
through  
the shackles  
of time

through  
the shackles  
of time

Im
ag

e:
 T

o
ur

is
m

 T
as

m
an

ia
CULTURE  |  CONVICT SITES

www.getmedownunder.com52 Au s t r a l i a  &  NZ  |   Ju l y  2012

CULTURE  |  CONVICT SITES

www.getmedownunder.com Au s t r a l i a  &  NZ  |   Ju l y  2012  53

With its imposing architecture, Port Arthur is a 
compelling reminder of Tasmania’s convict past 

Following the leg-ironed footsteps of the birth of 
the nation, discover the islands, solitary cells and 
haunting stories from Tasmania’s convict past… 
Words Marie Barbieri



Far left  and left 
Exploring the vast 
landscaped 
grounds of Port 
Arthur penitentiary 

Below left Port 
Arthur’s roofless 
penitentiary, where 
over 480 men were 
housed at one time

Below right The 
picturesque setting 
of Port Arthur today 
certainly belies its 
punishing past

Bottom The vast 
landscaped 
grounds of Port 
Arthur’s penitentiary 
are worth exploring

Left Walking onto 
Sarah Island, 
Tasmania’s first 
penal station 

Bottom left 
Refusing to fall; the 
Penitentiary on 
Sarah Island

Below Crumbled 
ruins of Sarah 
Island’s solitary 
confinement cells

E vil felons? Handkerchief thieves? 
Scallywags? Child slaves? Hooligans or 
heroes? To be forgotten or hailed? Ask a 
modern-day Australian what they think of 

the 162,000 convicts transported from Britain and 
Ireland to Australia in the early 1800s, and you might 
hear any one of the above. To understand why, I drive 
across Tasmania to explore its convict beginnings.

DEvIl’S ISlAnD
At the historic township of Strahan in Tasmania’s far 
west, I board the Eagle, with World Heritage Cruises. 
We pass through ‘Hell’s Gates’, the dreaded harbour 
entrance that some arriving convicts never saw twice. 

Isolated within Macquarie Harbour, we dock at 
Sarah Island; Van Diemen’s Land’s first, and the 
British Empire’s most feared penal station.

Just as 1,200 convicts did between 1822 and 1833, 
we step onto Devil’s Island (nicknamed so for its 
cruel, punishing labour), guided by Janelle from The 
Round Earth Company. 

We view the ruins of the servant’s quarters, military 
barracks and the bakehouse. But it’s when passing the 
commandant’s office that my back muscles flinch, as 
the floggings were ordered from here – 33,000 
lashings in the first five years alone.Im
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More chilling still is the solitary confinement gaol. 
“Take a look at its size!” points Janelle. The crumbled 
cell we glare at was just three foot by seven foot. One 
convict got 10 days in there for stealing parsley from 
the governor’s garden!

“Alexander Pearce successfully escaped Sarah Island 
with a group of mates,” says Janelle. “He was 
captured, alone, and when they found the butchered 
remains of his mate, Thomas Cox, Pearce confessed 
to cannibalism!” People giggle, but I think of the 
movie Alive… and shudder.

We halt at the slipway and learn of another 
incredible escape attempt. Frederick, the last convict-
built vessel here, became know as The Ship That 
Never Was. When the island closed, Frederick began 
its voyage to the Port Arthur Penal Settlement, sailed 
by the remaining ten convict shipwrights. 

Six audacious weeks later, it arrived in Chile! The 
men hid successfully for a year, until (by chance) a 
British soldier recognised four of them. Back they 
headed, 10,000 miles to Van Diemen’s Land.

HEll on EARTH
Strategically positioned on the Tasman Peninsula, 95 
kilometres southeast of Hobart, I reach Port Arthur. 
Pulling over briefly at Eaglehawk Neck, I stare into 
the eyes of a ferocious hound. 

This monument depicts the ‘Dog Line’, which was 
cut through the narrow width of this densely wooded 
isthmus. It was laid with a razor-sharp cockleshell-
covered path lit by oil lamps, beneath which were 

Sarah Island is 
the setting of 
Marcus Clarke’s 
novel For the 
Term of His 
Natural Life.

Did you  know?

guard-dogs tethered by chains. The officials at this 
military outpost kept them on rations, hungry 
enough to shred any convict attempting escape.

I dare to enter Port Arthur, once the traditional 
home of the Pydairrerme people. Vast landscaped 
grounds envisioned by Lieutenant-Governor George 
Arthur greet me. A cloak of handsome oaks, pretty 
conifers and hardy native gums appear splendid and 
idyllic, until the haunting penitentiary at the heart of 
the site casts its shadows. 

Wandering through the penitentiary’s roofless, 
emaciated carcass, snippets of décor peel from the 
floors, and I feel sure, these walls can ‘talk’. 

Over 480 prisoners were housed in here at one 
time, with accommodation divided into three floors; 
the top for the more obedient (with bunks), and the 
two lower floors (in cells), for the ‘problematic’. 

The commandant’s house and guard tower still 
stand sentinel hillside, revealing the regime’s 
hierarchy. From 1833, one in five of the colony’s 
re-offenders were incarcerated at Port Arthur. And a 
further 12,000 sentences were issued onsite. 

Convicts faced arduous labour felling blue gums 
and quarrying sandstone, often in chain gangs 
carrying 20 kilogram leg irons. 

They received skills-training, religious and moral 
education… and floggings. The most unruly ended 
up in the 1849-built separate prison, which I now 
anxiously creep into.

❛Just as 1,200 convicts did, we 
step onto Devil’s Island❜

❛The haunting penitentiary at 
the site casts its shadows❜
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Tragedy struck Port Arthur again 
on 28 April 1996. A crazed 
gunman shot 54 tourists and 
staff onsite, 35 fatally. Some 

were enjoying meals at the 
Broad Arrow Café. The skeleton 
of the diner remains, alongside a 
Memorial Garden. 

The Port Arthur Massacre



Inspired by the Eastern State Penitentiary in 
Pennsylvania, English reformer, Jeremy Bentham, 
designed the UK’s Pentonville prison. 

These were used as models for Port Arthur’s 
separate prison, which replaced floggings with 
tormenting psychological punishment, to “grind 
rogues into honest men.” 

Entering ‘A’ Wing, recorded voices pinch my ears 
with Rules and Regulations, just as the inmates heard 
them through those hellish years beginning their 
solitary confinement. 

Between thick sandstone walls for 23 hours a day, 
they were released for just one hour, face covered 
with a mask to avoid communicating with other 
humans, alone, into a narrow, high-walled exercise 
yard I now stand helplessly within. 

After the yard exercises the hairs on my back, I 
walk into the suffocating ‘dumb cell’ (solitary 
lightproof and soundproofed cell), via four four-inch 
doors. Shutting the final one on myself, I try my 
hardest to imagine the suffering in this complete 
sensory deprivation, where convicts were banned 
from even speaking, with a diet of just bread and 
water, for up to 30 days. I fail.

This isolation was designed to allow the convict to 
contemplate his sins and be reformed by religious and 
moral education. Did it work? Well, around 200 
escape attempts took place at Port Arthur. One of 
them, an imaginative Billy Hunt, attempted escape by 
donning himself in kangaroo skin. He made it to 

From coal mining to needlework, Australia’s convicts certainly 
made themselves useful while they were doing their time. If 
you’ve got more time, check out these fascinating sites…

The Coal Mines hisToriC siTe 
A half-hour drive from Port Arthur is little norfolk Bay, where 
Tasmania’s first operational coal mine (www.portarthur.org.au/
coalmines) was toiled by the most hardy of convicts. over 60,000 
tonnes of coal were extracted here. Wander around the 1,845 solitary 
punishment cells, and 1,846 separate apartments and barracks. The 
beauty of the bushland trails delineating sandstone ruins and mine-
sites belies the site’s severe brutality. Under the iron fist of cat o’ nine 
tails-wielding lieutenant Barclay, his striped convicts became known as 
‘Barclay’s Tigers’ – no explanation required. 

CasCades FeMale FaCTory 
Rooted at the foot of Hobart’s Mount Wellington, Cascades Female 
Factory (www.femalefactory.com.au) is where 5,000 female convicts 
(and their children) were ‘reformed’, through daily chores such as 
washing and needlework. See the factory’s original yards and well-
preserved ruins. Don’t miss the dramatized walking tour portraying the 
life of convict, louisa Regan – transported for stealing bread. 

riChMond 
Just outside Hobart, the village of Richmond (www.richmondvillage.
com.au) is home to the 1823 convict-built sandstone Richmond Bridge  
which straddles the Coal River, and is Australia’s oldest. visit the cells 
of 1,825 convict-built Richmond Gaol (Australia’s first), where English 
convict, Ikey Solomon, inspired Charles Dickens to create Fagin. 

oaTlands 
Find this charming village, 80 kilometres north of Hobart, preserving the 
1834-built ‘co-ed’ convict gaol. Holding up to 270 prisoners,  
18 hangings were executed by the gaol’s main gates. You can still hear 
children screaming from the gaol’s yard today – it now houses the 
town’s swimming pool! Also in oatlands are several convict-built 
buildings, such as oatlands Coach House and Elm Cottage. 

ross Bridge 
Spanning the Macquarie River in Ross, 120 kilometres north of Hobart, 
is the 1836-built Ross Bridge. Convict stonemasons, Daniel Herbert 
and James Colbeck were awarded pardons for designing the 186 
intricate carvings of plants, animals and gods, and George Arthur 
himself, above the bridge’s arches.

darlingTon ProBaTion sTaTion
Convicts were sent to Maria Island, off Tasmania’s east coast, to fell 
timber, farm crops and make pottery, and they fished their own food 
during food shortages. Sleep in the original penitentiary on an island 
famed for its peaceful walking trails and awesome Painted Cliffs. For 
national park passes, visit: www.parks.tas.gov.au.

BriCkendon and WoolMers esTaTes
Close to the hamlet of longford, the convicts at Brickendon Estate 
(www.brickendon.com.au) were assigned to landowners to work in 
return for food, lodging and clothing. Explore its original, still-working 
farm. Woolmers Estate (www.woolmers.com.au), connected to 
Brickendon by a walking trail, is a charming homestead open for visitors 
to view its historic rooms, and beautiful national Rose Garden. 

Journey back in time…

Eaglehawk Neck, but when a gun-wielding guard 
announced target practice upon spotting a ‘roo’, 
terrified Billy owned up! Convict Martin Cash, 
however, smuggled through, and went on to become 
one of Tasmania’s most notorious bushrangers.

While many were reformed, leaving Port Arthur as 
skilled brickmakers, shipbuilders, stonemasons, 
carpenters, and blacksmiths, some simply became 
broken souls, ending up in the hospital, the paupers’ 

depot or the lunatic asylum during the 1860s. I take a 
much-needed breather and walk around the recreated 
manicured lawns, flowerbeds and tree-lined avenues 
of the grounds. These were exclusively for the 
pleasure of Port Arthur’s officers and their families.

DEAD AnD BURIED
At Port Arthur’s Mason Cove, I board the  
MV Marana and cross Carnarvon Bay to the Isle of 
the Dead; burial site to 1,100 from the settlement. 

Jenny, our guide, leads us past the remains of the 
gravedigger’s hut, and rows of gravestones, designed 
by convict, Thomas Pickling. Civilians were buried 
in marked graves in the island’s north. The convicts; 
unnamed in the south. We see the grave of Australia’s 
first novelist, Henry Savery, assigned for forgery, 

❛Around 200 escape attempts 
took place at Port Arthur❜
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Top far left The 
Separate Prison’s 
exercise yards

Top left A boat 
takes visitors to the 
Isle of the Dead

Above An Isle of 
the Dead guide 
shows visitors 
around the historic 
burial site 

Above right 
Convict tombs on 
the Isle of the Dead

Below Gravestones 
of officials at the 
northern end of the 
Isle of the Dead

lantern lit, with a chilly night-time bite, the Port Arthur 
Ghost Tour searches for paranormal activity, and 
apparitions of returning residents. For Port Arthur’s 
various entry passes, visit www.portarthur.org.au.

Don’t miss...

Tasmania’s convicts also built Hobart’s 
Parliament House and the walls of the Royal 
Tasmanian Botanical Gardens.

Did you know?



and later employed by the treasury. He re-offended 
and ended up in Port Arthur. We then stand by 
George Britton’s headstone. 

This compulsive thief survived almost 800 lashes 
and 18 months in solitary confinement. Anthony 
Trollope also visited the island in 1872, looking for 
character inspiration.

Returning to the mainland, we sail past the 
controversial Point Puer Boys’ Prison (the world’s first 
to be segregated from men). 

Around 3,000 boys between 1834 and 1849 
received literacy, religious and moral education and 
skills-training here, between the ages of nine and 17. 
They were also subjected to punitive measures 
(including beatings, isolation and removal of 
blankets). Shockingly, a nine year old was transported 
to Port Arthur for stealing a box of toys!

While these boys were allocated time for play, they 
laboured hard, and carved the detailed masonry 

decoration on Port Arthur’s church. Their day began 
at 5.30am, and bed was the floor. 

SUCCESS oR FAIlURE?
Convict transportation from Britain ceased in 1852 
and Port Arthur closed in 1877, opening for tourists 
soon thereafter. The five convict sites in Tasmania (of 
the 11 in Australia) are now listed under UNESCO 
World Heritage status.

Murderers and handkerchief thieves they were, but 
many of those issued with a ‘ticket of leave’ became 
upstanding citizens in the community. 

This forced-migration of over 70,000 convicts to 
Tasmania gave birth to the Australia that we know 
today, and we still enjoy the fruits of their ankle-
blistering labour. 

❛A nine year old was transported to Port 
Arthur for stealing a box of toys❜
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Top Its roof may be 
gone, but the 
solidly-built stone 
walls remain of Port 
Arthur’s church

Above left Port 
Arthur’s handsome 
church was 
designed and built 
by convicts 

Convict sites are scattered across the island, so do arrange one-way 
car-hire for at least a week. Fly into Hobart in the south of the island and 
exit via launceston in the north. 

For further information, visit www.worldheritagecruises.com.au; 
www.portarthur.org.au; and www.heritage.tas.gov.au.

Further information


