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FITZJAMES
For ten years during the 1880’s destitute boys were confined to the hulk Fitzjames moored at Largs Bay. Though it was intended as a reformatory it came to resemble a prison hulk.

Built in North America in 1852, the Fitzjames originally conveyed migrants from England to Australia. On January 1st 1856 she arrived at Port Adelaide from Southampton with 430 immigrants. On a later voyage to Melbourne she was sold, in need of repairs, dismasted and used as a hulk in Hobson’s Bay. There she lay until 1876 when she was sold for £2,800 to the South Australian Government as a quarantine ship. Arriving in tow by the Woonona the Fitzjames was described as ‘the very best picture of a complete wreck’. Upon repairs she was moored at Glenelg and Largs Bay and for five years accommodated new arrivals suffering from infectious diseases, until the opening of the Torrens Island quarantine station.
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Inspired by H.M.S.Vernon in Sydney Harbor, where destitute and delinquent boys were intended to receive the benefits of naval discipline, the Fitzjames became a reformatory on March 5th 1880 when 35 boys were brought aboard. Administered by the Destitute Department, the hulk usually housed about 50 boys aged between 8 and 16 years, whose confinement was due to homelessness, ‘uncontrollability’ or crimes such as petty theft and even rape. They were educated and trained in tailoring and boot making and to begin with, glowing reports followed prearranged visits. A Royal Commission in 1883, however, revealed a more sordid story. Unhygienic and inhumane conditions, whippings, bread and water diets, cruel confinements and little sunlight or exercise became common reports to emerge from the Fitzjames in the following years. Eventually the ship leaked so much that most of the boys’ time was engaged in pumping the water out. 


The hulk was later towed into the Port River and moored in the shallow waters of the False Arm for fear she might sink. In 1891 the boys were moved to the Magill Reformatory because the Fitzjames was beyond repair. Rotten and abandoned she was broken up in the Port River. 
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