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Introduction

Gold has long been used as a basis for trade, and different cultures 
each developed their own unit of  measurement for weighing gold. 
Typically, these units were derived from natural items that were 
regular in shape and a consistent weight. Europeans based their 
system on barleycorns, in the Mediterranean and Middle East 
they used carob seeds, and in India the ratti seed. These units of  
weight retain their relevance today, either through language or as 
literal measurements.

By contrast, the Akan people of  West Africa developed a unique 
means of  measuring precious metals. Their skilled goldsmiths 
fabricated intricate brass sculptures, known as ‘goldweights’, 
to ensure that gold was fairly and reliably traded. These finely 
crafted small objects also communicated stories and illustrated 
tribal myths or legends. Original Akan goldweights are now 
preserved in a few museums and private collections.

Indigenous Australians are believed to have inhabited the continent 
for over 40, 000 years, yet there is no record of  any attempt to 
regulate gold as a mechanism for commodity exchange. In 1851 
the discovery of  the first ‘payable’ gold in Australia brought an 



influx of  foreign settlers in search of  wealth, and consequently 
these migrant prospectors encountered no native weights and 
measures for gold.

The Australian goldrush settlers were confronted by spectacularly 
alien flora and fauna, and faced all manner of  environmental 
hardships. In this strange and exotic land, the diggers were 
inspired to develop their own set of  illustrative and instructional 
goldweights, similar to those found within African culture. Each 
brass form was used to communicate some aspect of  life on the 
goldfields, and most were laced with a healthy dose of  settler 
mythology.

Using evidence gathered from first-hand accounts of  the settlers’ 
experiences, experts have attempted to unravel the meanings 
behind the Goldweights of  the 19th Century Australian Colonists.



Illustrations



The Fly or ‘flyweight’

Type: Fauna
Weight: 1fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.01

By far the most abundant, consistently sized 
flora or fauna encountered by the settlers was 
the fly. It was therefore adopted as the basic unit 
of  mass within the Australian goldrush system, 
with one brass fly being equivalent to 150 
actual flies. Each ‘flyweight’ could be refined for 
measuring smaller quantities, through removal 

of  one or more legs and wings.
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The Token

Type: Social
Weight: 5fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.02

Love tokens were given by convicts to their 
wives and families, prior to leaving home 
aboard transportation ships. Typically made by 
engraving or punching coins, they bore farewell 
messages and declarations of  love. This ‘token 
weight’ bears an arrow and is believed to be a 
warning to ‘honest’ diggers, to remain cautious 
at a time when a man’s past and true nature 

might easily be concealed.
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The Rope

Type: Mechanical
Weight: 6fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.03

The colonists who went looking for gold were 
not highly skilled, nor were they in possession 
of  sophisticated mining equipment. They used 
extremely basic tools such as buckets, picks and 
shovels. Rope was also an indispensable mining 

commodity. 
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The Flag

Type: Political
Weight: 8fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.04

In 1854 the miners of  Eureka in New South 
Wales clashed with authorities over licensing 
fees, police corruption and other perceived 
acts of  injustice. Using the Southern Cross as 
a template, the gold miners created the Eureka 
Flag as a symbol of  their solidarity and intent 
to defend their rights. During the tragic and 
violent climax to the Eureka Stockade, 22 

diggers lost their lives.
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The Map

Type: Political
Weight: 8.5fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.05

Upon arrival, settlers needed to know where 
exactly the goldfields were located. Reliable 
maps were therefore extremely important. The 
first ‘payable’ gold was discovered in 1851 at 
Ophir in New South Wales, and six months 
later at Ballarat, Victoria. Eventually, rich 
gold deposits were discovered across the entire 

continent.
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The Macquarie

Type: Political
Weight: 9.5fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.06

This weight takes the approximate shape of  an 
earring that belonged to Mrs. E. Macquarie. 
Governor Lachlan Macquarie allegedly 
possessed the first gold discovered in NSW (c. 
1815) and used it to make earrings for his wife. 
The story is much debated, as the first official 
‘find’ was not made until 1851. Some speculate 
that the earlier discovery was suppressed, for 
fear that a gold rush would upset law and order 
in a community comprised mainly of  convicts.
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The Fang

Type: Fauna
Weight: 10fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.07

This weight depicts a large tooth or ‘fang’ and 
is thought to refer to a creature from Aboriginal 
mythology know as the ‘Bunyip’. The creature is 
disparately described and depicted, to the extent 
that no single representation of  its appearance 
can encapsulate its legendary (terrible) physique. 
It is likely that early European settlers believed 

the Bunyip to be real.
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Unknown (foreign)

Type: Unclassified
Weight: 10.5fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.08

This roundel is of  unknown origin and 
meaning. Given that it carries the word ‘foreign’ 
in relief, it probably relates to immigration and 
status, although to which particular immigrant 
populace it refers, and for what reason, remains 

a mystery.
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The Eucalypt

Type: Flora
Weight: 11fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.09

The abundance and novelty of  the eucalyptus 
would have had a significant impact on 
European settlers, most of  whom would not 
have seen such plants before. Captain Cook 
collected a sample on his third voyage in 1777 
but by the time the first studies were published 
in Europe, colonists had already migrated and 

were settling in Australia.
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The Ring

Type: Social
Weight: 12fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.10

The oversized ring is undoubtedly a reference 
to marriage, or rather the shortage of  
marriage, within early settlements. There were 
few women on the goldfields during the early 
years. The lack of  matrimony gave young 
men a taste of  freedom, and opportunities for 
adventure. However the absence of  family life 
also generated instability and it was difficult to 

establish a sense of  ‘home’.
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The Die

Type: Social
Weight: 11.5fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.11

The dubious morality of  the mining community 
is widely documented. Across a spectrum 
of  vices, which made life in the settlements 
more palatable, gambling clearly played an 
important role. It not only provided revenue 
for taverns and brothels, it occasionally acted 
as an opportunity to relieve stress and boredom 

through arguments and brawling.
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The Plait

Type: Political
Weight: 12.5fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.12

By 1861 there were over 12,000 Chinese 
diggers in the goldfields. Europeans regarded 
the Chinese with a mixture of  admiration at 
their work ethic and resentment at their success. 
During the worst anti-Chinese riot (Lambing 
Flat 1861) reports suggest that the Chinese 
were assaulted and their plaited pigtails cut 
off. It is not known if  this weight was made in 

commemoration, or in defiance.
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The Platypus

Type: Fauna
Weight: 13fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.13

It is not clear whether the miners had direct 
contact with platypuses. As with many things, 
their knowledge may have been a patchwork of  
native and earlier colonists’ stories. Whatever 
the reality, this goldweight is clearly only a 
rough sketch of  a platypus, and was interpreted 
by modelling body parts from three or four 

different animals.
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The Snake

Type: Fauna
Weight: 15fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.14

One of  the dangers faced on a daily basis came 
from large venomous snakes. One account, by 
a woman whose husband went to the trouble 
of  building her a house, explains that her 
floorboards had to be shipped (at great expense) 
from Canada, because pine did not shrink like 
other woods and so did not leave gaping holes 
for snakes to crawl through. Most people lived 

in tents.
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The Nugget

Type: Mineral
Weight: 16fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.15

Naturally, a large gold nugget was the dream 
of  every digger on the fields. Some spectacular 
specimens were indeed discovered in Australia, 
and it is maintained that the largest nugget ever 
found came from Victoria in 1869. This weight 
appears to be a gold nugget, but it is in fact 
pyrite or fool’s gold. Its message is to beware 
of  false hopes and promises, and guard against 

tricksters and swindlers.
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Unknown (lump)

Type: Unclassified
Weight: 19fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.16

The precise form and meaning of  this weight 
are unknown. It is highly probable that it 
represents ‘tailings’ from a sluice box, which 
are essentially waste materials left over once 
any valuable material has been removed from 
a sample. It is unlikely to have been cast from 
animal dung, although this is a widespread 

interpretation.
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The Quartz

Type: Mineral
Weight: 64fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.17

Gold mining was an extremely difficult and 
time-consuming way to make a living. The 
colonial miners were often poorly equipped, 
expending large amounts of  physical energy in 
return for very small quantities of  gold. If  a 
digger had access to the appropriate machinery, 
quartz crushing was the most profitable mining 

technique.
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The Nobbler

Type: Social
Weight: 168fw

Ref: GAC.11.01.18

Drinking was a major colonial vice. Miners, 
who were bored, lonely and miserable, regularly 
consumed excessive quantities of  alcohol. 
‘Nobbler’ was settler slang for a glass of  rum 
or brandy, and such was the devastating social 
impact of  alcohol abuse, it is unsurprisingly the 
heaviest goldweight found in the region. The 
brass form itself  was almost certainly cast from 

the inside of  a shot glass.



43





45

Afterword

The work featured here was originally produced for an exhibition 
of  British and Australian jewellery, entitled Transplantation. The 
exhibition theme was based on the fact that, between the early 
17th and mid 20th Centuries millions of  British people began 
new lives overseas. Some were forced to leave by governments 
bent on Colonisation or Plantation: an unpleasant metaphor used 
to suggest that ‘healthier stock’ was being introduced into an 
environment where the native strains were considered weak or in 
some way substandard.

In response to the themes raised by this exhibition, I developed 
a set of  counterfeit artefacts based on the evidence I could 
gather relating to real historical events. The first direct action 
in this process was to buy a series of  British newspapers from 
the mid 1800s, each of  which contained some reference to the 
transportation of  people (and other things) to Australia. This 
then led to further reading around the gold mining settlements, 
economic and environmental hardships, treatment of  indigenous 
populations and the Victorian desire to impose ‘civilisation’ upon 
what was considered a coarse and uncultured landscape.



Records of  historical events are a form of  legitimised story telling, 
and there is much fiction laid down amongst the fact. A number of  
authoritative and comprehensive (Australian) websites provided 
detailed information about the settlers’ experiences, and books 
about African and Aboriginal art and culture were also utilised. 
None of  these sources are referenced in this book.

With this work I decided to create a fiction by stitching together 
what facts I could find: assembling them from my own point 
of  view. As a maker who enjoys researching social and cultural 
histories, especially with regard to notions of  preciousness and 
value, these subjects allowed me to tie a number of  strings of  
interest into one series of  objects. European colonial mechanisms 
of  power and control are collided with both Aboriginal and 
African craft and storytelling, giving rise to a curious (fictitious) 
measuring system for gold. 

The result is documented here: a series of  small brass castings 
entitled Goldweights of  the 19th Century Australian Colonists. All are 
entirely fake in terms of  their proposed origin and function, but 
the individual background stories contain more than a grain of  
truth.

Opposite:

How to succeed in Australia, article published in;
The Tablet. Vol. 14. No. 709. November 12, 1853.
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Previous:

Australia (The Gold Diggings), article published in;
The Tablet. Vol. 13. No. 618. April 30, 1853.
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About

Laura Potter considers herself  a jeweller, even when she is not 
making jewellery. For her this describes an approach to the world, 
and to making objects, rather than a strict set of  skills employed 
in the production of  wearable things. Instead of  considering 
jewellery as a defined subject, she pokes around the edges of  what 
it is, what it isn’t and what it might be. Issues around adornment, 
preciousness, craft and materiality are key concerns within 
her practice, and running parallel is a regard for the roles and 
responsibilities assigned to personal possessions in contemporary 
life. Her work has contemplated many topics, and maintains no 
particular loyalty to any technique or substance. She employs 
whatever means she can to make a point. 



Goldweights of  the 19th Century Australian Colonists
Laura Potter

www.laurapotter.co.uk

All text © Laura Potter 2011
All photographs © Matt Ward 2011

Works originally produced for:
Transplantation: A Sense of  Place and Culture
Curated by Professor Norman Cherry


