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Introduction – Rum, Power and the Long Shadow
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Australia was born out of paradox. On the one hand, it was the proud projection of British imperial authority: a penal colony planted at the edge of the world, run in the name of King George III, governed by appointed officers and designed to uphold law and order. On the other hand, in its day-to-day reality, the colony was ruled not by London’s neat plans but by improvisation, opportunism and power grabs. Nowhere is this clearer than in the story of rum.

In the first decades of settlement, there was no currency in circulation, no functioning economy and few ways to organise trade. Out of this vacuum, alcohol - especially rum - emerged as the unofficial currency of New South Wales. It was not decreed by the Crown, nor sanctioned by official instructions. Instead, it was invented on the ground by the officers of the New South Wales Corps, later infamous as the “Rum Corps.” By monopolising incoming trade ships, controlling supplies of alcohol and distributing rum as payment for labour and goods, they created a shadow economy that kept the colony dependent on them.

This “Empire of Rum” was not just about drink - it was about power. Rum became the medium of exchange, the source of wealth and the instrument of control. With rum, officers rewarded loyalty and punished dissent. With rum, they bought land, labour and influence. And when London sent Governors to rein in this illicit empire, it was rum that sparked Australia’s only successful military coup: the Rum Rebellion of 1808, when Governor William Bligh was arrested and deposed.

The story might have ended there, as a colourful episode of colonial corruption. But the legacy of rum runs much deeper. Alcohol was woven into the very foundations of Australian society - not only as a social lubricant but as a mechanism of exploitation and dependency. And the consequences echo still.

In the twenty-first century, alcohol continues to shape Australian life. It fuels countless petty crimes, from assaults to property damage, keeping the lower courts perpetually busy. It lies at the heart of domestic violence, broken relationships and custody battles, swelling the already overwhelmed family law system. It burdens hospitals, police and prisons, creating entire industries that depend on alcohol-related harm to function. Just as rum once underpinned the colony’s unofficial economy, alcohol today props up the machinery of the modern legal and justice systems.

This book tells that story in two parts. First, it explores how the Rum Corps built a shadow empire in early New South Wales - an economy of dependency, enforced with military power and sustained by monopoly. Second, it traces how the cultural and structural role of alcohol has endured, mutating into new forms but continuing to generate profit, conflict and control. From the penal colony’s rum currency to today’s courtrooms clogged with alcohol-fuelled cases, the through-line is clear: alcohol has been and remains, one of the most effective instruments of power in Australia’s history.

The “Empire of Rum” may no longer exist in name, but its shadow stretches long across the Australian story.
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Chapter 1 – A Currency Without Coins
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When the First Fleet sailed into Sydney Cove in January 1788, the British Empire planted its flag in soil thousands of miles from home. What it did not plant was a functioning economy. The new settlement was a prison in the open air, sustained only by supplies carried across oceans. There was no market, no money and no reliable means of exchange. Yet people still needed to trade.

Convicts wanted small comforts. Soldiers wanted goods beyond their rations. Free settlers, once they began to arrive, wanted tools, food and labour. In theory, Britain intended the colony to be self-sufficient, eventually producing enough to support itself. In practice, the colony lived in a state of chronic shortage.

The Vacuum of Currency

The absence of coins in early New South Wales was not accidental. The British government deliberately withheld hard currency, fearing it would fuel black markets and enable escape or rebellion. Instead, the colony relied on government-issued rations, sporadic shipments from England and improvised barter. A pair of boots might be traded for a bag of flour, a week’s labour swapped for salted meat. But barter has its limits. It requires both parties to want what the other offers at the same time. In a struggling settlement, such symmetry was rare.

This economic vacuum begged to be filled. And into that void poured rum.

Rum Steps In

Alcohol was one of the few goods reliably brought on supply ships. It was durable, portable, divisible and - crucially - desirable. Rum, broadly defined in the colony as any strong spirit, quickly became more than a drink. It became a store of value, a unit of exchange and a symbol of status.

A week’s labour could be paid with a few measures of rum. Tools, clothing and livestock were priced in gallons. Land transactions and wages were sealed with kegs. Rum was liquid wealth.

To drink rum was to participate in the colony’s unofficial economy. To control rum was to control the colony itself.

The Roots of Dependency

The effect was immediate and corrosive. Convicts who earned rum spent it quickly, often in the same taverns and tents controlled by those who issued it. The cycle of labour, payment and consumption bound them to the system in much the same way the later industrial “company towns” bound workers to company-owned stores.

For settlers, the situation was no better. Without currency, they relied on rum to pay workers, to trade with neighbours or to buy supplies. Farmers might harvest wheat, but unless they could convert that wheat into rum - or sell it for rum - they struggled to keep their farms running.

The economy of rum bred dependency at every level. It was not designed to enrich the many, but to empower the few who controlled the supply.

The First Power Brokers

Those few were the officers of the New South Wales Corps. Positioned at the nexus of authority, they had first access to ships, storage and trade. They realised quickly that in a moneyless colony, controlling rum meant controlling everything.

By purchasing entire shiploads of spirits before they reached the docks, they monopolised supply. They could dictate prices, inflate value and enforce terms. Soon, rum was not just a medium of exchange but a tool of coercion. The Corps officers could deny rum to their enemies, flood it into markets to break competitors or use it to bribe settlers into loyalty.

In this way, the absence of coinage - the simple fact that there was no official money - became the foundation for an economy of control. What London saw as a minor administrative detail became, in Sydney Cove, the basis for a shadow empire.

From Shortage to System

What began as necessity hardened into custom. By the mid-1790s, rum was no longer merely an improvised solution; it was the backbone of the colony’s economic life. The “Rum Currency” became entrenched, woven into wages, contracts and even legal settlements.

This new system, however, came at a steep cost. Drunkenness spread across all ranks of society. Productivity suffered. Violence and disorder multiplied. The Governor’s authority, already fragile, was undermined by a parallel economy he could not control.

London may have sent instructions for discipline and order, but on the ground, rum ruled.
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THE COLONY HAD ENTERED into a dangerous bargain: alcohol was the glue that held its economy together and the poison that corroded its social fabric. Out of this arrangement emerged not just a currency, but a class of rulers who wielded rum as both whip and bribe. These were the officers of the New South Wales Corps - the men who would soon be known as the “Rum Corps.”
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Chapter 2 – The Rise of the Rum Corps
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When Governor Arthur Phillip returned to England in 1792, he left behind a fragile settlement struggling to survive. In his absence, command of the colony fell to Major Francis Grose, the officer in charge of the New South Wales Corps - a regiment raised specifically to police and protect the penal colony. What happened next reshaped the very foundations of New South Wales.

The Corps had been sent out as soldiers, but they quickly transformed into something far more powerful: landowners, businessmen and judges. They were soldiers in uniform, but oligarchs in practice. Their rise was swift, decisive and built squarely on the back of rum.
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A REGIMENT WITH A UNIQUE Opportunity

The New South Wales Corps was unlike any other regiment in the British Army. Stationed at the far end of the world, it was beyond the daily scrutiny of London. Supplies arrived rarely. Communication was delayed by months, even years. The Corps officers quickly realised that their distance from authority was not a hindrance, but an opportunity.

While London thought the Corps existed to maintain order, the officers themselves saw something different: a captive population, scarce resources and the chance to carve out private empires. In this remote garrison town, they were not just soldiers - they were kings.
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MAJOR FRANCIS GROSE: The Enabler

As acting Governor, Major Grose made a series of decisions that effectively handed the colony to his officers.

• Land Grants: Grose gave officers generous tracts of fertile land along the Parramatta River. While convicts and
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