books did not make overt class distinctions, but in the same way that the 

middle and upper classes had more time to adjust to widowhood (before financial 

imperatives intruded) they also had the means to purchase elaborate mourning 

clothes and follow prescribed modes of behaviour.  

One conduct book, Etiquette in Australia, was reprinted many times and 

presented a traditional view of mourning conventions. Earlier editions are not 

readily available but the 1911 edition appeared to reflect the practice of the mid-

to-late-nineteenth century with little change.  The author, Mrs Erskine, suggested 

that by the wearing of black in the heat of Australia “Our genuine affection and 

esteem are shown by the sacrifice, however small it may seem, of our own 

personal comfort”.38 The comment, by implication, shows that mourning customs 

in Australia were modelled on those of a colder climate, that is, of Britain. 
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Erskine believed that periods of mourning had shortened by the end of the 

nineteenth century, but many people preferred to retain old customs. Mourning 

was to be worn for kin from many degrees of relationship, including in-laws, 

even if the mourner had never met them. Most of the customs applied to women 

only. Men could wear clothes very similar to their normal attire, except for very 

close relatives. “even a grey suit, with a band of crape on the left arm, is 

frequently allowed to pass muster when the wife is wearing black.”39 

According to Erskine, the most conspicuous mourning was to be worn by 

widows. “The regulation period for a widow’s mourning is two years; of this 

period crape should be worn for a year and 9 months.”40 Complicated 

instructions indicated the subtle changes in all aspects of dress over the two 

years. Mrs Erskine noted with disapproval that “The white ‘widows cap’ for 

indoor wear, at one time [ie the mid-to-late-nineteenth century] considered de 

rigeur, is now sometimes dispensed with, and some widows cut short the period 

of mourning altogether, and wear it for one year only”.41 Similarly, in a separate 

section, ‘The Art of Dress’, Erskine lamented the passing of widows’ mourning 

regalia as “For some inexplicable reason the pretty white cap for indoor wear, 

which stage widows wear so becomingly, seems to have fallen from grace in 

private life”.42 The reference to ‘stage widows’ inadvertently illustrates that, for 

widows, the apparatus of mourning was at least partly a performance enacted for 

an audience. By contrast, a few words summed up a widower’s responsibilities. 

“Widowers wear black, with a deep hat-band, black ties and gloves, for one 

year.”43 

Another writer, Mrs Ada Wallace, took a more practical approach to 

displays of respect for a deceased relative. Her advice shows that practice was 

changing over time; her references to the changes inadvertently reveal 

nineteenth-century conventions. In the 1913 edition of her guide, she stated that 

“The proper place to wear mourning seems, to some of us, to be in the heart”.44 

In the same spirit she recommended that “Mourning should always be plain and 
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neat, not betraying much interest in style and cut”.45 Unlike Erskine, who 

favoured the retention of extended mourning, Wallace commended a tendency 

towards a shorter time of exclusion from the world. “Nowadays twelve months is 

considered long enough for a widow (sometimes shortened to six) to retire.”46 

However, in regard to dress Wallace still advised that “A widow wears mourning 

with crape for either one year or two years, and plain black for another year”.47  

She concurred with Mrs Erskine that widows’ caps had fallen out of favour. She 

also noted that widowers were not as punctilious as widows in their observation 

of mourning practices. “Widowers are supposed to wear mourning for the same 

period as widows, but they seldom do.”48 

An insight into mourning etiquette in the nineteenth century comes from 

Wallace’s observation regarding the length of time between bereavement and the 

donning of mourning clothes.  

It used to be a strictly-observed rule that no person who had lost a relative 
should put on mourning until a week after the death. The reason was that 
doing so would imply that the dresses had been made in advance. 
Mourning dresses are now made with such speed that the rule is quite 
obsolete.49  

As Patricia Jalland and Penny Russell show, nineteenth-century women often 

found it extremely inconvenient to have to make or purchase mourning clothes in 

a few days.50 Jalland states that it was considered bad luck to keep old mourning 

clothes, but argues that the poor must inevitably have done so.51 Diaries, letters 

and memoirs refer to women buying, making and borrowing mourning clothes. 

Eugenie McNeil of New South Wales described how the day after her father died 

in 1892 her mother, Matilda Delarue, and aunt were “poking with long sticks at a 

copperful of black dye, into which every garment mother possessed…had just 

been thrown”.52 

People at all levels of society attempted to follow at least some of the 

conventions of mourning. Griffin and Tobin suggest that “Even the poorer 
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members of society made some effort to mark the death of loved ones by wearing 

mourning…”53  John Stanley James, the journalist who revealed much of 

nineteenth-century Melbourne life in the Argus and other newspapers, 

documented the behaviour of the poor in the Melbourne General Cemetery in an 

article entitled “Pauper Funerals”. He described a poor woman and child 

attending a funeral “clad in old rustic black garments, apparently bought from a 

pawn or second-hand shop”.54 A. D. Gilbert argued in Australians 1888 that the 

poor spent far more than they could afford on mourning clothes (and funerals), 

leading to a funeral reform movement.55 However, he suggested that “Ordinary 

folk…might not go much beyond a decent black suit or dress for the funeral and 

a black hatband thereafter”.56  

Jalland suggests that mourning dress conventions were “scarcely 

observed in rural areas”,57 but this is to overstate the case. Given the customary 

conservatism of rural districts, and their ready attendance at funerals, it seems 

unlikely that the widowed would have ignored entrenched codes of behaviour, if 

they had the means to do so. As in the towns and large cities, class was the more 

important predictor of behaviour. Wealthy pastoral families such as the Suttors 

observed the codes of conduct and dress advocated by advice books. At the 

funeral of Eugenie McNeil’s father some food was spilled on “the black 

garments of the mourners”.58 On the other hand, the poor selector or his wife, 

battling to provide even basic clothing for their family,59 were not in a position to 

follow such advice as “Lawn collars and cuffs are worn with the crape”.60  

The rules and customs of mourning provided a structure in which both the 

bereaved and their acquaintances could express their grief. They emphasised that 

the family of the deceased should not be expected to perform their usual social 

duties.61 A related practical reason for the wearing of mourning dress was to act 

as a reminder to people that the bereaved (including the widowed) were 
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deserving of sympathy.62 However, as Griffin and Tobin point out, the 

conventions took on a life of their own that often had little relation to the feelings 

of those left behind. For instance, the implicit premise underlying prescriptive 

periods of mourning for the widowed was that they all needed the same amount 

of time to mourn a dead spouse.63  

Nevertheless, the rituals of mourning were taken seriously by many 

widowed in the nineteenth century, and by other observers, as family histories 

show. An Australian Story, the memoirs of Maie Casey, from an elite Victorian 

family, contains several portraits of older widowed relatives.64 Casey 

commended her aunt, Ellis Rowan because 

Since the death of her husband Fred Rowan, many years before, she had 
always worn black, cream or white dresses with high collars, tight waists, 
long skirts. The aura of the widow was forever around her. The only 
colours she showed were those of her dyed hair and the jewelled rings on 
her small active hands.65  

Of her grandmother she wrote  

Grannie in those days of her old age (she died at eighty-six in 1914) 
wore, like her daughter Ellis, the uniform of a widow: a dark bonnet tied 
under the chin, finished off around the forehead with a ruching of white 
crepe to soften the severe parting of her straight grey hair, some kind of 
black dress and a cape peaked at the shoulders.66 

Likewise, Annabella Boswell praised her mother (who was widowed in 

1839). “I still remember with admiration the calm dignity of her manner [sic] she 

had laid aside her widow’s cap and deep mourning, but she always wore 

black.”67 She also described an acquaintance as “Mrs Andrew Allen (nee Bayley) 

a very beautiful woman, who looked most interesting in her widow’s cap, 

surrounded by her six beautiful children”.68 Eugenie McNeil wrote of her 

mother, Matilda Delarue, that “Like Queen Victoria, she wore mourning until the 

end of her life”.69 Unfortunately for Mrs Delarue’s reputation, she happened to 

possess a vivacious manner and bright face. “Even on the day of the funeral, her 

brother Ned said it was little short of indelicate for a widow to look so healthy on 
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such an occasion.”70 The remark shows the importance of outward appearances; 

it implies that Matilda Delarue resembled a ‘merry’ widow, although Eugenie 

reported that her mother mourned her father “all her life”.71 

Gender and class were important determinants of nineteenth-century 

mourning practice. The proprieties of nineteenth-century mourning were felt 

most heavily by widows, and especially middle-class and elite widows. 

Widowers too were required to mourn their wives, but widows had to go to 

greater effort, both in regard to their clothing and their demeanour. The middle or 

upper-class widow was expected to follow an extended mourning period, 

including retirement from the world. However, nobody expected the poor widow, 

struggling to find a black dress for her husband’s funeral, to stay at home and 

grieve. Indeed, she might be criticised by charity workers for not going out to 

work, although on the whole the records indicate considerable sympathy for the 

chaste poor widow. Age was a relatively minor factor in mourning; widows of all 

ages dressed alike in elaborate black costumes. 

The customs that defined their widowhood must have played a part in 

delaying, if not deterring, remarriage decisions, especially for widows, and 

especially for middle and upper-class widows. Rapid remarriage was not 

unknown in colonial Australia, as we have seen, but there was usually an interval 

of one to two years between widowhood and remarriage. In Victoria, nearly 60 

per cent of widows did not remarry until two years after their bereavement. Forty 

five per cent of widowers in Victoria also waited more than two years.72 

Certainly there were practical reasons for delay; the widowed had to work 

through their grief, those with money had to settle business affairs, the poor had 

to find (and often exhaust) sources of income. However, added to these material 

considerations, the public rituals of mourning would inevitably have contributed 

to a belief that it was unseemly to remarry, at least not until a “decent lapse of 

time” had passed.  
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Remarriage decisions 

Traditional attitudes towards remarriage 

The widowed made remarriage decisions according to their own circumstances 

and personal preferences, but they were also, consciously or unconsciously, 

affected by the views of family, friends, and the wider community. As previous 

chapters have argued, British marriage laws and customs, along with discourses 

of work, welfare and charity, largely determined the legal and economic 

frameworks of nineteenth-century Australia. So too British social conventions 

were transferred to colonial Australia and influenced attitudes towards the 

remarriage of the widowed, although they were modified by local conditions.  

Reactions to the remarriage of the widowed varied across cultures, and 

changed over time, and the philosophy was often at variance from practice. 

Philippe Ariès, in a discussion of the position of the established Church in regard 

to remarriage in Europe, suggested that traditionally, while remarriage was “both 

frequent and widespread it was, or seems to have been, generally disapproved 

of”.73 However, he conceded that disapproval mostly changed (certainly by the 

nineteenth century) to tolerance and even encouragement.  Elizabeth Foyster 

suggested that in early modern England remarriage was frowned on because it 

was believed that while marriage should be based on love, remarriage was 

considered to be undertaken for financial or sexual reasons.74 Remarriage was 

more problematic than first marriage, especially for widows, because of the 

complications of children, inheritance and the controlling influence of former in-

laws. 

In nineteenth-century England, attitudes to widowhood and remarriage 

were influenced by the widowhood of Queen Victoria. She took the role of the 

virtuous widow to extremes, becoming known as the ‘Widow of Windsor’ 

because of what contemporaries judged to be her exaggerated reaction to the 

death of her consort, Prince Albert, in 1861. Jalland described her behaviour as 
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“obsessive, pathological grief.”75 Victoria was only forty-two when Albert died, 

but she remained in mourning for the next forty years until her own death. Her 

example probably reinforced a move to more extended mourning and elaborate 

costumes for widows, especially amongst the middle class.76  Although her 

idealisation of Albert was ridiculed, and her neglect of her royal duties was 

criticised, she was also “admired, respected and copied”.77 It is difficult to know 

the extent to which the mores of the elite were copied by ordinary widows, but 

there was likely to have been some effect at all levels of society.  

The stereotypes relating to widows are apparent in nineteenth-century 

Australian discourses, including those of art and literature. The new young 

widow in John Longstaff’s Breaking the News is the epitome of the ‘good’ 

widow. The details in the painting also suggest that she will probably become a 

poor widow, inviting pity and charity. The poor or good widow was more 

obvious than the bawdy merry widow, but fear of the stereotypical merry widow 

was implied even in the records relating to destitute widows. As we have seen, 

widows were quickly refused help if they appeared to transgress social strictures 

that urged them to be sober and chaste. The widower, of course, was subject to 

far less scrutiny of his conduct.  

However, despite the idealisation of the virtuous widow, and distrust of 

remarriage for women, patriarchal societies, including nineteenth-century 

Australia, faced a dilemma. Disapproval of remarriage was tempered by relief, 

because widows have posed a social and economic problem for most societies. 

The funeral pyre in India was one solution, while in pre-Reformation England 

and in Catholic Europe widows might enter a convent.78 The term ‘relict’ for an 

English widow demonstrates that a woman whose husband had died was 

considered to be redundant.79 Thus remarriage might solve the ‘problem’ posed 

by the presence of many widows, because it usually provided them with at least 

some economic support. Furthermore, the patriarchal ideology that disapproved 

of a widow taking the initiative and choosing a second husband for herself, or 
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alternatively living independently, could equally approve of remarriage because 

it ensured that she was once again under the control of a man. 

 

Attitudes of the widowed  

Remarriage rates were high in nineteenth-century Australia, as my demographic 

research shows, but many widowed did not remarry. For most colonial 

Australians the initial response to the death of a spouse was shock and grief; 

contemplation of remarriage was seen as an affront to the memory of the 

deceased. In the early stages of widowhood, both men and women recorded their 

abhorrence at the idea of replacing their husband or wife with a new marriage 

partner. In the letter that Herbert Brookes wrote to his dead wife Jennie, he 

implied that he would not marry again.  

My God! Our Silver Wedding. May we keep it in heaven dear lover! 
[They had only been married for two years]…God help me to keep down 
my sensuous frame in complete subjection – that frame dear lover which 
was dedicated to you & which is now Sacred to your Memory….80   

The Melbourne journalist and politician James Blair, widowed in 1886, was 

explicit in his rejection of remarriage. Approximately a year after his wife 

Annie’s death he travelled to Sydney on business, where he revisited the scenes 

of his courtship of his wife. Writing to his children, Blair stated that   

Never did I meet a second woman in all my long life who awoke in me 
even of the semblance of the same deep, absorbing passion, nor a woman 
whom…I should have asked to be my wife…The universe, for me, 
possessed only one Annie Grant; and there never was, nor will be, 
another.81  

Blair wrote poems to the memory of his wife: 

Sonnet II (at Mornington) [Victoria] 

…I stand, 
In widowed loneliness beneath the stars 
… 
Will find us joined again in deathless love, 
Among God’s angels in our house above.82 

Widows also expressed aversion to the thought of remarriage. Annabella 

Boswell’s mother, Mrs Innes, was only thirty-three when she was widowed and 

went to live with her brother and sister-in-law at Innes House near Lake 
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Macquarie. Her daughter wrote that she was “almost young, and a very 

handsome woman, above the middle height, healthy, active, and handsome in 

face and figure, a graceful rider”.83 When an admirer wrote to ask for the hand of 

one of her daughters, Mrs Innes’ brother-in-law was astonished, having assumed 

the man wished to marry Mrs Innes herself. She was deeply offended, asking 

“Have I ever given anyone reason to say such a thing of me?”84, implying that 

she believed remarriage was something shameful.   

The writings of middle and upper class widows and widowers, including 

Herbert Brookes, James Blair and Mrs Innes, along with others such as Julia 

Suttor, James Mitchell and Fanny O’Leary, suggest that companionate marriage 

was commonplace in nineteenth-century Australia, and the grieving process 

could be protracted. As we shall see, one of these widowed people, Herbert 

Brookes, did eventually marry. However,  his sentiments in the early stage of his 

widowhood were similar to other nineteenth-century widows and widowers who 

have left a record of their attitudes towards remarriage and who did not remarry.  

Rather than seeking remarriage, many widows lived apparently busy, 

fulfilled lives, whether supporting their families through work, participating in 

family businesses such as farms, living on an inheritance or surviving through a 

variety of makeshift measures. Elizabeth Tierney of New South Wales, who 

efficiently managed her family farm after her husband’s death, did not appear to 

contemplate remarriage. Her diary mostly contains terse entries relating to 

everyday matters. [1896] “11 August: Ploughing, first day.” “12 August: 

Ploughing, second day.” “26 October: Very hot. Suckering vines…Sold cherries. 

Sold pair turkeys.” However, other entries suggest that Elizabeth’s life was not 

all work, but full and interesting, and her children and sisters provided 

companionship. It is pleasing to read that on 7 November 1897 “Missers Mary 

Jane and Rose Hughs were here and also Ferdinand, George Muller. Stayed till 

after 9 o’clock, playing games in the moonlight, spent a very pleasant evening. 

Ford left his violin for the girls to practice on”.85 Like the upper-class Julia 

Suttor, Elizabeth was very involved in church and community affairs. Older 

widows such as Mary Rowe of Melbourne, Fanny O’Leary’s mother, grieved for 
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their husbands, but over time appeared to appreciate a degree of independence 

and freedom in their widowhood.  

Maie Casey’s memoirs included several vignettes describing strong 

women who negotiated their widowhood with ease. Of the death of her 

grandfather she wrote 

It was good that he went first: Grannie could do better without him than 
he without her. Abandoned by him she was sustained by her vitality and 
her fierce independence. There are stories of her traversing the Mount by 
night with a lantern to look after sick or lonely persons.86  

Casey observed other relatives who lived busy and fulfilled lives.  

One of the qualities of the Ryan sisters that always impressed me was 
their capacity to live by themselves...Ellis travelled and worked and lived 
alone for many years, contented and fulfilled. Ada Scott, her husband 
dead, turned to her books, her garden and dogs, her letters to her distant 
family, her solid link with her married son.87  

Casey’s relatives were in a fortunate position of being wealthy enough to live 

without working, or seeking remarriage for financial support. However, other 

family histories show widows at all levels who were independent and self-

sufficient.  

There is considerable evidence of nineteenth-century widows and 

spinsters living together, which provided the women with mutual emotional and 

practical support. Julia Suttor commented on groups of widows who lived near to 

each other in a symbiotic arrangement. Emily Churchward described a widowed 

mother and daughter who muddled along together, while the records of the 

Melbourne Ladies Benevolent Society show widows renting houses together. In 

the Nairn family of Western Australia a widowed daughter came home to live 

with her widowed mother. Others, such as Elizabeth Tierney, lived with 

unmarried sisters. I found no evidence of widowers living together in 

households, and men often appeared to be more emotionally vulnerable than 

widows in their bereavement.  

It would be dangerous to assume modern-day sensibilities for nineteenth-

century widows, but the evidence suggests that widowhood could be a time of 

tranquillity or rugged independence, at least for middle and upper-class widows 

in colonial Australia. Women who conducted themselves modestly in their 
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widowhood enjoyed considerable social status, far more than a spinster in similar 

circumstances. Thus they had no need to remarry to gain a respectable position in 

society. Older widows had children and grandchildren for companionship and 

interest.  

This is not to suggest that widowhood could not be lonely. Julia Suttor 

recorded in her diary on 27 Jan 1887 that “I would give worlds to see his dear old 

face again my life is so very lonely”. On Christmas Day 1888 Julia “had a good 

cry after dinner I felt so lonely and miserable”.88 Meanwhile, most poor widows 

were too constrained by financial worries to enjoy their widowhood. 

Nevertheless, for many women, the financial hardship of widowhood may well 

have been compensated for by freedom from the violence and drunkenness that 

often accompanied nineteenth-century marriage. As well, in an age when 

marriage meant almost constant child-bearing, there were undoubtedly a certain 

percentage of younger widows who chose not to remarry to avoid further 

pregnancies with their attendant pain and risks of death in childbirth, and the 

subsequent hard work and expense of child rearing.  

 

Family 

Even if the widowed themselves were open to remarriage, family and friends 

could have reservations, as diaries, letters and memoirs indicate. Remarriage had 

practical benefits for both widows and widowers, but it also had drawbacks: for 

the widowed, for their new spouses and for the children from the first marriage. 

Sometimes the family reaction to widowhood, and implicitly to remarriage, was 

a subtle approval of how the widowed conducted themselves, rather than an 

explicit comment on remarriage. Annabella Boswell’s admiration for her mother, 

and Maie Casey’s commendation of the demeanour of her grandmother and aunt, 

show that the ideology of the ‘good widow’ was a feature of colonial Australia, 

certainly in the middle and upper classes. During marriage a woman’s life had 

been subordinate to her husband, and in widowhood she was expected to retain 

her reputation and continue living almost as a wife, albeit without a husband’s 

physical presence or financial support.  

                                                           
88  Julia Suttor, Diary. 



  Social context 

 218 

In other cases disapproval of remarriage of the widowed was overt. A 

memoir of John Booth of Sydney recalls family antagonism to the remarriage of 

the grandmother of his wife Susie. “Susie…remembered…the scorn and disgust, 

when Mrs Murphy married again – a wealthy man with a doubtful past….the 

contempt in the muttered, ‘dirty finery’.”89 There could have been several 

reasons (including envy) for the opposition to Mrs Murphy’s marriage. 

Nevertheless, remarriage to a rich man who could support the widow was clearly 

not good enough if compromised by any hint of scandal, or mistrust of the new 

husband’s motives. As shown in Chapter Five, the executors of the estate of 

James Atkinson (the writer Louisa Atkinson’s father) were fearful of the 

remarriage of his widow. Their fears were justified as Louisa’s stepfather not 

only drained the estate but was violent to her mother.90 

The Dempsters of Western Australia, a wealthy pastoralist family, were 

uneasy when one of the daughters, Annie Gull, remarried. She had been left in 

reasonable comfort when her first husband Tom died in 1878, having received 

£1000 insurance and income from her husband’s business. If she remarried she 

was to forfeit her share of her late husband’s business through a payment of 

£3000.  In her history of the Dempsters, Rica Erickson suggests that Annie was 

too headstrong to reflect on any objections to her marriage to Dr Scott. “Despite 

her father’s disapproval and her brothers’ doubts, the wedding was celebrated 

early in 1879.”91 Financial complications ensued and Annie’s brothers had 

difficulties in carrying out their duties as guardians of Annie’s children and 

manager of her business affairs. When, in 1880, Annie died soon after giving 

birth to a child, her brothers’ executor roles became even more complex, as we 

shall see.  

The Dempster family were even more shocked when the patriarch, James 

Dempster, remarried. He had lost his wife Ann in August 1880, only three days 

after his daughter Annie Gull died. Feeling lonely and depressed, he travelled to 

Geraldton to visit old friends, where within a few weeks he became engaged to 

his host’s sister-in-law, Fanny Shaw. His family were horrified. “No shock was 
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more shattering to the Dempsters than when their father brought his second wife 

to Buckland, only five months after their mother was laid in her grave.”92 To 

make matters worse, Fanny was only forty-two years, to James’ seventy years. 

The family of James’ daughter-in-law (James lived with his son and daughter-in-

law) were so disapproving they tried to prevent their daughter from living in the 

same house with James and his new wife. The early days were difficult although 

James and Fanny apparently became a contented couple. James died in 1890 

while Fanny lived on for many years, first on one of the Dempster family 

properties and later in Perth.  

It is ironic that James Dempster was vocal in his disapproval of his 

daughter Annie’s remarriage, when his own second marriage also caused his 

family grief. However, Fanny Shaw had money of her own, while Annie Gull’s 

money was tied up in the family business. Also, Annie had left young children 

whose interests needed to be considered, while Fanny Shaw had no children of 

her own, and James’ children were adults. In theory James and Fanny were free 

to marry without interference, but adult children had reason to oppose the 

remarriage of their elderly parents. They could feel that the deceased parent had 

been betrayed, that an inheritance was at risk, or be jealous that their own role as 

carer had been usurped. In addition, adult children were able to articulate their 

opposition more effectively than young children. 

Family papers and a published history of the Badgery family of New 

South Wales reveal objections by family members to remarriage after 

widowhood.93 Henry Badgery was a busy pastoralist who was devastated by the 

loss of his wife Margaret in 1833. His mother Elizabeth was extremely fond of 

Henry’s late wife Margaret and unwelcoming to Henry’s second wife Mary Ann 

whom he married in 1834.94 Elizabeth Badgery’s letters to her son are of a 

different tone during his first and second marriages. She called her first daughter-

in-law Margaret, while Henry’s second wife was always Mrs B. More 

importantly for Mary Ann, her mother-in-law and sister-in-law claimed rights 

over the children of the first marriage and often had them to stay, even though 

Mary Ann loved her three stepsons as her own.  
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Class differences between remarrying parties also caused concern for 

families. Charlotte Suttor, married to Julia Suttor’s brother-in-law, William 

Suttor, was full of sympathy for her Church of England minister, the Reverend 

Lisle, when his wife died following childbirth in 1850.  On 22 September 1850 

Charlotte considered that  

I never saw such Christian resignation and fortitude so beautifully 
displayed as in our much respected clergyman Mr Lisle, his calmness 
under such a bitter trial as it has pleased God to afflict him with, his 
beautiful discourse which poured forth such words of comfort.95 

Five months later, by 9 February 1851, Charlotte’s admiration had cooled a little, 

as she implied that the Rev Lisle was not grieving enough. “He was very cheerful 

and seemed very well, how time heals all wounds.” It gradually becomes clear 

from Charlotte’s diary that Mr Lisle was courting Sarah Suttor, the sister of 

Charlotte’s husband William. On 13 August 1851 Charlotte remarked that “Mr 

Lisle was there. Symptomatic of a marriage”. 

By 24 August 1851 the courtship had progressed further.  

This is poor little Emily Lisle’s birthday. How many changes take place 
in a short twelvemonth – who could then have thought of what is now 
likely to happen. Sarah was then engaged and Mrs Lisle likely to live for 
years now all is reversed.  

By 20 September 1851 Charlotte recorded that “Mr Lisle preached…I expect he 

will ere long be a member of our family”. On the wedding day Charlotte’s 

reservations about the match are more evident, as her diary entry for 29 October 

1851 shows.  

This was dear Sarah’s wedding day she was married to Mr Lisle. He must 
feel gratified at her marrying him, as she certainly gives up a great deal to 
become his wife, and his having four children is a great anxiety at least it 
must be.96 

Charlotte’s chief reason for disapproval was obviously the difference in social 

status between Mr Lisle and Sarah Suttor. The Suttors were amongst the leading 

gentry in the Bathurst district and although a clergyman was a respectable 

occupation and Mr Lisle mixed socially with the Suttors, marriage was a more 

serious matter. The Suttors mostly married other squatting families, including 

considerable cousin intermarriage. Nevertheless, the Suttors continued to include 
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Sarah, her new husband and his children from his first marriage in the extended 

family. 

The objections of family and friends to the remarriage of the widowed 

can be seen to spring from a range of emotions and motives.  The age and class 

of the remarrying widow or widower influenced the reaction of families, 

although class concerns were not confined to second marriages. Members of 

families such as the Suttors or Dempsters were always expected to marry within 

their own networks. However, remarriage could complicate inheritances more 

than first marriages, usually because of the presence of children. In addition, 

families could be worried about the effect of a remarriage on the children, who 

now had a new stepmother or stepfather. They also worried about family 

members who married widows or widowers, taking on the responsibility for 

stepchildren. Often, simple affection for the deceased seems to have made it hard 

for relatives to accept a new marriage. Families also disapproved of anyone who 

married soon after the decease of their first spouse.  

 

Children and remarriage 

Remarriage had significant consequences for the children of the widowed in 

nineteenth-century Australia, for three main reasons. The children of the first 

marriage might be disinherited, they could feel the remarriage was disloyal to 

their deceased parent, and the remarriage had the potential to cause 

disharmonious family relations, including physical harm.97 The ‘wicked’ 

stepmother was a literary stereotype, but the stern stepfather, such as Mr 

Murdstone in David Copperfield, was another well-known stereotype. 

Stepfathers might squander their wife’s inheritance, while a stepmother might 

expect her children from a previous marriage to share in a new husband’s estate. 

As we saw earlier, it is difficult to ascertain the legal position of step-

parents in relation to their stepchildren in nineteenth-century Australia. 

Blackstone stated clearly that “A husband is not bound to maintain his wife’s 

child by a former husband”.98 This appears to have been the law in the Australian 

colonies, although in practice stepfathers mostly did provide for their wife’s 
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children. However, in many cases subtle pressure may have been put on children 

(especially boys) to begin work at an early age and thus not burden their 

stepfather with their support. Stepfathers also appear to have assumed legal 

control over their stepchildren in the manner of a father.  

Blackstone had pronounced that the connection between parent and child 

was one of the three great relations in private life: the others being master and 

servant and husband and wife. However, because parents might die, Blackstone 

described a fourth relation, created by law, that of guardian and ward.99 Most 

children in Australia did not have a formal guardian appointed by law, although 

rich men often appointed the executors of their will as the guardian of their 

children. The remarriage of Charlotte Atkinson, the mother of the writer Louisa 

Atkinson, had caused many problems for Charlotte, her children and the 

executors of the estate of Charlotte’s first husband, James. The executors, friends 

of James’, were concerned that Charlotte’s new husband was a wastrel who 

would bankrupt the estate. As part of their efforts to manage Charlotte’s property 

they applied for, and gained, custody of the children, although the decision was 

eventually reversed. It would appear that the executors’ motives were 

honourable, to preserve some of the children’s inheritance intact, and that 

Charlotte made their roles as executor very difficult. Nevertheless, it was a 

drastic and paternalistic manoeuvre and, not surprisingly, Charlotte never 

forgave them.100  

A letter written by Bayne Cheney, who married the widowed 

grandmother of the writer Henry Handel Richardson (the nom de plume of Ethel 

Florence Lindesay Robertson) in 1828, illuminates how the position of stepfather 

could involve a balance between considerable extra responsibility and personal 

gain. The marriage took place in England, but as has been shown, Australian 

inheritance legislation mostly followed that of England. In his letter of 28 March 

1828 Cheney wrote that  

The management of them as far as their worldly affairs are concerned will 
be so much the less a subject of care to me as a provision has been left for 
them by their late father. In respect of the improvement of my own 
finances, the match cannot be considered as improvident in the usual 
sense of the term. Mrs Richardson besides has the generous intention of 
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placing at my disposal all the money she may possess so as to leave 
herself entirely dependant on me.101 

The letter is slightly satirical in tone; Cheney was writing to his brother, 

who was perhaps anxious about the effect on the Cheney family finances of 

marriage to a widow with four children. However, it confirms the vulnerable 

position in which widows could place themselves and their children upon 

remarriage. Whether or not Cheney planned to take advantage of Mrs 

Richardson’s dependency, the law gave him the right to do so. In the same letter 

Cheney articulated his feelings (again, apparently written not wholly seriously) 

towards his prospective stepchildren, a rare example of a nineteenth-century 

man’s perspective on marriage to a widow with children. 

The eldest child a very fine boy is at a boarding school. The other three 
are the quietest and most tractable creatures I have ever seen and are not 
addicted either to the annoying practice of romping by day, or the still 
more disagreeable one of screaming by night.102 

How children felt about the remarriage of a parent usually has to be 

deduced from the writings of others, or from subsequent events, but records do 

exist. The diaries of Ethel Turner provide a detailed account of life in a complex 

stepfamily in Sydney in the 1890s, augmented by biographies of Turner, and the 

more doubtful evidence of her fiction.103 Her mother, Sarah Shaw, had 

apparently first married (in England) an older man, the father of Ethel and her 

sister Lilian, although researchers have not been able to find evidence of the 

marriage.104 Sarah then married the widower Henry Turner with whom she had 

another daughter, Rose. Ethel and Lilian both took their stepfather’s surname. 

Turner had six children who apparently made life difficult for their stepmother 

Sarah, and excluded her from the family business when he died. Nevertheless, 

there is evidence that at least one of Turner’s children accompanied the widowed 

Sarah and her own three daughters when she migrated to Australia in 1880.105 
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Within a year of arrival she was married to Charles Cope of Sydney and they had 

one son, Rex. 

Many of Turner’s novels feature stepmothers and stepfathers, indicating 

the importance of her family structure to her life and writing. The novels mostly 

contain positive portraits of stepfamily relations, such as that between Esther, the 

beautiful young stepmother in Seven Little Australians, and her six stepchildren. 

However, Turner’s diaries describe a contrary narrative of conflict and 

unhappiness. A typical entry, on 1 August 1893, reads  

Mr Cope has one of his periodic fits of hatefulness on him and is really 
unbearable. Mother is miserable about it – oh he does make her 
unhappy... She says she wishes she could take us all away and live away 
from him for a time at least...He has been swearing and cursing and 
making himself absolutely odious.106  

Even allowing for bias on Turner’s part, the complexities of the stepfamily, and 

taking into account that Sarah herself may have provoked some arguments, it 

does appear that Charles Cope was a difficult man to live with. Yet that is only 

part of the story, because Turner also records affectionate references to her 

stepfather, real distress when he was ill with typhoid, and appreciation for the 

financial benefits he provided. In March 1891 Ethel accepted a position as a 

governess but eventually gave in to Cope’s demands to refuse. She concluded 

that “After all I suppose it would be rather idiotic to go, we have a beautiful 

home, our own little sitting room, very little to do, a fair amount of money and a 

good deal of gaiety”.107 

Although stepmothers did not have the legal and economic power of 

stepfathers, they had the potential to control their stepchildren within the 

domestic space. Henry Tindall of Melbourne wrote to his prospective father-in-

law in 1859, asking for the hand of Lucy Weekes (whom he married). Knowing 

that he had a rival, Tindall had to put forward a strong case and in doing so he 

dwelt on his misfortune in not having had the guidance of a mother. In his letter 

he clearly indicates an awareness of the wicked stepmother stereotype.  

[2 October 1859] …a young man who has had the good fortune of being 
trained under a Mother might be supposed to understand the gentler sex 
better and make a better husband than I who have had God knows but 
little family happiness and hardly know what it is to have a happy Home 
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for my Mother dying in my infancy left me dependent on the whims of a 
Step-Mother.108  

It was common for children to idealize the memory of a deceased parent 

and resent the remarriage of the surviving parent. The memoirs of John Chandler, 

whose mother had died in Melbourne in 1852, show the reaction of a child from 

an ordinary family to the remarriage of a widowed parent. His testimony is 

important, because the little evidence that exists of a child’s response to a 

parent’s remarriage mostly comes from the middle classes or elite families. 

Chandler remembered that “My father got married on the 6th day of January, 

1853, third anniversary of our arrival [in Australia]. A sad day for my poor 

mother’s family”.109 John Chandler’s memoirs do not suggest that his new 

stepmother was unkind, but Chandler clearly felt that the remarriage of his father 

had dishonoured the memory of his mother.  

However, the advent of a new stepmother or father could be of benefit to 

children, especially if children had been separated after the death of a mother and 

were reunited on the remarriage of their father.  Step-parents could form strong 

bonds of affection with their stepchildren, as did Mary Ann Badgery of New 

South Wales who sadly missed her young stepsons when they were with their 

paternal grandmother or aunts. She wrote a poem recording her yearning for the 

company of her youngest stepson, as the first stanza demonstrates.  

Willie 
My heart is very sad tonight, 

The cause I cannot tell; 
Oh! Willie, my far distant child, 
God keep thee safe and well.110 

In 1874, 19 year-old Eleanor Rose of Busselton, Western Australia, 

married Christopher Coppin, a widower with four children, and went to live with 

him on an isolated inland pastoral station. Eleanor bore another eight children to 

Coppin but she remained very fond of her stepchildren. In 1885, Eleanor’s eldest 

stepdaughter, Charlotte, died of measles and Eleanor was devastated. She had 

considered Charlotte to be a friend and companion, a relationship no doubt the 

more important because Charlotte was only ten years younger than Eleanor, and 
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there were few other white women living in their district.111 The evidence only 

gives Eleanor’s viewpoint, but her affectionate references to her stepchildren 

indicate a loving and united family. 

Emily Coghlan became stepmother to twelve children when she married 

George Egerton-Warburton of Mt Barker in southern Western Australia in 1872. 

Writing to George’s mother in 1876 she reported that “George thought his family 

was quite large enough but I must own that my [own] baby is a great treasure to 

me”.112 However, she appeared fond of her stepchildren and gave regular news of 

them all to their paternal grandmother. 

Step-parents, especially stepmothers, also took on the responsibility of 

stepchildren on the death of a natural parent. There are many examples, including 

that of Ellen Nairn of Western Australia.113 When Ellen married the widowed 

James Grieves in January 1865 she became stepmother to his three children. She 

bore her own first child ten months after the marriage, but the baby died the 

following year, as did her youngest stepchild. In December 1866 Ellen gave birth 

to her second child but her husband James died a few weeks later.  The now 

widowed Ellen went to live with her own mother along with her new baby and 

her two remaining stepchildren. 114  

Ellen Grieves later remarried. As we saw in Chapter Four, this rolling 

pattern of remarriages was common, and children could be left in the care of a 

step-parent and their new spouse, neither of whom was biologically related to the 

children. There is nothing to suggest that Ellen Grieves was unkind to her 

stepchildren, but the Dempster story took an unhappy turn after the death of 

Annie Scott, previously Gull, nee Dempster.115 In 1882, Annie’s widower Scott 

remarried and the Dempster family were concerned for the welfare of Annie’s 

children. One of the Gull children’s uncles confided to his brother that “It seems 

evident that Scott wishes to throw them all off and paddle his own canoe with his 

new wife”.116 Luckily for Annie’s children, they had a large and loving extended 
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family to watch over their interests, but their story illustrates the risks that 

remarriage posed for other family members, especially children. The Dempsters 

and Gulls had attempted to safeguard their grandchildren’s inheritance, but once 

their father and mother were gone, the children were vulnerable to exploitation.  

For children, the remarriage of a widowed parent was a lottery. A new 

stepmother could provide love and care and relieve at least part of the burden of 

housework and childcare that older daughters usually assumed on the death of 

their mother. A stepfather could provide material resources, business training and 

contacts for boys, and better marriage prospects for girls. Older children might be 

relieved that their mother or father now had companionship, a home and 

financial support. On the other hand, the remarriage of a widowed parent could 

mean misery for children if they did not find their new step-parent congenial. At 

worst, children could be disinherited, badly treated physically, or become 

alienated from their surviving biological parent.  

 

Widower remarriage 

One of the key concerns of the thesis is to compare rates of remarriage between 

widows and widowers in colonial Australia and explore reasons for any 

difference. As we have seen, in most societies widowers have remarried more 

readily and more quickly than widows. Their higher remarriage rates were 

usually explained by demographers and other historians as being due to a gender 

imbalance in men’s favour, and their greater attractiveness than widows on the 

remarriage market. In colonial Australia, sex ratios did not favour men, but they 

still remarried at a high rate. It is therefore important to investigate social and 

economic imperatives towards widower remarriage.   

The main solace for many nineteenth-century widowers was their work. 

Jalland shows that as well as planning his memorial to his dead wife Annie, John 

Springthorpe worked obsessively to dull the pain of bereavement. Herbert 

Brookes also worked hard as a way of coping with the loss of his wife Jennie. In 

the early days of his widowhood, George Egerton-Warburton wrote to his 

brother, describing how he was adapting to his bereavement. [29 Dec 1871] “I 
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welcome constant employment as an aid in diverting melancholy thoughts, and 

am about to busy myself with building the chapel.”117 

However, work was not enough for Egerton-Warburton, as for many 

other nineteenth-century Australian widowers, and he soon remarried. Men gave 

several reasons for their decision to remarry; the most common was the potential 

advantage for their children. Whatever the children may have thought of their 

father’s remarriage, widowers stressed that the children would benefit from the 

acquisition of a stepmother. Many memoirs and letters contain a tone of 

justification for their decision. As we have seen, families and friends were often 

less than enthusiastic regarding remarriage, and the widowed were clearly well 

aware of the subtle disapproval.  

George Edward Egerton-Warburton was confident that his second 

marriage would be to the advantage of his children as well as himself. His first 

wife Augusta had died in November 1871 after having borne twelve children in 

29 years of marriage.  Egerton-Warburton had been concerned for her health for 

some time. In 1865 he wrote to his mother in England that “her health has been 

so broken by the cares of her large family that she is hardly ever really well 

now”.118 When he married Emily Coghlan in April 1873 she bore him more 

children. He assured his mother that “My marriage has added very much to my 

happiness, and I can already perceive a very great improvement among my 

children who are at home, all of whom are becoming attached to their new 

Mama”.119 Egerton-Warburton had been educating his sons himself and was 

particularly pleased that he would now have Emily’s assistance.  

Captain John Archer of New South Wales, who had been stunned when 

his first wife Eliza died in 1848, initially arranged for his two young children to 

be cared for by friends and a paid nurse. He remarried in 1850, to Elizabeth 

Miller, hoping that his children would now have a mother’s care. His second 

wife died in January 1851, a few days after giving birth to a child who lived only 

a few hours. In a letter to his father in Norway he confided that “I need not tell 

you how this stroke has broken me down, left a second time with my children 

motherless. The poor things had improved under her care both in body and mind, 
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and she was attached to them as if they were her own”.120 The phrase “as if they 

were her own” indicates the ambiguous nature of stepfamily relationships: 

stepmothers and stepfathers were substitute parents, but the association was 

incomplete, qualified by the “as if”.  

In the years following his second bereavement Archer arranged for his 

children to be cared for by a governess and again by friends and relatives. In 

1854 the Archer children lived for some time with Archer’s friend Mary Mowle 

who found them difficult. “They have been so much neglected that they now 

require constant watching and care and cause me more trouble than all my own 

little ones put together.”121 We might expect that the children would be 

troublesome, after the disruptions and bereavements they had endured. Mary 

Mowle’s diary entry is also a reminder that the loss of a young wife placed a 

burden not only on the widowed father, but on other women, whether elder sister, 

grandmother, aunt or friend, who invariably cared for the motherless children. 

Mary Mowle already had four children of her own and a fifth was born in 1854. 

However, when Julia Archer was sent to Norway to live with her grandparents in 

1855 Mary Mowle was sad to part with her.122 Captain Archer married for a third 

time in 1856 but his children did not gain a new stepmother for long; in 

September 1857 he and his new wife were both lost at sea on a voyage from New 

South Wales to New Zealand. Archer’s brother then became the guardian of the 

two orphans, including Julia in Norway.123 

We have already seen that Samuel Mitchell of Northampton stressed the 

benefits of remarriage for his children, and for himself as a father of motherless 

children. However, Mitchell clearly loved both his wives and married for 

personal and sexual attraction. He lamented that “No one knows, except he who 

has experienced it, the miserable existence of a man without his natural 

companion, a wife, especially when he has been blessed for so many years with 

such companionship”.124 He wrote of his first wife’s death in 1883 that “She and 

I had been practically children together, and her death touched me deeply”.125 
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His friends considered that “she had spoiled me for another wife”, but Mitchell 

remarried six years later. The death of his second wife affected Mitchell perhaps 

even more strongly. “My culminating misfortune overtook me in the loss of my 

second wife, who was only 35 years of age.”126 The relatively long interval 

between his first widowhood and remarriage is further confirmation that he did 

not marry primarily for material reasons. Samuel Mitchell was in a comfortable 

position as a well-paid mine manager with a pleasant house and was apparently 

an attractive marriage proposition. It would appear that he waited to marry until 

he met someone who attracted him.  

Herbert Brookes had no children when he was widowed in 1899, so did 

not need to remarry to have children looked after. He was devastated when his 

wife Jennie died and his memorial letter to her indicated that he would remain 

unmarried until they were eventually reunited in heaven. However, the letter also 

implied that he knew that would be difficult, as shown by the phrase “God help 

me to keep down my sensuous frame in complete subjection”. Letters written 

during their separation before Jennie’s death demonstrate a loving couple. 

Brookes wrote to Jennie that “A cold shiver runs through me and a sad 

depression comes over me when I think that I have got to lie in that bed without 

my wife tonight & tomorrow night – and the night after”.127  

Brookes mourned Jennie for several years, to the extent that his friends 

were worried about his state of mind. Of particular comfort was the friendship 

extended to him by Alfred Deakin, which was partly based on their shared 

exploration of spirituality. Brookes appreciated being accepted as part of the 

Deakin family circle, even accompanying the family on a trip to Europe. In 1905 

he married the eldest daughter, Ivy, who was only 21 to Brookes’ 38 years. 

However, the Deakin family, and a wide circle of friends, were delighted at the 

match. The good wishes were well founded and Herbert and Ivy Brookes 

enjoyed a particularly happy marriage that lasted for fifty-eight years. In his 

biography of Brookes, Rohan Rivett wrote that their partnership was a “radiant 

triumph”.128 A friend wrote that “Theirs is a true marriage. Their minds, their 
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souls are in harmony, tuned to the same pitch”.129 Perhaps the most moving letter 

written to Brookes on the occasion of his second marriage was from his first 

mother-in-law, Jessie Strong.  

Sunday July 2 1905 
My dear B. 
It was very thoughtful and kind of you to send me that little note, and I 
appreciate it very much. I sincerely hope that there are many happy years 
in store for you both and I am sure that you will have a good and true 
wife. I know that you will always cherish the memory of our dear girl.130  

Countering the image of pious men who remarried in order to gain a 

heart’s companion, others took a more practical approach. A story is told in 

Reminiscences of the Carlton Refuge of a man writing to the secretary of the 

Refuge in the late nineteenth century. He apparently stated that his wife had died, 

he wanted to marry again and could the committee please find him a new wife. 

She was to be five feet four inches in height and of slight build so that she could 

wear the clothes of his late wife. There is no primary evidence to corroborate the 

request, but the author of the pamphlet had presumably read the secretary’s 

files.131 The advertisements in the magazines Matrimony and the Matrimonial 

Chronicle show that widowers as well as widows could take a pragmatic view of 

remarriage. An 1886 advertisement reads: 

FARMER – Widower, offers a home to some respectable lady, who 
would like to become his wife. He is 42 years of age; has three children, 
the eldest 11. She must be thoroughly domesticated, good-natured, fond 
of children and of an amiable disposition. Address, in the first place – 
FARMER, 55 Royal Arcade.132 

As we saw in Chapter Four, widowers who remarried mostly chose young 

unmarried women rather than widows. The benefits to the widower are obvious: 

a healthy young housekeeper, sexual partner and potential mother to more 

children. The advantages for the women they married are not so apparent. Given 

the surplus of men in the Australian colonies throughout the nineteenth century, 

the frequency of such marriages is initially surprising. Many widowers married 

young single Irish migrants, who were perhaps content to marry an established 

man with a farm or other business, but a large proportion were middle or upper 
                                                           
129  ibid., p. 50. 
130  Letter from Jessie Strong to Herbert Brookes, 2 July 1905, Brookes Papers. 
131  M. J. Kernot, Reminiscences of the Carlton Refuge 1854 to 1919, Ford and Son, 

Melbourne, 1919, p. 7. 
132  Matrimony,  Published by the Proprietor, Thomas D. Coleman and Co, Sydney, 6 

November 1886, p. 104.  



  Social context 

 232 

class women, including Emily Coghlan and Sarah Suttor. Sarah Suttor’s family 

were apprehensive regarding her marriage to the minister Mr Lisle, because of 

his four children and his lower social status. However, Sarah was past the usual 

age for marriage and had been her widowed father’s companion for some 

years.133 She possibly apprehended that life might be lonely after her father’s 

eventual death, as her likely fate would be to spend her time staying with various 

relatives. Single middle and upper-class women were rarely in a position to set 

up their own household.  

Remarriage for widowers usually meant considerable continuity of their 

domestic arrangements. Second wives often lived in the house where the first 

wife had lived, and slept in her bed. Indeed, many second wives appear to have 

joined their husbands in celebrating the memory of the deceased wife. Ivy and 

Herbert Brookes named their daughter Jessie, the real name of Herbert’s first 

wife, who was usually known as Jennie. They marked the anniversaries of the 

first marriage, and visited Jennie’s grave together. At the end of their long 

marriage, Ivy and Herbert were buried in the same grave with Jennie.134 Emily 

Churchward of Adelaide described a neighbour who was the third wife of a Mr 

Schofield. Her greatest treasure appeared to be a workbox which had belonged to 

“dear Mrs Schofield the second”. When Emily asked her neightbour if she had 

been a friend of the second wife she replied “‘Oh no,’ she said, ‘I never saw her, 

but she was an orphan and had no one belonging to her. Mr Schofield loved her 

so dearly that I feel I love her too’”.135 

Widowers were clearly eager to marry; wives provided a wide range of 

services that were not easily procurable otherwise. Older widowers, like James 

Blair or George Suttor, the father-in-law of Julia and Charlotte Suttor, were less 

likely to remarry. This may have been partly because they usually had another 

woman who could act as housekeeper, whether daughter or daughter-in-

law.Younger men who had been happily married were likely to remarry. They 

gained a housekeeper and substitute mother for their children, as well as sexual 

intimacy. They also gained companionship that for most men was not available 
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from other sources; the emotional support that Herbert Brookes received from 

the Deakins was noteworthy for its rarity.  

Most widowers who remarried apparently felt a certain amount of 

apology was necessary, even though men were not traditionally discouraged 

from remarriage. Widowers whose writings have survived (usually from the elite 

classes) show considerable respect for the memory of their deceased spouse. 

They described deep grief and shock at their widowhood, and many widowers 

tended to justify their second (or third) marriage by reference to the benefits for 

children. However, it is apparent that the widowers themselves, at all levels of 

society, benefitted personally and socially from remarriage. 

 

Widow remarriage 

It is not easy to determine how widows perceived their remarriage decisions, as 

there are few references in extant ego documents. Emily Churchward did not 

remarry after the death of her husband, but she had previously been engaged to 

Joe Wheewall who died in 1874, apparently of tuberculosis. Before he died he 

told Emily that she should marry Mr Churchward, whom he had met at Emily’s 

house and liked. In her memoir she recorded that dear Joe had said to her mother 

that “if when he was ‘up aloft’ he would look down…it would be a happy day to 

him when I became the wife of Mr Churchward!”136 Whether or not the 

exchange took place exactly as Emily’s sentimental language indicates, the 

passage suggests that Emily felt a certain amount of guilt at marrying soon after 

her fiancé’s death and needed to justify her decision, at least to herself.  

Although there is a paucity of personal writings of widows regarding 

remarriage, a variety of sources suggest attitudes to remarriage from the 

perspective of others. The writers of conduct books went to considerable effort to 

urge widows to advertise and prolong their widowhood, but even they 

acknowledged that widows did remarry. In discussing mourning clothes Ada 

Wallace remarked that “Of course a widow discards mourning should she marry 

before the usual mourning period has expired”.137 The etiquette writers offered 

no guidelines regarding the remarriage of widowers, partly because men’s 

mourning clothes were not dissimilar to wedding clothes. However, there is also 
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the implication that men were so likely to remarry that it was not worth 

comment.  

Etiquette books offered considerable advice to widows regarding the 

format of a remarriage; it had to be a modest affair, and the bride was not to dress 

in virginal white. Mrs Erskine made this point clear in her advice that “Custom 

decrees that traditional white garments, emblematic of purity and innocence, be 

donned by the bride, unless she be a widow or past her first youth”.138  She 

suggested that “A widow usually chooses pale grey or lavender silk, and a small 

bonnet to match, on her second marriage, and has no bridesmaids”.139 Under 

‘Wedding Apparel’ she offered more suggestions for appropriate bridal wear for 

the widow.140 Ada Wallace agreed regarding suitable colours for the remarrying 

widow; they could wear “grey, mauve, lavender, heliotrope or biscuit colour”.141 

However, she considered that the second-time bride might have a maid of 

honour. Erskine also noted that “In the case of a second marriage, it is optional 

whether the first wedding ring be removed or not, although it is generally 

done”.142 Ada Wallace advised that “When a widow remarries, her name is 

accompanied by the prefix ‘Mrs’”143. 

These guidelines clearly suggest that the remarriage of a widow (even if 

the widow’s new husband was marrying for the first time) was supposed to be a 

quieter occasion than a first marriage, especially if the first-time bride was 

young. By contrast, sources such as diary entries indicate that the marriage of a 

widower to a spinster could be as elaborate as the bride wished. The difference is 

partly a recognition that a wedding was more of a special day for a bride than for 

a groom. However, it also implies that by remarrying, a widow was doing 

something slightly indelicate and should ensure that she did not draw too much 

attention to herself. This is further evidence that the remarriage of widowers was 

less remarked on than the remarriage of widows.       

However, while one discourse posits the remarriage of widows as 

somewhat problematic, another suggests that it was inevitable and desirable. 

Family historians in particular have represented the economic benefits of 
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remarriage for widows as so obvious (whatever the reality) as to make 

explanation redundant. In his account of the Nairn family of Western Australia in 

the nineteenth century, John Nairn described the remarriage of various widows. 

“Amelia…lost no time in finding another provider [in 1867].”144 Several years 

later Ellen Grieves (nee Nairn), Amelia’s aunt, found a man “from a well-

established family who would look after her and hers”.145 By 1876 Amelia’s 

second husband had died and she, now “a widow of means” married for a third 

time in 1882.146 

 Another reason put forward to explain the remarriage of widows was that 

they needed protection from other men. Charles Hole Duffield of Western 

Australia married four times. His fourth wife, the widowed Elizabeth Creswick, 

was 27 years his junior.  Like many another widow she was conducting a 

boarding house and was apparently troubled by some of the dubious characters 

who lived in her home, to the point where she carried a small revolver. Duffield 

came to board at the house, became her protector, and eventually married her in 

1881.147 The story offers another explanation for the relatively high marriage rate 

of widows who earned their living from businesses such as boarding houses or 

inns. The widows presented as attractive economic prospects (under law, their 

new husband became owner of the business), while the widow benefited from 

protection from other men.  

Women were often at risk from men in colonial Australia. Margaret 

Anderson described the fear of women living in lonely bush areas in Western 

Australia, especially during the convict era (1850-1868) and afterwards.148 

Diaries and memoirs of women show a widespread fear of rape or other assault 

by itinerants wandering the district, as well as by their own farm workers.149 

Newspapers may have exaggerated the danger in order to denigrate the convicts 

who were believed to be responsible for violence in the community, but there 

were attacks made on lone women. As Anderson observed, violence against 
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women was probably an inherent aspect of the ideology which promoted the idea 

of women as submissive, helpless creatures. Convicts who were themselves ill-

treated may have turned on women, who were even more powerless.150 Women 

alone on farms, whether widowed, deserted, or whose husbands were away 

working, felt afraid, which reinforced the perception that they needed protection 

from men. In the cities, women were also at risk from violence from men, 

especially in the poorer areas.  

Widows could face a combination of dangers from predatory men, as 

biographies and memoirs show.151 The biography of Louisa Atkinson suggests 

that one of the reasons her mother, Charlotte, remarried quickly after her husband 

James’ death was to gain a protector. She had trouble managing her husband’s 

properties, and did not trust the executors of the estate, but she was also worried 

by a breakdown of law and order in their district of Berrima in New South 

Wales. Bushrangers were apparently attacking homesteads and travellers, and 

Charlotte and her overseer, George Barton, were held up by bushrangers on a 

journey to an outlying property in 1836. The incident was compounded by gossip 

regarding the impropriety of her travelling alone with Barton.152 Whichever 

reason was uppermost, the need for a manager she could trust, fear of physical 

attack, or fear of losing her good name, it is apparent that Charlotte’s second 

marriage, to Barton, was undertaken for a range of negative reasons. By contrast, 

a widower would not have had to remarry to protect his reputation or his person.  

Widows have left little evidence of their attitudes towards remarriage. 

However, it is apparent that when widows considered remarriage, they could be 

caught between economic and social pressures. Overall, the remarriage of 

widows does not seem to have been received as enthusiastically as the remarriage 

of widowers. Commentators considered that widows benefited economically 

from remarriage, while social customs advocated celibacy or at least delay of 

remarriage.  
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Conclusion 

No doubt the overt impetus for most nineteenth-century remarriages was simply 

that the widow or widower had met someone they wanted to marry. However, 

remarriage was contracted against a background of considerations, including the 

social. Although the decision to remarry was ultimately a personal one, the 

widowed were influenced by the opinions of family, friends and the wider 

community.  

There were reasons for both widows and widowers to remarry, and also 

pressures that urged the widowed to consider their decision carefully. It can be 

forgotten that colonial men and women often suffered great grief when they lost 

husbands and wives. Remarriage was not a priority for many, and for some it was 

distasteful. While religious belief was not universal in nineteenth-century 

Australia, it was widespread. It offered comfort to bereaved spouses and also a 

reason to hesitate before remarrying, if not to reject the notion outright. Irregular 

marriage was not uncommon, but for many, marriage was an important and life-

long commitment. The promise to remain together ‘til death do us part’ often 

extended beyond the grave. Thus the very importance of marriage at the same 

time made remarriage problematic. 

The remarriage of widowers was more socially acceptable than the 

remarriage of widows, but class, age and income affected attitudes. Middle and 

upper-class widows were more constrained than poor widows by strictures 

against remarriage. When property was at stake, families were particularly wary 

of widow remarriage, but widowers were also subject to family disapproval. Age 

mattered; the remarriage of an older widower with adult children was more 

problematic than that of a young man with children who needed a mother 

substitute. Younger widows also remarried at a greater rate than older widows, 

and there appeared to be a certain pragmatic acceptance that ‘it was better to 

marry than burn’. Nevertheless, hasty remarriage was frowned on; both widows 

and widowers were expected to wait a ‘decent’ interval before replacing a 

deceased spouse. 

Not only was widower remarriage more approved of than widow 

remarriage, but widowers often appeared to need remarriage more than did 
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widows. It is risky to generalise and much depended on individual temperament. 

However, many widowers appeared to miss being married, and had more to gain 

from remarriage, than did widows. Widows mourned their husbands, often for 

the rest of their lives, but many were surprisingly strong and resilient in their 

widowhood. Other women provided companionship and support. 

Formal mourning practices also tended to deter remarriage, especially for 

women. Yet while the expected etiquette placed considerable restriction on the 

actions and demeanour of widows, it also conferred status. Just as being a ‘wife’ 

was a recognised occupation, so ‘widow’ gave a woman a recognised place in 

society, considerably above that of ‘spinster’. For some middle and upper-class 

widows the conventions of mourning would have been uncomfortably stifling. 

For others there would have been a certain amount of contentment in knowing 

their expected role. For poor widows and widowers the regulations governing 

mourning were less relevant, as they struggled to provide for their families, and 

as individuals they commanded less respect than the elite widow or widower.  

There was considerable variation in the consequences of widowhood for 

men and women in colonial Australia, and attitudes towards remarriage were 

affected by individual circumstances. While both demography and economics 

have often dominated research into widowhood and remarriage, it is apparent 

that social factors were of equal importance.      
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Conclusion 

This thesis was begun with the intention of exploring remarriage in colonial 

Australia. It quickly became apparent that remarriage could not be considered in 

a vacuum, and it was important to compare the choices of the widowed who 

remarried with those who did not. The lives of the widowed in nineteenth-

century Australia have been little explored, but research revealed that there is a 

wealth of material available.  

The image of the young widow in John Longstaff’s painting, Breaking 

the News, haunted the early stages of the thesis. She represented all the 

heartbreak of bereavement and her obvious vulnerability moves the viewer, as 

Longstaff intended. In some ways she is a realistic figure; there were more 

widows than widowers in colonial Australia, as in most societies, and many were 

young. Nineteenth-century viewers of the painting would have been all too 

familiar with young men being killed in accidents, especially mining accidents 

and drownings. Their widows often had children to support, and they were 

mostly poor. The clean tidiness of the sparse cottage in the painting would have 

been replicated in many homes in colonial Australia.  

Yet, as the research developed, stereotypes began to dissolve. Despite the 

obvious artistic conventions, Breaking the News illustrated a reality, but it was 

only one incarnation of widowhood. The attractive young woman in the painting 

is a ‘good’ widow, conforming to idealisations of womanhood and appealing to 

notions of Christian charity. Young, ‘respectable’ and somewhat incompetent 

women such as Fanny O’Leary of Benalla were not dissimilar to Longstaff’s 

depiction of widowhood (although Fanny was not a ‘poor’ widow). However, 

there were many other versions. The older Julia Suttor of Bathurst, living out her 

widowhood amongst the elite, was one. The poor and often sick widows who 

applied to charitable organisations for food to keep themselves and their children 

alive were distressing examples of widowhood. Others declined to submit to 

middle-class norms; living with men outside marriage, sliding into prostitution, 

and living what the committee of the Melbourne Ladies Benevolent Society 

described as “unsatisfactory” lives. 
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It also became clear that nineteenth-century widowers deserve more 

attention from historians than they have received to date. The popular image of 

the middle-aged widower who quickly replaced his dead wife with a new young 

bride was reflected in the statistics in nineteenth-century Australia. Yet personal 

writings show that swift remarriage was not usually a result of indifference to the 

death of a wife, but quite the opposite. Widowers from the professional classes, 

such as Samuel Mitchell, John Springthorpe or Herbert Brookes, wrote of their 

anguish and sense of loss in their bereavement. The evidence indicates that many 

widowers were not only grief-stricken at the deaths of their wives, but helpless to 

manage homes and families. John Deeble in Melbourne struggled to pay for a 

carer for his child on the uncertain pay from casual labouring jobs. Men 

acknowledged their dependence on their wives, partly through their explanations 

of why they remarried so quickly, or why they remarried more than once.  

Nevertheless, widows in nineteenth-century Australia were usually in 

much more difficult financial circumstances than widowers; many were in a 

desperate situation. Instead of providing social and economic structures to 

support widows and their families, the response of government and society was 

to give short-term ad hoc aid. The rhetoric of charity and concern ensured some 

financial support for poor widows, but it came at the high price of a loss of 

independence and dignity. Remarriage as an economic solution to poverty caused 

by widowhood needs to be considered within the context of the limitations of 

other forms of financial support, especially charity. For some widows, 

remarriage may have presented as a more agreeable option than conforming to 

the standards of behaviour demanded by the dispensers of welfare. Charity could 

be cold indeed. 

Conflicting discourses suggested that, while women should mourn their 

deceased husbands indefinitely, they had little choice but to be supported by 

another man. However, often it was children who were the widow’s best 

resource. Research into widowhood and remarriage posits that children, 

particularly young children, embodied a reason for remarriage (the widow gained 

a provider) but were a liability to the widow in attracting a second spouse. It 

would appear that the true importance of children in many widowed households, 

and in remarriage decisions, was their function as wage earners. For the poor 

widow, her children’s age and their ability and willingness to help the family 
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could make the difference between destitution and survival. Gendered 

stereotypes might suggest that sons were more important to widows than 

daughters. However, sons were not always a support, while daughters’ wages 

might be as important as those of sons, and daughters also helped their mothers 

in other ways. For widowers too, daughters could be crucial in keeping a family 

together, and might enable a widower to defer or resist remarriage.  

Children’s contribution to the financial survival of the widowed family (if 

the children were old enough to work) has been overlooked by many historians.  

Assumptions regarding the economic desirability of remarriage, especially for 

widows, reinforce notions of the centrality of the married couple to society, with 

an earner husband and dependent wife. The parent and child relationship in 

nineteenth-century Australia is regularly depicted as less important than the 

marriage relationship. Yet research into widowhood and remarriage demonstrates 

that families consisting of parents (especially mothers) and children were often 

quite self-sufficient and might be disrupted by remarriage. Elizabeth Tierney’s 

hard-working, female-headed farming household at Eurunderee appears to have 

operated at least as effectively as Ethel Turner’s volatile stepfamily. Clearly, 

marriage was important, socially and economically, in colonial Australia, but 

there were alternative satisfactory family forms. 

Thus stereotypes regarding the desirability of remarriage required re-

thinking, especially the convention that remarriage offered more benefits for 

widows than for widowers. If widowers chose to remarry, and many did, they 

faced few legal or economic impediments; men often gained materially from 

remarriage and they lost no rights or possessions. Widows, on the other hand, 

might lose from remarriage, legally and financially, and in other ways.  

The belief that remarriage was the best course of action for widows 

ignores its potential drawbacks. Certainly, remarriage had the potential to 

improve a widow’s lot, at least financially. Several widows from the middle-

class Nairn family from Western Australia apparently found men to “look after 

them”, as did Annie Gull, nee Dempster, also from Western Australia. However, 

Annie later died in childbirth, a potential hazard of remarriage for widows of 

childbearing age. Other widows who remarried, such as Ethel Turner’s mother, 

Sarah Shaw, appeared to regret their decision, because of the stresses of 

stepfamily life. Meanwhile, proving that remarriage was not essential, some 
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widows who did not remarry (such as Emily Churchward of Adelaide) emerged 

as strong figures who found ways to support their families. Emily mourned her 

husband but vigorously moved on with her life. 

Class and age influenced remarriage options and decisions. Middle and 

upper-class widows were expected to publicly mourn their late husbands for 

extended periods. They also usually lost control of their property on remarriage. 

Thus many richer widows, especially older women, chose to remain as head of 

their own household, not as the ‘merry’ widow of patriarchal legend, but in 

response to the legal and social structures pertaining in nineteenth-century 

Australia.  Class also affected poorer widows, who had the most to gain from 

remarriage, but rarely did. Social position dictated marriage and remarriage 

choices, and the poor working-class widow was extremely unlikely to marry a 

man from the middle or upper classes. If she remarried to a poor man, not only 

might her situation not improve; it often got worse. 

It became apparent that gender, class and age were more important 

determinants of remarriage rates, and remarriage patterns, than was demography. 

Because of an excess of widows over widowers in most societies, demography 

has been a focus of historians’ explorations of widowhood and remarriage. 

Research showed that the uneven sex ratio in colonial Australia made some 

difference to widow remarriage rates; for instance, Australian widows remarried 

at a higher rate than British widows. Yet, despite sex ratios favouring women - 

statistically, there were potential husbands for all widows - many widows in 

colonial Australia did not remarry.  

Moreover, it is hard to explain why, with gender balances apparently 

disadvantaging men, widowers in colonial Australia appeared to have no 

difficulty in finding second or third wives. It was not that widowers were more 

‘successful’ than widows in the marriage market, as many historians have 

argued. Rather, widowers were more competitive than bachelors. The search for 

a suitable husband for Julia Suttor and a wife for Arthur Suttor was further 

evidence that numbers of apparently available men and women do not by 

themselves explain remarriage rates. 

These results indicate further lines of research. Not only did widowers 

remarry in greater proportions than did bachelors, but they usually married 

eligible younger spinsters. It would be useful to explore the backgrounds of the 
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young women who married widowers, and to determine the financial position of 

the remarrying widowers. The high rate of spinster and widower marriage may 

be directly related to the low rate of bachelor marriage. It appears that there were 

two distinct groups of men in colonial Australia: an eligible, much-married group 

and another group who chose not to marry, or who were not attractive as 

marriage partners. Historians have explored the phenomenon of the highly 

masculine culture of nineteenth-century Australia. Research into widowhood and 

remarriage supports the view that there was a large group of men who lived 

outside conventional married and family life.  

However, while the uneven sex ratio in colonial Australia had limited 

direct influence on remarriage rates (social and economic factors mattered most), 

more subtle effects were indicated. Some widows were in need of protection 

from predatory males in a largely masculine society. The limited work 

opportunities for women in Australia were also a result partly of a social and 

economic system that was dependent on male-dominated industries. These 

incentives (negative though they were) may have impelled some widows towards 

remarriage.  

These questions could be addressed by further analysis of the databases 

that have been created in the course of my research, and these would be further 

enhanced by greater access to colonial birth, death and marriage certificates. 

These records indicate the incidence of remarriage in nineteenth-century Victoria 

and Western Australia; they also provide information about the circumstances of 

nineteenth-century widows and widowers. Birth, death and marriage certificates 

are of vital importance to historians of social history in Australia and need to be 

more readily available. They are particularly important in illuminating the lives 

of ordinary Australians, for whom few other records remain.  

Demography and economics have dominated research into widowhood 

and remarriage. Both must be taken into account, especially economics, but their 

effects have often been simplified or mis-interpreted, especially in relation to 

gender. Widowers were in a worse position than has been recognised (the work 

carried out by wives as mothers and housekeepers has often been 

underestimated), which helps to explain traditionally high rates of widower 

remarriage. Meanwhile, remarriage was clearly not the goal of all widows. 

Widowhood could mean considerable hardship for colonial Australian women, 
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but remarriage did not always provide a satisfactory remedy. The diversity of 

experience of individual men and women has sometimes been overlooked in 

research into widowhood and remarriage. The stories of widows and widowers at 

all levels of society, in country and town, are often poignant, and they reveal 

much about the economic and social structures in nineteenth-century Australia.   
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Appendix 1 

Marriage and death certificates in nineteenth-century Australia 

The information recorded on marriage and death certificates differed markedly 
across the colonies, as illustrated by the discussion of Western Australian and 
Victorian certificates in this chapter. The differences were amplified by 
variations in analysis of annual data. The recording of remarriage data was 
particularly problematic. All colonies recorded numbers of marriages, but not all 
showed the conjugal state of the marrying parties.  

Queensland collected statistics relating to the marital status of marrying 
parties from 1862 onwards. South Australia began to record the various 
combinations such as bachelor and widow in 1872. In Tasmania the information 
varied from year to year; numbers of marriages and the religious denominations 
of the people involved were always recorded. The colony also differentiated 
between numbers of married or single people and occasionally noted how many 
widows and widowers were present in the marrying population. It is not possible 
to calculate marriages as a percentage of remarriages from these figures. During 
the colonial period Western Australia did not differentiate in any way between 
the widowed or never married. It collected raw numbers of marriages, 
delineating only between religious denominations. This deficit has been 
overcome through checking of all marriage certificates from 1860 to 1879; this 
was possible in Western Australia because of its smaller population. 

Unfortunately, when most other colonies were beginning to record 
numbers of marriages between people of different marital status, New South 
Wales ceased to do so. In 1865 the numbers of marriages between different 
groups (bachelor and spinster, widow and bachelor) were counted, but afterwards 
the system changed. The returns are particularly frustrating for the researcher for 
the years from 1872 to 1887. They show numbers of widows and widowers, 
bachelors and spinsters and divorced people (after 1875) who married during a 
particular year, but they do not give details of the marriages contracted between 
people of different marital status: widows and bachelors, widowers and spinsters 
and so on. Because the widowed and the never married populations intermarried, 
it is therefore not possible to determine what percentage of marriages involved a 
widow or widower.  In 1874, with 3940 bachelors, 3878 spinsters, 506 widows 
and 444 widowers marrying, there could have been any number of combinations 
amongst the 4384 marriages contracted. All that can be said is that given a 
combined total of 950 widowers and widows and with 7818 bachelors and 
spinsters the widowed comprised 12% of the total number of people who married 
in that year. From 1888 onwards the remarriage rate for New South Wales can be 
determined.  

Once divorce became available in 1875, divorced people in Victoria were 
classed with bachelors and spinsters, separate from the widowed population. 
Other colonies were more likely to count the widowed and divorced population 
as the same. If the statistics were not collected at the time, the only way of 
determining the proportion of marriages that were remarriages is to check every 
marriage certificate: this was not feasible for most colonies. 
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Appendix 2  

 
The following tables contain more detailed statistical data on which the charts in 
the thesis are based. In most cases the raw data was extracted from annual reports 
of Registrars General in Britain and the Australian colonies. Other information 
was taken from the marriage and death certificates of Victoria and Western 
Australia. 
 
Total numbers, marriage and remarriage by type, England and Wales, 1864-1873 
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1864 147,914 7511 16,117 8845 180387 32473 360774 41318 
1865 151,742 7887 16,590 9255 185474 33732 370948 42987 
1866 153,658 7990 16,467 9661 187776 34118 375552 43779 
1867 145,570 7917 16,304 9363 179154 33584 358308 42947 
1868 144,578 7521 15,762 9101 176962 32384 353924 41485 
1869 144,516 7724 15,722 9008 176970 32454 353940 41462 
1870 148,848 8134 15,366 9307 181655 32807 363310 42114 
1871 155,346 8423 16,371 9972 190112 34766 380224 44738 
1872 164,589 9144 16,853 10,681 201267 36678 402534 47359 
1873 167,987 9559 16,918 11,151 205615 37628 411230 48779 
 
B Bachelor 
S Spinster 
W Widow 
WR Widower 
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Total numbers, marriage and remarriage by type, Victoria, 1864-1873 
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1864 3721 361 326 146 4554 833 9108 979 
1865 3646 348 341 162 4497 851 8994 1013 
1866 3452 314 303 184 4253 801 8506 985 
1867 3591 395 308 196 4490 899 8980 1095 
1868 3709 425 360 198 4692 983 9384 1181 
1869 3817 365 355 198 4735 918 9470 1116 
1870 3784 401 353 194 4732 948 9464 1142 
1871 3735 371 353 234 4693 958 9386 1192 
1872 3913 356 326 196 4791 878 9582 1074 
1873 4011 377 372 214 4974 963 9948 1177 
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W Widow 
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Widows and spinsters as proportion of total women marrying, widowers and 
bachelors as proportions of total men marrying, England and Wales, 1864-1873 
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1864 180387 155425 86.16 24962 13.84 180387 164031 90.93 16356 9.07 
1865 185474 159629 86.07 25845 13.93 185474 168332 90.76 17142 9.24 
1866 187776 161648 86.09 26128 13.91 187776 170125 90.60 17651 9.40 
1867 179154 153487 85.67 25667 14.33 179154 161874 90.35 17280 9.65 
1868 176962 152099 85.95 24863 14.05 176962 160340 90.61 16622 9.39 
1869 176970 152240 86.02 24730 13.98 176970 160238 90.54 16732 9.46 
1870 181655 156982 86.42 24673 13.58 181655 164214 90.40 17441 9.60 
1871 190112 163769 86.14 26343 13.86 190112 171717 90.32 18395 9.68 
1872 201267 173733 86.32 27534 13.68 201267 181442 90.15 19825 9.85 
1873 205615 177546 86.35 28069 13.65 205615 184905 89.93 20710 10.07 
 
The table is to be read thus: column 2 shows the numbers of men who married in 
a year, while columns 3 and 4 show the relative proportions who were bachelors, 
and columns 5  and 6 show the proportion of marrying men who were widowers. 
For women, column 7 shows the overall numbers, while columns 8 & 9 
determine the proportions who were spinsters, and columns 10 & 11 show the 
proportion of marrying women who were widows. 
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Widows and spinsters as proportion of total women marrying, widowers and 
bachelors as proportions of total men marrying, Victoria, 1864-1873 
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1864 4554 4082 89.64 472 10.36 4554 4047 88.89 507 11.11 
1865 4497 3994 88.81 503 11.19 4497 3987 88.66 510 11.34 
1866 4253 3766 88.55 487 11.45 4253 3755 88.29 498 11.71 
1867 4490 3986 88.78 504 11.22 4490 3899 86.84 591 13.16 
1868 4692 4134 88.11 558 11.89 4692 4069 86.72 623 13.28 
1869 4735 4182 88.32 553 11.68 4735 4172 88.11 563 11.89 
1870 4732 4185 88.44 547 11.56 4732 4137 87.43 595 12.57 
1871 4693 4106 87.49 587 12.51 4693 4088 87.11 605 12.89 
1872 4791 4269 89.10 522 10.90 4791 4239 88.48 552 11.52 
1873 4974 4388 88.22 586 11.78 4974 4383 88.12 591 11.88 
 
The table is to be read thus: column 2 shows the numbers of men who married in 
a year, while columns 3 and 4 show the relative proportions who were bachelors, 
and columns 5  and 6 show the proportion of marrying men who were widowers. 
For women, column 7 shows the overall numbers, while columns 8 & 9 
determine the proportions who were spinsters, and columns 10 & 11 show the 
proportion of marrying women who were widows. 
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 Marriage and remarriage types, as percentage of total marriages, Britain, 1864-
1873 
 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Year Total 

marr 
B&S % B&W % WR&S % WR&W % 

1864 180387 147,914 82.0 7511 4% 16,117 8.9% 8845 4.9% 
1865 185474 151,742 81.8 7887 4.2 16,590 8.9 9255 4.9 
1866 187776 153,658 81.8 7990 4.2 16,467 8.7 9661 5.1 
1867 179154 145,570 81.2 7917 4.4 16,304 9.1 9363 5.2 
1868 176962 144,578 81.7 7521 4.2 15,762 8.9 9101 5.1 
1869 176970 144,516 81.6 7724 4.3 15,722 8.9 9008 5.0 
1870 181656 148,848 82.0 8134 4.5 15,366 8.4 9307 5.1 
1871 189932 155,346 81.8 8423 4.4 16,371 8.6 9972 5.2 
1872 201267 164,589 82.0 9144 4.5 16,853 8.4 10,681 5.3 
1873 205615 167,987 82.0 9559 4.6 16,918 8.2 11,151 5.4 
 
B Bachelor 
S Spinster 
W Widow 
WR Widower  
 
For example, of all marriages in Britain in 1864, 82.0 per cent were contracted 
between bachelors and spinsters. Only four per cent of marriages were between 
bachelors and widows. The highest proportions of remarriages were between 
widowers and spinsters. 
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Marriage and remarriage types, as percentage of total marriages, Victoria, 1864-
1873 
 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Year Total 

marr 
B&S % B&W % WR&S % WR&W % 

1864 4554 3721 81.7 361 7.9 326 7.1 146 3.2 
1865 4497 3646 81.0 348 7.7 341 7.6 162 3.6 
1866 4253 3452 81.1 314 7.4 303 7.1 184 4.3 
1867 4490 3591 80.0 395 8.8 308 6.8 196 4.4 
1868 4692 3709 79.0 425 9.0 360 7.7 198 4.2 
1869 4735 3817 80.6 365 7.7 355 7.5 198 4.1 
1870 4732 3784 80.0 401 8.5 353 7.4 194 4.0 
1871 4693 3735 80.0 371 8.0 353 7.5 234 5.0 
1872 4791 3913 82.0 356 7.4 326 7.0 196 4.0 
1873 4974 4011 81.0 377 7.6 372 7.5 214 4.3 
 
B Bachelor 
S Spinster 
W Widow 
WR Widower 
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Numbers of remarriages, by types, selected Australian colonies, 1865 
 
 B&S B&W WR&S WR&

W 
VIC 3646 348 341 162 
NSW 2926 311 193 148 
QLD 908 71 69 26 
WA 109 15 12 9 
 
B Bachelor 
S Spinster 
W Widow 
WR Widower 
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Average annual number of marriages by conjugal condition of marrying parties, 
NSW, 1881-1891 
 
First marriages Remarriages 
Bachelors 6,813 Widowers & divorced men 626 
Spinsters 6,791 Widows and divorced 

women 
648 

 
Mean numbers of marriageable males between 21 and 50, and females between 
18 and 45, NSW 1881-1891 
 
 Males Females 
Bachelors or spinsters 103,172 61,223 
Widowed and divorced     4,760   5,310 
 
Number of marriages by conjugal condition of marrying parties, Britain, 1871 
 
First marriages Remarriages 
Bachelors 163769 Widowers & divorced men 26343 
Spinsters 171717 Widows and divorced 

women 
18395 

 
Numbers of marriageable males between 21 and 50, and females between 15 and 
45, Britain, 1871 
 
 Males Females 
Bachelors or spinsters 1,451,266    2,370,892 
Widowed and divorced    103,540       167,574 
 
Number of marriages by conjugal condition of marrying parties, Victoria, 1871 
 
First marriages Remarriages 
Bachelors 4106 Widowers & divorced men 587 
Spinsters 4088 Widows and divorced 

women 
605 

 
Numbers of marriageable males between 21 & 50 and females between 18 & 45, 
Victoria, 1871 
 
 Males Females 
Bachelors or spinsters 86288 50296 
Widowed and divorced   4272   5389 
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Remarriage types, and proportions of marriages that were remarriages, Western 
Australia, 1860-1879 
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1860 151 23 15.23 16 5 2  
1861 149 25 16.77 9 6 10  
1862 162 34 20.9 12 13 8 1 
1863 154 39 25.32 23 12 4  
1864 155 30 19.35 7 11 12  
1865 145 36 24.8 12 15 9  
1866 149 29 19.46 8 14 6 1 
1867 168 32 19.04 9 13 9 1 
1868 172 50 29.06 19 19 12  
1869 173 38 21.96 10 19 9  
1870 153 27 17.64 7 15 5  
1871 159 36 22.64 14 14 8  
1872 142 36 25.35 9 18 9  
1873 161 36 22.36 12 19 5  
1874 181 53 29.28 14 29 10  
1875 192 51 26.56 15 28 8  
1876 149 41 27.51 15 18 7 1 
1877 168 38 22.61 10 17 11  
1878 177 43 24.29 14 25 3 1 
1879 215 51 23.72 21 22 7 1 
Totals 3275 748  256 332 154 6 
 
B Bachelor 
S Spinster 
W Widow 
WR Widower 
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Age of bride and bridegroom in widow-bachelor marriages,Victoria, 1859 
 
 Bachelor           
 
Widow 

1-
20 

21-
25 

26-
30 

31-
35 

36-
40 

41-
45 

46-
50 

51-
55 

56-
60 

61-
100 

? Total 

1-20 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 
21-25 1 3 6 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 11 
26-30 0 1 7 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 11 
31-35 0 1 3 8 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 12 
36-40 0 0 1 4 2 2 0 0 0 0 0 9 
41-45 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
46-50 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 3 0 0 4 
51-55 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 
56-60 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
61-100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
? 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Total 1 6 17 14 3 4 1 0 4 0 0 50 
 
Age of bride and bridegroom in widower-spinster marriages, Victoria, 1859 
  
 Spinster           
 
Widower 

1-
20 

21-
25 

26-
30 

31-
35 

36-
40 

41-
45 

46-
50 

51-
55 

56-
60 

61-
100 

? Total 

1-20 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
21-25 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 
26-30 3 7 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 13 
31-35 4 9 6 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 21 
36-40 0 10 4 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 16 
41-45 0 4 1 3 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 11 
46-50 1 1 3 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 
51-55 1 1 0 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 5 
56-60 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 
61-100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
? 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 
Total 10 33 16 7 6 3 0 0 0 0 1 76 
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Remarriage intervals, with or without children, widows and widowers, Victoria, 
1859 
 
  Interval between widowhood and remarriage, in 

months 
Status (with + 
or without -  
chn) 

Number 
of 
children 

0-3 3-6 6-9 9-12 12-18 18-24 Over 2 yrs 

Widower + 71 2 9 8 5 9 7 31 
Widower - 29 0 2 4 3 3 3 14 
Widow + 51 0 2 4 1 8 7 29 
Widow - 17 1 1 0 2 1 1 11 
Total 168 3 14 16 11 21 18 85 
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Remarriage intervals, by numbers of children, widows,Victoria, 1859 
 
  Interval Between widowhood and remarriage 

(in months) 
 

No of 
chn 

0-3 3-6  6-9 9-12 12-18 18-24 Over 
2 yrs 

Total 

0 1 1 0 2 1 1 11 17 
1 0 1 1 1 3 3 10 19 
2 0 0 2 0 0 1 7 10 
3 0 0 0 0 4 1 8 13 
4 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 3 
5 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 3 
6 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 
7 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 
8 + 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 
Total 1 3 4 3 9 8 40 68 
 
 
Remarriage intervals, by numbers of children, widowers, Victoria, 1859  
 
 Interval Between widowhood and remarriage 

(in months) 
 

No of 
chn 

0-3 3-6  6-9 9-12 12-18 18-24 Over 
2 yrs 

Total 

0 0 2 4 3 3 3 14 29 
1 1 1 3 1 3 2 5 16 
2 0 4 0 1 2 3 14 24 
3 1 2 3 0 1 0 5 12 
4 0 2 2 2 1 1 3 11 
5 0 0 0 0 2 1 3 6 
6 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 
7 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 
8 + 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Total 2 11 12 8 12 10 45 100 
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Number of children, by age of widows, Victoria, 1859 
 
 Age of widow  
No 
of 
chn 

1-
20 

21-
25 

26-
30  

31-
35 

36-
40 

41-
45 

46-
50 

51-
55 

56-
60 

61-
100 

? Total 

0 2 1 3 5 3 1 1 1 0 0 0 17 
1 0 6 8 2 2 0 1 0 0 0 0 19 
2 0 1 3 4 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 10 
3 0 2 2 4 3 0 2 0 0 0 0 13 
4 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 
5 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 3 
6 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 
7 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 
8 + 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 
Total 2 11 18 16 12 3 5 1 0 0 0 68 
 
Number of children, by age of widowers,  Victoria, 1859 
 
 Age of widower  
No 
of 
chn 

1-
20 

21-
25 

26-
30  

31-
35 

36-
40 

41-
45 

46-
50 

51-
55 

56-
60 

61-
100 

? Total 

0 0 1 5 7 9 4 1 1 0 1 0 29 
1 0 1 3 5 4 0 0 2 0 0 1 16 
2 0 0 4 9 3 4 2 0 1 0 1 24 
3 0 0 1 1 4 3 1 1 1 0 0 12 
4 0 0 1 2 4 3 1 0 0 0 0 11 
5 0 0 0 1 1 0 2 1 1 0 0 6 
6 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 
7 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 
8 + 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Total 0 2 14 25 26 14 8 5 3 1 2 100 
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