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YEAR 5 HISTORY: SIKH AND INDIAN AUSTRALIANS 
Learning sequence 1: The British Empire and 
development of the Swan River colony
This learning sequence provides the context to the settlement and the development of the Australian colonies during the 1800s. It 
also aims to motivate students to ask questions about the diversity of the British Empire and how people from the Empire shaped the 
Australian colonies, especially Western Australia. Kath Murdoch refers to this as the “tuning in” stage of an historical inquiry, where 
students become engaged in a topic and understand its worth, prior knowledge is identified and research questions are discussed. This 
learning sequence also focuses on the Year 5 Knowledge component, the patterns of colonial development and settlement. Skills and 
concepts covered include: 
• Develop and refine a range of questions required to plan an inquiry
• Interpret information and/or data collected (e.g, identify cause and effect, make connections with prior knowledge)
• Translate collected information and/or data to a variety of different formats (e.g. create a timeline, draw maps, convert a table of 

statistics into a graph)
• use subject-specific terminology and concepts
• Present findings, conclusions and/or arguments, appropriate to audience and purpose, in a range of communication forms (e.g. 

written, oral, visual, digital, tabular, graphic, maps)

Activity 1 The British Empire in 1886 
Project this map onto a screen and check student knowledge of the countries “coloured pink” on the map of the British Empire. You 
could use mini whiteboards to check knowledge of some of the main locations - Great Britain, Canada, India, Australia, New Zealand 
and South Africa.

Imperial Federation - Map of the world showing the extent of the British Empire in 1886. Statistical information furnished by Captain 
J.C.R. Colomb, M.P. formerly R.M.A. Mclure & Co. Queen Victoria Street, London. British territories coloured in red. (Published as) 

Supplement to ‘’The Graphic’’, July 24th, 1886. (Inset) The small map of the world shows the extent of British territories in 1786. 
(A modified section of the image also appears on the front cover.)
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Instruct the students to carefully study the map and border illustrations through conducting a “See Think Wonder” exercise. What 
illustrations do they see? What countries do they think the people and animals represent? Can they link these symbols to any of the 
countries in the British Empire? Who does the woman sitting on the world represent? The flag of which country is shown on her 
shield?  

Students are to write out their “wonderings”. Discuss their questions in pairs and then with the whole class. (Questions could include: 
What does the man with the spade on the right  represent? (a gold miner); Is the woman next to him holding wool? Is there a sheep 
between her and the Aboriginal woman? What animal is used to represent Australia? Why are a sailor and a soldier (red coat signifies 
a British soldier) in the lower left hand corner of the map? Why are the coloured women fanning the woman (Britannia) on the globe?  
When did Australia become part of the Empire?

1.1  To conduct an analysis of the map and symbols go to Teacher Resource 1: Symbols of the British Empire. 

1.2  Brainstorm terms that may not be familiar to the students such as Fraternity, Federation, colony, Empire, Imperial. Add to the 
glossary: Teacher Resource 2

How did being a member of the British Empire influence the development of the Australian colonies during the nineteenth century?

Is the British Empire still important today?

You could show the Splash video (up to 3minutes 10 seconds) on the origin of the Commonwealth of Nations and the Empire and 
Commonwealth Games. To access the video type: “splash abs home 29493 commonwealth games. Who goes to the Commonwealth 
Games?” into your search engine.

Activity 2 An outpost of the Empire - the development of the Swan River Colony

Map from West One Services,  
Making a Nation, 2011, M Southee

The development of the free colony on the Swan River began in 1829 with high expectations, enthusiastically promoted by the future 
Governor and Commander-in-Chief, James Stirling. However, slow distribution of land grants, the sandy soils and limited investment 
meant that the colony was close to ruin for several years.  The British Government took control of the land, in the belief that it belonged 
to no one (Terra nullius) and Aboriginal people were pushed aside or gathered as cheap labour by settlers in an attempt to build private 
wealth. Both Indian and Chinese labourers, as well as Aboriginal people, were used as unskilled labour and servants on farms. However, 
distance and clearing the hardwood jarrah and marri forests meant progress was slow in the colony. By the time James Stirling, his 
wife Ellen and their six children left the Swan River Colony in 1839, the towns of Fremantle, Perth and Guildford were well established 
and the farmland around York in the Avon Valley was being cultivated. There were also villages on the way to Albany, and the towns of 
Bunbury and Pinjarra were taking shape. The perpetual cry from the landowners was for cheap labour to help with farm work, building 
and the construction of roads. Workers from the British colonies and China were employed, but not enough it seems, as by 1850, the 
free colony on the Swan River, changed to a penal colony with the arrival of British convicts. (The National Trust (WA) provides a 
European perspective of the development of the Colony. To access the resources type the following in your search engine: “National 
Trust Year 5 The Australian Colonies. Swan River Colony.”)
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2.1   Timeline construction. See Teacher Resource 3:  The British Empire and the development of the Swan River colony.
2.2  Mapping the development of Western Australia. See Teacher Resource 4: Stages of the development of WA. A map of Western 

Australia is provided for the students (Teacher Resource 4a). This activity requires an atlas or an online map to locate towns, 
students show these on the map, clearly label all names, then mark in and colour the four stages of expansion suggested in 
Teacher Resource 4.

When the students have completed their maps they could work in groups to research the problems facing the colonists because of 
one of the environmental factors listed below. As a group construct a short presentation on how the physical environment of Western 
Australia has influenced the development of the colony. This activity links to Year 5 Geography: Features of environments (e.g. climate, 
landforms, vegetation) influence human activities and the built features of places (ACHGK028)

Climate - how did this influence settlement?

Landforms - The importance of rivers, coastal plains, natural harbours, mountain barriers.

Distance - Transport requirements: the importance of rivers, the ocean, tracks, use of horse and cart, camels, railways.

land use - Farming challenges of clearing the land. Transporting stock and produce

Labour - clearing land, heavy lifting, water supplies, working in the tropical north of the colony.

The experiences of British migrant, Georgiana Molloy, who lived in the Swan River Colony from 1830 to 1843, provide evidence of the 
challenges faced by early colonists when living away from the main towns in the early years of the colony in Western Australia. See 
Teacher Resource 5: Georgiana Molloy

Activity 3. Connections to the Empire
Australian colonists benefited economically as members of the British Empire. Britain had a network of merchant and naval shipping 
supporting free trade and transport of migrants across the world. The high demand for agricultural and industrial raw materials in the 
Mother Country and British colonies such as India and Singapore stimulated Western Australia’s first exports of wool and timber. Also 
Great Britain provided increased security through military and naval support as well and invested money in the colonies.

3.1. Trade
India became an important early source of food and provisions for Australia. By 1840 a ship was leaving Sydney for India about twice a 
week, and businessmen in Calcutta and the East India Company in Bengal prospered from supplying the new colony. The connection 
to the Indian Ocean placed the Swan River Colony in a prime position for trade with India. Sheep production in the colony increased 
during the 1830s and 1840s and wool became the main export by 1837. Sandalwood, exported to Singapore and then India, was 
increasingly important. By the mid 1840s the Swan River Colony was diversifying economically, but Great Britain was still a major 
market for such goods as hides, wool, wheat, flour and wine. 

Swan River Colony Exports 1840-1850

EXPORT ITEM % OF TOTAL EXPORTS

Wool 53

Sandalwood 23

Whale products 12

Livestock 5

Timber 2

Other (horses) 5

Progress was still slow during the 1870s. However, a great change occurred in the colony of Western Australia during the early 1890s 
with the discovery of gold near Coolgardie and Kalgoorlie. According to historian Battye, from a   “ practically unknown community 
in 1891, Western Australia in 1900 was known the world over as a country of immense wealth, of progressive ideas, and of almost 
boundless possibilities. The population had risen from 53,279 to 179,708; the revenue of the colony from 497,670 to 2,875,396 pounds 
and the expenditure from 435,623 to 2,615,675 pounds.”

An Economic History of Western Australia Since Colonial settlement. WA Treasury, 2004, p.5

A three minute video clip from the National Film and Sound Archive provides information on the impacts of the discovery of gold in 
WA.
To access the video type the following into your search engine: “nfsa module 991”.
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3.2. Links to other colonies in the British Empire
The idea of breeding horses for the Indian cavalry began during the first decade of the Swan River Colony. In 1839 Charles Prinsep, a 
British businessman based in Calcutta, purchased 1,000 acres on a narrow strip of land between the sea and the western bank of the 
Leschenault Estuary to commence a daring project. The project aimed to begin an Indian Ocean trading network which would include 
India, Australia and South Africa. Prinsep started with breeding horses for sale to the British East India Company. He sent a manager 
with 39 Indian servants and labourers to develop his estate and receive Arab horses from his stud in Tasmania. The area around his 
South West property was named Australind (a union of the names Australia and India) and Prinsep saw the potential of this region for 
providing jarrah (Swan River Mahogany) to build roads and railways in India, as a resting place for  British public servants who fell ill 
during their time in India , and a place to invest in or move to following retirement from the British East India Company. Insufficient 
investment meant Prinsep’s vision did not eventuate. By 1874, his son, Henry Prinsep declared bankruptcy and sold the estate. 

However during the 1830s trade was building between the Swan River colony and India as the colony was importing sugar, flour, rice 
and tea from India. by the 1840s India was importing jarrah, sandalwood, horses and cattle from WA. Indian labourers were also 
working on farms across the colony, often brought by landowners such as the Bussell family. Other labourers were imported to work on 
specific projects. From the 1870s as railways and steam ships shortened travelling time from India, a group of self funded Indian men 
came to the colonies. They aimed to improve their wealth through working on farms or selling goods. Many of these men were from the 
Punjab region and followed the Sikh faith.

South Africa: There were connections between South Africa and Australia through travel writing, Government officials and troops sent 
to support the British during the 1899-1901 Boer War.

New Zealand: During the 1890s New Zealand had been involved in the early discussions on Federation. Many came to Western 
Australia during the 1890s gold rushes.

Add to Vocabulary sheet (See: Teacher Resource 2)

Mix and Match review (See: Teacher Resource 6)
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