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Evelyn Condon, Not the Same Sky, Kent Town, 

Wakefield Press, 2013. Reviewed by Stephanie 

James. $24.95 

Evelyn Condon brought the advantages of Irish birth and 

some years in Australia in the 1970s when she approached the 

challenge of exploring the lives of young women reaching the 

colonies after the Irish famine of the mid-1840s. Over 4,000 girls 

‘exchanged’ grim lives in Ireland, marked by poverty, famine-

related deaths and immense suffering, for the unimaginable 

Australian unknown. Condon’s account of this sad transfer between 

Ireland and colonial Australia, Not the Same Sky, skillfully 

negotiates themes relevant to all societies: themes of memory, 

silence, acknowledging, and remembering via memorials 

The fate of individual Irish girls sent to Australia was 

determined by the more or less random association of age, county 

(death rates were higher in the south), shipboard conditions, and 

then, their more or less random allocation to employers in the 

colony. And, the text suggests that, for many, the choice of 

husband/s also revealed opportunism and resilience. From the 

families established as a result of their difficult journey, 

contemporary Australia has benefitted from many thousands of 

descendants. 

Conveying an authoritative sense of the enormity of the 

physical journey for a group of 200 girls, first from Ennis to 

Dublin, then to Plymouth before boarding the Thomas Arbuthnot, 

Condon dedicates seven chapters to their lives at sea. Her focus 

then moves to the colonial paths followed by four diverse and 

fictionalised Irish arrivals – Honora, Julia, Bridget and Anne – and 

her text provides many layers for twenty-first century readers. 
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Not the Same Sky is threaded with multiple references to 

elements of day and night skies, a powerful metaphor of distance, 

difference and sameness. Surgeon-superintendent Charles Strutt, 

the book’s central male character, adopts a deliberate educative and 

supportive role. Aiming to establish a routine of ‘clarity … 

precision … [and] reliability’ so girls ‘would know what was 

required of them’ and avoid previous designations as ‘useless, 

stupid, ignorant and unmanageable’, his dedication sets him aside 

from most medical contemporaries. (pp. 53 and 46). Strutt’s 

strategy threaded maps and geography into shipboard life; maps 

informed the young women about their movement across the globe 

and, at the same time, deeply distressed some about where they 

were not. These deft geographical insertions disclose the sadly 

understandable ignorance and deep confusion of most girls, while 

also underlining why they faced an unknowable future. This 

framing gives readers opportunities to empathise with shipboard 

tensions as the long journey took the girls, mixed in ages, 

temperaments and outlook, far from their painful known towards 

their disturbing unknown. 

Charles Strutts’ diary, acknowledged by Condon as 

‘essential’ to her research, emerges here as centrally underpinning 

her account. She depicts him as a farsighted man of generous spirit 

and dedication, unlike most medical officials who supervised these 

Irish young women. All too often as the historical record shows 

(see for example Robin Haines chapter on the 1840s in her Life and 

Death in the Age of Sail), neither the atmosphere nor purpose of the 

Thomas Arbuthnot was the norm in the realm of colonial transport. 

Lightly shaped within contemporary Ireland – a female 

stonemason invited to Sydney to consider participating in the 

famine memorial project – Condon conveys the public 
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disappearance of the whole saga in both Ireland and Australia. 

Subtle interweaving of the girls’ memory of family – deaths and 

dispersal across diaspora communities – describes sadness, 

isolation and many broken connections. 

At the same time, this novel insists that the big picture of 

such traumatic events must be located, and then maintained, even if 

smaller picture details of individual lives have sadly disappeared. 

This nineteenth century story is a compelling one, brought to a 

contemporary level by Condon’s close engagement and beautifully 

elucidatory language. Readers will long carry images and insights 

from their engagement with this text. 


