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2.0 Trial Bay Gaol: the Site and its History
2.1 Location and Site Description
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Trial Bay Gaol occupies a landmark position on the tip of Laggers Point at Arakoon.  The
gaol has extensive views in most directions and it is also clearly visible from a range of
vantage points including South West Rocks.  The site is approximately 500km north of
Sydney and south of Brisbane, mid-way between Port Macquarie and Coffs Harbour.  The
closest large town is Kempsey, inland on the Macleay River.  The site is at the southern
edge of Trial Bay.  While Arakoon is the local village, South West Rocks is the main town of
the area.  The Arakoon Conservation Area forms the northern edge of a series of national
parks and conservation areas the largest of which is Hat Head National Park.  Trial Bay Gaol
is one of a series of historic sites in the locality, the other major site being Smoky Cape
Lighthouse Group.
The gaol was constructed on a granite outcrop as close to the point as possible with the
intent of placing the workforce for the breakwater construction immediately adjacent to the
worksite.  The proximity can be seen by the quarry excavation almost abutting the northern
edge of the gaol wall, requiring stabilising of the rockface in recent years.
The gaol was also carefully located with a mind to security and the narrow headland proved
a relatively easy site to guard.  Early photographs and plans show the gaol site with its
demarcation and protective lines set within a cleared landscape to assist in guarding the
perimeter.  The current site landscape does not convey the extent of clearing that took place
and which was maintained until the disestablishment of the gaol in 1922.  Even illustrations
from the 1940 period show a cleared site with little regrowth.  This setting enhanced the
louring presence of the gaol structure in the landscape over a constantly changing array of
small buildings and landscape features.
Early illustrations also show a strong visual connection between the gaol precinct and the
small village of Arakoon, with the cleared landscape allowing views to the small cluster of
buildings that formed the nucleus of the township.

The access road to the gaol followed the current entry road route (although not as wide and
well-formed) while the shoreline followed the alignment of the road for much of its route.
Siltation of the bay, caused by the construction of the breakwater, has moved the shoreline a
considerable distance from the road and a significant foreshore zone of vegetation now
obscures views and changes the understanding of the original elements on the site.
All trace of the early landscape has gone and the once severe and hostile environment is
now a popular camping area and a day visitation location of outstanding natural beauty that
attracts one of the highest visitations along the coast.  The present landscape has its own
significance apart from the historical significance of the gaol and has demonstrated the
ability of a natural environment to re-establish over time.
The site also includes an area near Little Beach to the south of Little Smoky where the
overshot dam, built to supply water to the gaol, is located.  This structure, now a duck-pond,
is located in grassed and landscaped picnic areas.
The site as it now presents has a number of aspects of importance.  It remains a very
significant historical landscape with remnant elements of each phase of use that are capable
of interpretation and which require conservation.  It is also a contemporary landscape with
the camping area overlying the historical landscape.  More recently some development has
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taken place to provide amenities and restaurant facilities: these structures are also overlaid
on the historical landscape.

Figure 2.1.1 Location plan showing the main features of the site overlaid with historic
boundaries and features including: the gazetted site boundary; the Police
boundary; the internees boundary; the dam boundary; and the current site study
boundary.  The plan also indicates the former and current shoreline and the
layout of the Arakoon township with areas now developed shown cross-hatched.
The overshot dam and Little Beach are also shown in relation to the gaol and site
area. Not to scale.  Paul Davies 2003
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The study boundary is illustrated in figure 2.1.1.  It does not relate to the current park
boundary or original gaol boundaries but reflects the edge of the camping area and the
visual catchment of the site marked by the crown of Monument Hill and the extent of known
building sites.  The curtilage of the gaol also falls into precincts but the overall setting of the
gaol is the complete landscape in which it is found extending from South West Rocks to
Monument Hill behind Laggers Point.  The whole of the reserve forms the setting.
The current site use is mixed and while a comfortable fit in many respects does not provide
the best experience for many of the users of the place.  The principal uses of historic site,
camping area and day use site are appropriate uses.  These uses are discussed in detail in
Section 4.4.1 Analysis of Visitor Behaviour and Site Use.

This plan looks at the range of site uses and their impacts and makes recommendations on
how to reduce those impacts and improve the efficiency of the site's functions.

2.2 Built Heritage
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

The remaining buildings and structures on the site reflect a small proportion of the structures
built during the post-contact history of the site.  The gaol itself, now largely in ruined form, is
the dominant site element with its imposing granite walls and stark, almost bleak
appearance.  It is now hard to imagine as one walks around the site how the place was once
full of activity, structures, tents, gardens and industry.  The present form of the gaol is its dis-
established form following the dismantling and sale of material in 1922.
To facilitate visitation and interpretation the former Arakoon Trust re-commissioned the entry
building as a visitors centre and constructed the current toilet block from recovered stone
blocks.  More recently NPWS have sealed the top surface and drained the cell block areas.
When visiting the site as a tourist, without reference to interpretive material, the gaol is the
only element that is readily discernible in the landscape.  Other features however survive,
mostly without explanation or identification.
The more obvious site features to survive are several groups of ruins comprising foundations
and a chimney stack, the excavated quarry face, the remains of the breakwater, one powder
magazine standing and one in ruins on the walking track around Monument Hill, the German
Memorial also on the walking track and the overshot dam above Little Bay that is significantly
removed from the main site.  Most of the other significant site features are landscape or
archaeological features.

This plan looks at the built heritage and makes recommendations on how to conserve and
interpret it.

2.3 Archaeology
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Note that in this study �historical archaeological sites� refers to ground level ruins or infrastructure and below ground
resources, rather than to extant buildings and structures.

The historical archaeology of the site is concerned with the study of the former or historic
landscape and vestiges of its past - as opposed to the contemporary or current landscape.
The impacts of contemporary or recent uses on historic phase developments (and hence
their archaeological potential) are assessed in Section 4.4.8 Historical Archaeological Sites.
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The history of the gaol indicates that the place has had several phases of use.  These
include:

� its original purpose as a gaol from 1880 to 1903
� the internment period from 1915 to 1917

� the disestablishment period
� the abandonment period from 1922 to the current day

� the gradual reuse as a camping area and the formalisation of that function

The period the site has functioned as a recreational area now outstrips the timeframe of any
previous function.  It should be realised that the appearance of the gaol and its setting today
are very different from its appearance during the first forty or so years of its existence and
that with each of the above-mentioned phases, the appearance of the place changed
significantly.  All these phases will have left some form of archaeological evidence.

The site is now characterised by the monolithic mass of the gaol walls on the tip of Laggers
Point, a series of benched terraces and roads on the grassed slopes below the gaol, the
vegetated and treed area along the creek, the quarry faces and levelled quarry floor, the
stone breakwater and long sandy beach, and the heavily vegetated area on Monument Hill.

The interior of the gaol itself exemplifies the changes that have occurred.  While the external
walls and some of the major structures survive, the bulk of the buildings from all phases
have been demolished or removed, as have the detailing and infrastructure such as joinery,
paths, paving, tanks, etc.  In essence it is now an empty shell, however archaeological
evidence abounds in the form of visible low level ruins of some of the buildings, and
peripheral evidence of location of other buildings and features.  It must also be remembered
that several generations of buildings have been constructed often on the same piece of land
and archaeological evidence of each generation may well survive in situ.

Outside the gaol there are a number of indicators of the location of former buildings such as
levelled terraces, foundations, edging, walling, drainage and plantings.  Former roads and
tracks are also visible where cut into slopes (with or without edge treatments), where
indicated by drains and drain lines, or where vegetation is thinner.  Building terraces have
often been used for several generations of buildings (as within the gaol).

The re-use of the area outside the gaol for camping purposes since the 1920s has also
utilised some of the terraces for permanent infrastructure such as the restaurant, barbeque
units or toilet blocks; other vacant terraces are periodically used for camp sites and/or
parking.

The whole of the site forms an important cultural landscape.  It is the inter-relationship of
elements, set within the landscape of Laggers Point and Arakoon that gives the place its
primary significance.  This extends to archaeological features and zones, modified
landscapes related to the development of the gaol and some of the recent re-established
landscape elements around the site.  The archaeological resource is complex due to the
layering of built elements and site features around the whole of the site over its various
phases of use.  Ephemeral lightweight buildings have been a feature of the landscape from
its earliest post-contact development.  The more substantial of these have left built remains
seen in footings, slabs and minor site elements.  Many have left little visible remains but are
none-the-less important in understanding the site.

This plan identifies these features and values and sets out ways to manage the resource.
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2.4 Natural Heritage
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Trial Bay and Arakoon State Conservation Area have a warm temperate climate with
prevailing north-easterly winds in summer, and generally westerly winds in winter. The
topography of the Trial Bay Gaol site is dominated by the presence of Little Smoky Mountain
(elev 210m) and, to a lesser extent, by Monument Hill.  Both of these features are composed
of Smoky Cape granite (adamellite), which forms the geology of the major part of the Trial
Bay Gaol site

Vegetation communities

The Trial Bay Gaol survey site has a wide range of vegetation types and habitats within a
relatively small area, and most of these are easily accessible to visitors.  Such a diverse
array of vegetation types, habitats and species within such a small area contributes to the
significance of the site vegetation, since it may be seen as a microcosm of the range of
vegetation types found along the northern New South Wales coast, and allows visitors to
sample a wide range of vegetation types in a small area with easy access. Table 2.4.1 below
sets out the vegetation communities.

Table 2.4.1 Vegetation communities in the Trial Bay Gaol area

Littoral Rainforest Predominantly in low-lying areas and along the banks of the central creekline, on
lower slopes in sheltered positions, and as regenerating vegetation in various
sections of the survey area, including the slopes below the outer gaol walls.

Forest/ Open Forest Occurs in two forms: predominantly along lower west-facing slopes in the central and
southern sections of the survey area; and along lower west-facing sites in the
extreme southern sections of the survey area, extending to mid-slopes along a minor
creekline at the southern boundary of the survey area.

Open Forest/
Woodland

Predominantly on swampy, poorly-drained flats, to the rear of foredune communities,
in the south-western sections of the survey area.

Dune
Woodland/Scrub

This vegetation community occurs along the foredunes of Front Beach in the west
and south-west of the survey area.  It occurs as a band of varying width, and
commonly merges with adjacent vegetation types.  A highly disturbed form of this
vegetation type occurs as a very narrow band between the northernmost
campgrounds (to the north-west of the gaol) and Front Beach.

Scrub/ Woodland/
Open Forest

Predominantly on mid-slopes of Monument Hill, in the central-eastern and southern
sections of the survey area.

Scrub/ Open Scrub/
Heath

Predominantly occurs as small areas within Black She-oak stands (Allocasuarina
littoralis) on Monument Hill, mostly in areas with impeded drainage.

Coastal Scrub/ Open
woodland

Predominantly occurs as a narrow band along the seaward side of the survey area,
often as isolated trees above horticulturally maintained areas.  Given the history of
clearing of vegetation on the subject site, it is likely that some of the trees within the
survey area have been planted, though this distribution along the easternmost edge
of the survey area and on sheer slopes above the disused quarry sites, appears to be
that of a naturally-occurring population.

Cleared/ disturbed Throughout the remainder of the survey area, comprising camping grounds, open
space areas and the gaol precinct.
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Fauna
Trial Bay Gaol is located within the north coast bioregion of New South Wales. The region
also forms part of the Macleay McPherson Overlap Zone where there is a convergence of
both temperate and sub-tropical species.  Many species currently listed under the NSW
Threatened Species Conservation Act (1995) and the Commonwealth Environmental
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act (1999) have been recorded in this region.
Habitats found within the Trial Bay study area offer known and suitable habitat for at least 29
species of threatened vertebrate fauna including one frog, three marine reptiles, 14 birds and
11 mammal species.  For the purposes of this assessment the local area is defined as that
within a 10km radius of the study area.

Human Relationships with the Landscape
The construction of the Trial Bay Gaol marks a significant alteration to the natural values of
the site.  Natural vegetation on the headland had been cleared in preparation for the
construction of the gaol and breakwater, and further disturbance to remaining vegetation
would have derived from alterations to soil levels, hydrology and fire regimes, along with
longer-term effects due to the probable decline of native fauna species.
For much of its non-Aboriginal occupation the headland including Monument Hill has been
devoid of vegetation and maintained in a cleared state.  Early photographs demonstrate this
aspect of the site and its lack of vegetation is one of the historically significant attributes of
the place.

Prisoners were employed to quarry stone from the site for the construction of the breakwater,
which would have necessitated the removal of further areas of native vegetation, both within
the quarry sites and along the track from the quarries to the breakwater. The breakwater
significantly altered the natural patterns of erosion and secretion by wave action, resulting in
the gradual silting up of Trial Bay, and the accumulation of sand and estuarine deposits
along the area now occupied by Front Beach.  In effect, the foredune of Front Beach has
moved seaward by approximately 100m over the last century, and this process has had
significant effects on the nature of the vegetation and habitats behind the foredune.
In more recent times, the gaol and its surrounds have been used as a recreational facility,
primarily for fishing, camping and as a tourist attraction.  In order to accommodate these
uses, the vegetation of the gaol precinct has been allowed to revegetate and now consists of
maintained grassed areas, interspersed with stands of horticultural species such as Norfolk
Island Pines, or delineated by stands of (often highly modified) remnant regrowth native
vegetation, such as that along the creekline in the central portion of the camping grounds, or
the narrow strip of vegetation along the seaward edges of the site.
The introduction of exotic (ie weed) species to the site is an inevitable consequence of
human (particularly non-Aboriginal) settlement and use of an area and is found in much of
the edge regrowth and the vegetated areas immediately around the gaol and along the
quarry face and edge.
There are some conflicting values in the natural landscape between culturally significant
austere landscapes and the desire to revegetate the site with its natural vegetation.
This plan identifies significant natural heritage features and values and sets out ways to
manage the resource.
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2.5 Aboriginal Heritage
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

The study area lies within the area under the custodianship of the Kempsey Aboriginal Land
Council.   While there are currently no registered Native Title Claims over the area the
Dunghutti people are currently undertaking a claim over the region which would encompass
the Trial Bay Gaol study area.  There are no registered Aboriginal sites within the accessible
areas of the site, largely due to the extensive alterations to landscape and landform that
have taken place with the construction of the gaol.

Aboriginal Community Consultation
Two local Aboriginal organisations were contacted prior to the site survey: The Dunghutti
Elders Council (Native Title Claimant Group) and representatives of the Kempsey Local
Aboriginal Land Council.  An Aboriginal community consultation meeting was also held
attended by Zona Moran and David Hoskins.  Zona Moran and Cheryl Blair also attended the
general community consultation.  Conversations with members of the local Aboriginal
community noted the following details about the Trial Bay study area:

� The previously recorded place of spiritual significance (NPWS AHIMS 22-4-052) is
considered by the community to be a place of high cultural significance.  The
community reports that a stone was removed from the Gulgarng Sea Eggs by
researchers in the past and was never returned.  They wish to see this place
protected.

� The disused Trial Bay Gaol site itself (within the gaol walls) was frequently used by
Aboriginal people as a camping place prior to the Arakoon Trust taking control over
the site.  Both Zona Moran and David Hoskins were able to confirm that this camping
took place at least from the 1940s, and probably earlier.  This camping would take
place year round and campers consisted of people from the wider community (not just
from South West Rocks) from as far away as Kempsey and Greenhill.  When the gaol
site was taken over by NPWS people began using Hat Head more frequently as a
camping place instead.

� The beach adjacent to Trial Bay Gaol was also frequently used by Aboriginal people
as a camping spot (this is identified as �Site 3� in the Dunghutti Elders report).  A
statement prepared by Cheryl Blair on behalf of the Aboriginal community of South
West Rocks notes that the area of the Trial Bay Gaol site was �in the past a meeting
place and gathering place for our people�different tribes from the surrounding area
would gather and meet, then they would journey back home.'  The text of this
statement appears in Appendix F.  It should also be noted that the South West Rocks
Aboriginal community have requested that NPWS set aside an Aboriginal camping
area in the Arakoon SCA so that this tradition can be carried on.

� A number of plants used by Aboriginal people in the past were identified in the study
area during the survey and were discussed with Zona Moran and David Hoskins
during the consultation meeting.  They confirmed the use of the plants identified by the
community representatives during the survey and also added that corkwood was
commonly gathered by Aboriginal people in the 1940s-50s who made a living
supplying it to an industry.  Refer to Table 4 p40 Appendix C for plant species known
to have been used by the Aboriginal community.
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� There is significant interest from the community in a greater recognition of the
Aboriginal heritage of the area through NPWS interpretative signage, etc.

Aboriginal Sites Assessment
Identified Sites/Places The Gulgarng Sea Eggs (NPWS 22-4-052)

Cultural Value
The Gulgarng Sea Eggs (NPWS 22-4-052) are not an archaeological site, and as such
cannot be assessed in archaeological terms.  The site is of significance to the Aboriginal
community.
As there are is no archaeological material associated with this feature, it is not officially
protected by the heritage legislation.  It is unlikely to be further threatened by development or
other disturbance due to its location.
Areas of Potential Archaeological Sensitivity
Although areas of potential archaeological sensitivity have been identified in this report,
these areas are not considered to be of high potential sensitivity � it appears unlikely that
large, dense or in situ sites of pre-contact archaeological material exist within areas A, B or
C.  There is some potential that more recent historical material associated with Aboriginal
people might exist within area C.
It does not appear likely that these areas will be disturbed by development or other
modifications in the near future, but if this were the case some further assessment and
consultation with the relevant Aboriginal community would be required.

The local community, in summary, advised:
� The previously recorded place of spiritual significance within the study area (NPWS

AHIMS 22-4-052) is considered by the community to be a place of high cultural
significance.

� The disused Trial Bay Gaol site itself (within the gaol walls) was frequently used by
Aboriginal people as a camping place prior to Arakoon Trust taking control over the site.

� The beach adjacent to the gaol was also frequently used by Aboriginal people as a
camping spot

� The South West Rocks Aboriginal community have requested that NPWS set aside an
Aboriginal camping area in the Arakoon SRA.

� Plants used by Aboriginal people in the past were identified in the study area.
� There is a high level of interest from the community in greater recognition of the

Aboriginal heritage of the area in NPWS signage, etc.
This plan discusses the Aboriginal heritage of the site and sets out ways to manage the
resource.
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2.6 History
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Aboriginal Occupation at Contact -�on the immediate banks of the Macleay
River alone�six distinct tribes�
It is unclear which language was spoken within the Trial Bay Gaol study area at the time of
contact with Europeans.  Some studies of the region suggest that Ngaku was the most
common language, along the coastal area between about Scott�s Head, in the north, and the
coastal area to the southeast of Kempsey.  Ngaku, a more southern 'language', is believed
to have been 'a dialect of Djangadi'.1

Dhan-gadi [or Djangadi/Daingatti2] is 'part of a chain of languages which ran down the east
coast of Australia from south Townsville to the Victorian border'.3  It is described as 'the
language of the Macleay Valley��.4

According to Hodgkinson, who described the area and people in the mid-1840s, there were

'on the immediate banks of the Macleay River alone�six distinct tribes�besides
several others near the sources of the river among the mountains.  Each of them
contain[ed] on an average from eighty to a hundred men and women, exclusive of
children, but the whole body of the tribe [was] never united on the same spot, unless
on some important occasion �They [were] more generally divided into small parties
of eight or ten men, with their women and children, with their women and
children�and these detached companies roam[ed] over any part of the country
within the prescribed limits of the main tribe to which they belong'.5

No accurate population numbers for the Aboriginal people of the region at contact are
available.  Ethnohistorian V Campbell notes that an estimate of 500 people was made by the
Macleay region Commissioner of Crown Lands in the 1850s (some 15 years after the first
European settlers arrived), although an estimate made five years earlier suggested a
population of 200 Aboriginal people in the region.6  Hodgkinson�s estimate (above) numbers
about 480-600 adults in the Macleay Valley.

Resources and subsistence patterns - 'Fish...forms a never-failing article of
food...
Egloff and Oxley note that

'the pattern of Aboriginal life ways of the Macleay valley is similar to that described
elsewhere on the coastal regions of New South Wales.  Men hunted and fished
while women gathered vegetable foods.  Both men and women collected shellfish'.7

V Campbell suggests that there was a 'delicate balance between man and nature in this
area' and that it is probable that people moved seasonally to exploit differing resources at
different times of the year.  Campbell has attempted to reconstruct the diet and economy of
the Macleay Valley people from information recorded by early European settlers in the region

                                                     
1 Egloff and Oxley 1989: 6
2 There are a number of spellings used by various authors e.g. Egloff and Oxley 1989: 37
3 Hoddinott 1978: 53
4 Hoddinott 1978: 55
5 Hodgkinson 1845: 222
6 Campbell 1978: 850
7 Egloff and Oxley 1989: 6



                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

TRIAL BAY GAOL PAUL DAVIES PTY LTD
CONSERVATION MANAGEMENT AND CULTURAL TOURISM PLAN  APRIL 2004

14

and from archaeological evidence.  This reconstruction noted that the �hill country� of the
region was a 'source of vegetable foods and small marsupials'.8

The riverine microenvironment of the Macleay River and the tidal creeks supplied fruits and
fish, but due to the dense growth of rainforest in these areas, these areas were generally not
suitable for camping unless cleared.9  Fish and shellfish would have been collected from the
estuaries and from the beaches; the adjacent dunes may have provided pigface and other
edible plants, as well as grasses for grazing kangaroos and wallabies.10

Illustration 2.6.1   Gathering pipis (northern NSW) 1910-1927.  V7745 Thomas Dick Collection
Australian Museum Photograph Archives

According to Hodgkinson, fish was a particularly abundant and presumably therefore
important resource in the region.  He noted that:

'Fish, in the numerous rivers along this part of the coast, forms a never-failing article
of food for the blacks, whom I have seen, at the Macleay and Nambucca rivers,
spear in a few minutes sufficient fish for the whole tribe, on the shallow sand-banks
and mud-flats on that part of the river, which rises and falls with the tide.  The sea-
beach abounds with clams, oysters, and cockles, at all times procurable, whilst large
cray-fish and crabs are caught among the rocks.  In the lagoons and running
streams, the natives obtain several kinds of fish, large eels, a small kind of lobster
and fresh-water muscles' [sic].11

                                                     
8 Campbell 1978: 83
9 Campbell 1978: 84
10 Campbell 1978: 85
11 Hodgkinson 1845: 223
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Hodgkinson listed various reptiles, including snakes and lizards, as well as birds, worms and
grubs used for food.1  A number of plants are thought to have been important to the
Aboriginal diet in the Macleay region; including the heart of the cabbage palm, a tuber known
as �towwack,� and fern roots2 (according to Hodgkinson a 'large sort of yam or sweet potatoe
[sic]' obtained from 'a small creeper, the roots of which penetrate to a considerable depth in
the alluvial soil, from whence it is collected by the gins, one of whose duties it is to collect
them').3  A number of food plants used by Aboriginal people in the past are found at Trial Bay
Gaol.

Nineteenth-century changes - �constant depredations on stock�

The arrival of European settlers in the region in the early 1830s had a predictably dramatic
and drastic effect on the Aboriginal population.  According to Reiner4 the 1816 wreck of the
brig Trial marks one of, if not the first, contact between Aboriginal people of the Trial Bay
region, and Europeans.  Reiner writes that 'one female passenger who had survived [the
wreck] was taken by a local Aboriginal man with whom she had two sons'.

It was not until 1826 that the Macleay River was �discovered� by Europeans, and it was a
decade later again that the area started to become more intensively settled by non-
Aboriginal people.5  The introduction of the Crown Lands Occupation Act 1836 and the
subsequent creation of the Port Macquarie Pastoral District mark the beginning of intensive
European occupation of the area, although forestry grants for the exploitation of cedar had
been issued in the previous year6 Morris has argued that the Aboriginal people of the lower
Macleay Valley and the coastal regions 'retained a large degree of autonomy in relation to
European occupation partly because of the environmental particularities of this coastal
region' and goes on to quote land commissioner Massie who in 1843 wrote:

'From the great facilities the river and coast afford them for obtaining fish as an
article of food, the natives of this district have less intercourse with the White people
resident at the different stations, than is generally the case in the interior'.7

Reiner characterises the first decades of white settlement as a time of violence:

'Once the Aborigines realized that the white visitors intended staying they began to
use guerilla tactics to resist the invasion and to defend their homelands.  They
attacked the white invaders, killed their sheep and generally harassed them.  In
retaliation white reprisals would follow.  Aborigines were tracked down and shot en
masse � men, women and children.  The Aborigines were dispossessed of their
lands, their hunting grounds and the animals and fish they relied on'.8

Aboriginal-settler violence was brought under control or slowed through the use of the Native
Police � a force of Aboriginal men from other districts.  In 1856 the select committee on the
Native Police force was told that:

                                                
1 Hodgkinson 1845: 223-225
2 Campbell 1978: 93
3 Hodgkinson 1845: 225
4 Reiner 1986: 13
5 Reiner 1986: 14
6 Morris 1989: 15
7 Morris 1989: 19
8 Reiner 1986: 14
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'�there have been repeated remonstrances and calls from the residents of the
Macleay District for the assistance of the detachment of Native Police�In the
Macleay District there have been constant depredations on stock; and the nature of
that country renders white men quite inefficient to stop them'.9

It should be noted that not all early relations between Aboriginal people and Europeans were
characterised by violence and fear: one early settler in the region wrote of the Aboriginal
people that:

'If honourably treated and fairly in every way I believe them, as a rule, a very
harmless people, having always found them so.  I have often been completely in
their power, and have never been molested by them�The blacks about us were
always well and fairly treated and, in return, we almost invariably found them trustful
and confiding'.10

By the 1860 period the Aboriginal people of the region had become increasingly dependent
upon handouts from the government or on rations from the settlers who claimed the land
which had once supplied all their needs.  In many instances Aboriginal people formed camps
on specific properties, working for the new property owner and being paid with rations.11

Morris notes that relationships between Aboriginal people and station owners, particularly on
the Upper Macleay, enabled and promoted a mobile lifestyle lasting into the early twentieth
century, which was somewhat similar to the pre-contact way of living but that:

'their mobility was tied to the rural economic cycle rather than to their own
subsistence needs, as had been the case in the past.   This allowed them to
supplement their bush tucker diet with European goods such as flour, tea and
sugar'.12

In 1870s the NSW government 'approved a ration scheme to encourage Aborigines to move
into reserves set aside for their use'.13  The Aborigines Protection Board, set up in the early
1880s, established a number of reserves for Aboriginal people � there were several of these
in the Macleay District including Kinchela, Pelican, Shark and the Fattorini Islands as well as
Old Burnt Bridge at Euroka Creek.  In part, they were established with the aim of segregating
the Aboriginal community and to �protect� them from the wider society.14  According to Morris:

'On the Macleay and in the two adjacent coastal districts some 16 reserves were set
up ranging from 0.9 hectares to 205 hectares.  Nine of these were established on
the Macleay River.  Depending on the size of the reserve, between one and three or
four families would have land under cultivation.

During this period the APB* had little direct control over the Aborigines�Applications
to farm land on the reserves was made to local police, who then forwarded the forms
to the APB in Sydney for approval or rejection.  The vast majority of these reserves
were located on the lower Macleay River'.15 *Aboriginal Protection Board

                                                
9 NSWVP., 1858 in Reiner 1986: 15
10 Rudder nd in Reiner 1986: 12
11 Morris 1989: 33
12 Morris 1989: 35
13 Reiner 1986: 16
14 Morris 1989 : 92
15 Morris 1989: 93
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While the reserves gave some Aboriginal people a degree of autonomy for a time, the
passing of the Aborigines Protection Act 1909 gave non-Aboriginal reserve managers the
power to control Aboriginal income.  This meant that all income earned from farming was to
be turned over to the Board and that the people were obliged to work for rations.  It was a
disappointment to people who had believed that their farms on the reserves were their own
and resulted in people moving off to bush or fringe camps such as Greenhill.16  The major
reserves in the lower Macleay were revoked in 1925.17  The same 1909 legislation enabled
the APB to remove children from their families.18

Interestingly, unlike other communities in NSW, the Aboriginal people of the north coast,
namely the Dhan-gadi and the Gumbaingirr people, retained their ceremonial life well into
the twentieth century.  This is possibly partly due to the ability of the people of the Macleay
Valley to retain a degree of autonomy through the contact and post-contact times.19

McBryde has noted that a number of ceremonial sites are known to exist in the Macleay
Valley at 'Richardson�s Crossing north of Crescent Head, at the Maria River area�; the
Smoky Cape Area is traditionally associated with the mythology and legends of the North
Coast tribes'.20  McBryde also notes that Ulitarra, 'a sacred being in local creation mythology'
was associated with the Smoky Cape-Arakoon area.21

One site of mythological/spiritual significance to Aboriginal people is known to exist within
the Trial Bay Gaol study area.  Another site of spiritual importance (Birroogun�s Grave,
NPWS 22-4-035) is located nearby at South West Rocks.  The latter site is listed on the
register of the National Estate.

Convict � a banditti of villains

The name of the bay that the prison overlooks commemorates the brig Trial, seized by 13
convicts on 12 December, 1816 when at anchor off the Sow and Pigs Reef in Port Jackson.
The Trial, owned by the wealthy emancipist Simeon Lord, at the time of the act of piracy was
being readied for sail to Port Dalrymple on the north coast of Tasmania.  With its full
complement of crew the brig put to sea heading up the north coast with its banditti of
villains22 seeking freedom from their penal servitude.  The brig Rosetta was soon dispatched
in pursuit with a party of 46th Regiment, but returned without success after a few days.  By
the end of December reports of a wreck on the coast north of Port Stephens were received
through the Aborigines.

The brig Lady Nelson under the command of Captain White put to sea in January 1817 to
investigate the reports, and on reaching Trial Bay the search party found the wreck of the
ship aground on the beach.  Questioning of the local Aborigines ascertained that the Trial
had been wrecked during a storm.  They confirmed that a group of Europeans had
constructed a makeshift boat out of the materials of the wreck, but on putting to sea capsized
with loss of all life.  Another group set out to trek to Newcastle, but were never seen again.

                                                
16 Morris 1989: 108
17 Morris 1989: 119
18 Morris 1989: 109
19 Morris 1989: 68
20 McBryde 1974: 59
21 McBryde 1974: 131
22 Sydney Gazette 14/9/1816
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A consequence of the seizure of the Trial was the proclamations of regulations to prevent
further escapes through the prohibition of vessels anchoring near Sydney Heads.

Exploration

The northern coastline of New South Wales was first sighted by Europeans in May 1770
during the voyage of discovery of the barque Endeavour under the command of Captain
James Cook and in the company of Sir Joseph Banks.  The prominence of Smoky Cape
lying to the southeast of Trial Bay was recorded in the log of this voyage, and the smoke of
what was believed to be Aborigines' fires noted.

Following the British settlement of Australia in 1788, the coast line and presumably the
sheltered Trial Bay were noted and frequented by passing trading and whaling ships.  On the
discovery of the wreck of the brig Trial in 1817, the mouth of what is today known as the
Macleay River is likely to have been found. In 1820, as part of the preliminary work that led
to the establishment of the convict settlement at Port Macquarie in 1821, John Oxley
completed an expedition along the north coast.  Oxley, who anchored at Trial Bay on 24
November, presented a favourable report on the bay to Governor Macquarie, finding it well
sheltered �from the prevailing Winds and quite secure for vessels of our class�.  As a means
of securing the Port Macquarie penal settlement, European settlement further north was
prohibited.  Trial Bay however was designated as a place of shelter for ships making the run
to Port Macquarie in unfavourable winds and tides.

Illustration 2.6.2  Trial Bay Gaol c1880-84.  The gaol seen here under construction shows that the gaol
wall is not complete, huts are located along the foreshore in the remaining scrub and
the site is newly cut and filled.  Note the clearing of the natural vegetation for the
overall site works.  ML SPF
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With the intensity of European settlement centred on Port Macquarie in the 1820s, it was
inevitable that the surrounding river valleys of the Macleay and Hastings were explored and
their economic worth (the tracts of cedar trees) evaluated.  Following the closure of the Port
Macquarie settlement in 1830 came the withdrawal of restrictions on European settlement
and then in 1839 the cutting of cedar on crown lands.  Cedar cutting, legal or otherwise,
became the mainstay of the economy of the area in the 1830s and 1840s.  The cut timber
was transported down the valleys to the coast for shipment.  In the instance of the Macleay
Valley the destination was Trial Bay.

Transport

The mid and far north coast of New South Wales experienced marked economic growth from
the 1860s with the development of a rural economy based on the production firstly of
sugarcane and dairy products, and later maize.  The land selection acts of the early 1860s
opened up lands for the establishment of small farms along the Manning, Hastings, Macleay,
Bellinger and Clarence valleys.  The principal means of transporting the produce was by ship
using public wharves constructed by the NSW Public Works Department.  Along the Macleay
River, ten wharves were built in the 1860s and 1870s.  By 1864 a store and wharf at Trial
Bay had been constructed by the Clarence and Richmond River Steam Navigation Co.

Trial Bay had long been considered a suitable place for development as a harbour for the
nineteenth century north coast shipping trade.  Located some 500 km north of Sydney it was
ideally positioned midway between the commercial and residential centre of the State and
the then main northern port at Moreton Bay.  In addition, the natural features of the bay
offered safe refuge for storm-driven ships during south-easterly gales, and the only place of
shelter situated between Port Stephens and Moreton Bay.  However it was soon found to be
useless when the gale winds turned to the east or north-east.

In 1866, at the direction of the newly-appointed government administration of Charles Martin
and Henry Parkes, Edward Orpen Moriarty, the engineer-in-chief for the Harbours and River
Navigation Branch of the Department of Public Works put before parliament his plan for a
�harbour of refuge� at Trial Bay.  Moriarty considered:

 'Trial Bay as the place, on the whole of our northern coast line, where a safe and
commodious harbour, easily accessible at all times, can and should be formed'23.

Moriarty proposed the construction of a breakwater built from the headland (Laggers Point)
at the south end of the bay jutting 4,950 feet in a north-westerly and westerly direction to
create a sheltered anchorage of about 700 acres � a space wherein the navy of Great Britain
might anchor in easily.24  The proposed line of the breakwater had been noted in 1861.  The
construction of the breakwater was projected to be completed within 35 years.

Moriarty�s proposal was not immediately acted on due the financial crisis of 1867, and
subsequent changes in government.  Finally in 1874 with the reappointment of a Parkes-led
ministry, £10,000 was voted by parliament for the construction of the breakwater and
establishment of the gaol to hold prisoners to build it.  Parkes was not unfamiliar with gaols,
having chaired the Select Committee on Public Prisons in Sydney and Cumberland of 1861.
In 1877, the Harbours and Rivers Branch sent C S Brownrigg as its resident engineer to
oversee construction of the gaol.  This public works prison was a joint initiative between the

                                                
23 Sydney Mail, 27/10/1866
24 Sydney Mail, 27/10/1866
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Department of Public Works and the Justice Department and formed part of a scheme to
reform the colonial penal system.  Because of delays experienced in completing the gaol,
construction of the breakwater did not commence until March 1889, and then, in the
following year, the plan of the breakwater was amended by Moriarty�s successor, Cecil W
Darley.  Darley�s alterations, moving the line some 600 feet in a south-westerly direction,
were made after a new survey and complete soundings were taken.  They provided for an
estimated reduction in the quantity of stone required to be quarried and displaced, and
therefore cost savings.

Illustration 2.6.3  Plan of Trial Bay November and December 1889  Features of this early plan are the
lagoon, the perimeter road around the gaol, the extent of the buildings on the site, the
extent of the quarry and rail tracks (used in the period before this plan was prepared
for the construction of the gaol), the relationship of the entry road to the rear of the
dunes and the vegetation along the beach edge, and the alignment of the entry road
from Arakoon.  AO 1350 (1890) NPWS files
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In the interim the Harbours and Rivers Branch had commenced an ambitious programme of
north coast harbour improvements in the 1880s, which coincided with public lobbying for the
Trial Bay �harbour of refuge� to be developed as a commercial port.  In 1882 a rail link to
Armidale to tap the produce of the New England district was investigated, but found
impractical due to the terrain.  The rail link and port were revived in 1890 with proposals to
link the bay with Kempsey.  Concurrent with these developments was the establishment of
the lighthouse at Smoky Cape.  The need for a light had been accepted by the government
in 1886, and the light was completed between 1889 and 1891.

Illustration 2.6.4    Sketch Plan showing location of Houses and Quarters c1899-1900.  This plan drawn
10 years after illustration 2.6.3 is more indicative but shows the progress of the
breakwater and the construction of the gaol residences in Arakoon village.  It is
interesting to compare this plan with recent aerial photographs showing the extent
of the remaining breakwater.  NPWS files

Construction of the breakwater commenced in March 1890 after the completion of a number
of preliminary works including the opening up of a quarry and the making of a levelled
platform to transport the quarried stone with a 30-ton travelling steam crane and horse
tramway.  The prisoners were trained to use equipment such as steam driven drills, laying of
explosive charges, etc.  The Department of Public Works employees included the



TRIAL BAY GAOL PAUL DAVIES PTY LTD
CONSERVATION MANAGEMENT AND CULTURAL TOURISM PLAN APRIL 2004

22

supervising engineer, a draughtsman, an overseer, ostler (who looked after the horses), and
two blacksmiths.

Illustration 2.6.5 The quarry for the breakwater below the prison.  The photograph shows the
tramway, sheerlegs, etc used to lift and transport the stone.  Source: NPWS Trial
Bay Gaol

Illustration 2.6.6 The 30-ton capacity steam crane in operation at the quarry face below the prison.
Source:  NPWS Trial Bay Gaol
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Within the first year of construction some 206 feet of the breakwater had been completed,
but subsequent progress was painfully slow, the wall being subjected to frequent
washaways.  By 1893 the length of the completed breakwater was 445 feet, but washaways
of the breakwater in the previous two years had resulted in the loss of 219 feet of completed
wall.  After ten years of continuous labour the breakwater measured 721 feet, with 684 feet
of displaced stonework lost over the years.  Two additional quarries were also opened up in
1896 and 1897 to secure larger stone as a means of circumventing the deleterious effects of
the storms.

In 1898 the administration of the prison and works was relegated solely to the Prison
Department, the attention of the Public Works Department then being focused on the
construction of a training wall at the entrance of the Macleay River at Grassy Head, work on
which had begun in 1896.  With the great flood of 1893 the mouth of the Macleay River
changed, cutting a new entrance 9.5 km away at South West Rocks.

In 1903 the administration of the work on the breakwater at Trial Bay was returned to the
Public Works Department, the work overseen by the Prisons Department in the interim
having resulted in greater washaways.  The breakwater at this time measured 994 feet, less
than 20% of its intended length, after 14 years effort and an expenditure of £67,000.  The
principal engineer for harbours, Thomas Keele, reported that given the record of past
progress on the breakwater, the projected completion time was revised up to 74 years.  The
completed section of the breakwater had also resulted in extensive shoaling inside the
intended harbour, with the sand build-up at the government wharf (completed in 1898)
rendering the structure unserviceable.  The work on the breakwater was abandoned in 1903
after the government decided that neither a public works prison nor a harbour of refuge was
needed, given contemporary philosophy in penology and advances in shipping technology
with the advent of the steamship.

Illustration  2.6.7    The levelled bench of the quarry at the time of the internment of German nationals
during the First World War.  The internees utilised the level surface for tennis
courts.  Source:  NPWS Trial Bay Gaol

The proposal to use Trial Bay as a port was revived in 1911 as part of the broader
investigative work of the Royal Commission on Decentralisation in Railway Transport.
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Ironically, the shoaling and silting of the southern side of the bay caused by the construction
of the breakwater now prevented any prospect of establishing a port.

Law and order - an object of interest to the whole colony

The Trial Bay Prison was established in 1876 on the recommendation of Harold Maclean,
the Comptroller-General of Prisons in New South Wales.  Maclean had recommended the
construction of a place of correction at Laggers Point in 1874.  The prison was intended to
serve as a public works prison where the inmates would be engaged in the construction of
the breakwater that would benefit the material well-being of the colony.  Maclean had visited
prisons in England and Ireland in 1869 and favourably reported on the c.1850s public works
prisons established at Portsmith, Chatham and Portland, the latter housing prisoners
engaged in building a breakwater.  In New South Wales the idea of using convicts as labour
on public works was established with the very foundations of European settlement.  The port
of Wollongong, for example, was constructed between 1837 and 1844 by convict labour,
while in the 1860s the gaol on Cockatoo Island in Port Jackson was to an extent a public
works prison with a number of the prisoners being employed in the construction of the
Fitzroy dry dock.  In Victoria, a number of temporary prison stockades were established in
the 1870s at Williamstown and Sandridge to house prisoners engaged on defence works
and dry dock.25

The Trial Bay prison was intended as an experiment in reforming and rehabilitating
prisoners, presenting a strong contrast to the large industrial training prisons at Darlinghurst,
Parramatta, Bathurst, Goulburn and Maitland.  It is today considered 'a high point in New
South Wales penal reform of the nineteenth century'.26  The prison was intended for longterm
prisoners who spent the last part of their sentence working in conditions to supposedly help
them adjust gradually to life outside of prison and, to a degree, provide a skill to earn a
honest living.

The proposal to construct a breakwater at Laggers Point using prison labour had initially
been raised in 1866 and was subsequently revised intermittently over the following decade.
In 1874 Maclean had presented a proposal for an open prison where prisoners were free of
physical restraint.  Maclean had witnessed such an open prison farm at Lusk in Ireland.  Due
to political pressure exerted by Sir John Robertson�s ministry, this scheme was revised in
1875 by Maclean with E. O. Moriarty, the engineer-in-chief of the Harbours and River
Navigation Branch.  Their joint recommendation to parliament was for the construction of the
breakwater by prison labour, and the construction of an ordinary prison with single cells,
stone prisons with single cells theoretically ensuring proper separation of prisoners at night
and preventing communication.

While the location and dimensions of the breakwater had been determined in 1861, several
alternative proposals for the prison accommodation had been canvassed.  In addition to
Maclean�s initial proposal for an open prison, Moriarty had mooted in 1866 the use of hulks
anchored in the bay to house prisoners.  The remoteness and landform of Laggers Point was
considered eminently suitable for the isolation of prisoners and a deterrent to escape.

During 1876 the plans for the prison were prepared in Moriarty�s Harbours and River
Navigation Branch, and the site inspected by Moriarty and Maclean.  The prison was
constructed of locally sourced granite and comprised a central hall and a single two-storey
                                                
25 Lynn, Peter J., From Pentonville to Pentridge, Melbourne, 1996.



TRIAL BAY GAOL PAUL DAVIES PTY LTD
CONSERVATION MANAGEMENT AND CULTURAL TOURISM PLAN APRIL 2004

25

cell block, all enclosed by a high stone wall with four watchtowers.  Provision was made for
an additional cell block.  The design of the prison was determined by Maclean and was
based on his observations of the prison at Bendigo in Victoria completed in 1861, and is
similar to E Wing at Darlinghurst which was completed between 1866 and 1872.

The contract for the construction of the prison was let in 1877 to Dan E McQuarie (aka
MacQuarie) of Sydney at a cost of £25,550.  Assisting McQuarie was John O�Brien (works
manager), Michael Leeds (foreman), and Mr Salt (clerk of works). The reserve of 200 acres
for the prison, located to the north and east of the Arakoon village reserve, had been
gazetted in 1867.

Illustration 2.6.8  Prison Buildings Trial Bay 1886.  This plan shows the second cellblock (not built at
this time) and a planned but never built third cellblock.  Interestingly the layout of the
gaol and the wall do not relate geometrically, which would be expected in new
construction.  The location of the silent cells is however planned when seen in
relation to the design of the third wing.  AO 1360 NPWS files

Although McQuarie commenced on the construction of the prison in June 1877, shortly after
signing the contract in March, the completion of the prison was a long time coming, being
only fully completed in 1889.  The reasons for this delay included problems in working the
                                                                                                                                        
26 Powell
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hard local granite, securing funding because of the frequent changes of parliamentary
ministries, and the death of the head contractor, whose son took on the contract after a long
delay - the buildings mainly constructed between 1880 and 1884, and subsequently
completed by A S Murray.

Because of the remoteness of the site, all of the quarrying machinery, including steam
cranes, winches and stone cutters, had to be brought up from Sydney by the contractor.  A
permanent water supply was also secured through the construction of a dam on the hillside
above the gaol and a road formed to the town reserves.  These works were also completed
by contractors.

The prisoners were initially encamped within a temporary stockade, and as progress was
made on the permanent structures they were moved from the tents to the cells.  During
1878, 80 men were employed at the works, including 33 stonemasons.  The first wing (the
northern wing), comprising 62 cells, took two years to build, being made ready for occupation
in 1879.  At this time an additional £30,000 was voted by parliament to provide for the
construction of the high enclosing wall and four watchtowers, followed by the ancillary
buildings including the hospital, and the staff quarters.

Illustration 2.6.9   Trial Bay c1880-84.  A very early photograph showing site accommodation during the
gaol construction.  The photo shows rustic huts of slab construction with bark and
iron roofs in a primitive setting.  These structures appear to have been removed on
completion of the gaol and staff accommodation.  ML SPF

By the beginning of 1886 the prison cell block accommodation had been completed, and on
18 March the first draft of prisoners other than those who had laboured in the construction
was received.  These prisoners had been convicted of serious crimes and were serving
lengthy prison terms of hard labour.  The first superintendent was William Small known as
'Berrima Bill', who had formerly been in charge of the notorious Berrima Gaol, the subject of
a Royal Commission in 1879 inquiring into allegations of cruel treatment. The gaol�s
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completion was celebrated with guided tours attended by many residents of the Macleay
Valley.

Illustration 2.6.10 Trial Bay prison c1889.  This photograph contrasts with illustration 2.6.2 taken 6-10
years earlier.  The gaol wall and entry are complete and the surrounding area has
been cleared.  Note the verandah added to the building in front of the gaol.   ML SPF

The remoteness of the site necessitated a higher level of security than usual.  This was
achieved through a larger than normal number of guards who were also above average in
their qualifications and experience, and included a senior warder and 14 warders.
Accommodation and food rations for the guards and other employees, such as the
superintendent, deputy-superintendent and clerk, were provided gratis.  A fulltime resident
surgeon and two chaplains were also engaged.  The first resident surgeon was Dr R T
Paton.

The original intention was to complete the second wing of prison cells in stone.  This plan
was soon changed to provide three wooden huts with a total of 18 rooms, each
accommodating six men.  These huts, completed by 1887, accommodated the �licencees for
Public Works� under the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1883, which provided for the
privilege of partial freedom from incarceration as well as other privileges.  The licences were
awarded at the end of a prisoner�s sentence to accustom �them to self-guidance and
enabling them to earn at limited rates of wages some means for a new start� in life.  In
certain circumstances, licence holders were permitted to take a �leave of absence� from the
gaol.  By far the greater number of Trial Bay prisoners employed on the breakwater were
licence holders: in 1888, the first year of operation of the scheme, there were 111 licence
holders and 23 ordinary prisoners.

Under Maclean�s term as Comptroller-General of Prisons, which ended with his death in
1889, the licence-holders at Trial Bay enjoyed a degree of privileges not observed elsewhere
in the New South Wales prison system.  Prisoners were 'free to associate'; could play
cricket, fish and swim in their leisure time; grow beards and wear working clothes instead of
standard prison attire; receive tobacco rations and food rations that were better than the
usual prison fare; and their cell doors were not locked at night.  Wages, which were set at
rates of 6d, 1 shilling, and 1/6d according to their behaviour and length of time served on the
works, were credited to bank accounts, which could be partly drawn on to buy canteen
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luxuries.  The hours of labour were short at 36.5 hours per week.  Maclean considered the
employment of licence-holders operating under a modified form of restriction as
�experimental� and �the largest departure in that direction that I have heard of anywhere�.27

Illustration 2.6.11   Trial Bay Prison Electric Light Installation 1901.  This plan provides a clear layout of
the gaol following the completion of building works and shortly before closure.
Features of interest are the signal station to the immediate west of the gaol wall
(ground disturbance still evident), the stables (foundation visible), the wharf and the
building that occupied the site of the present amenities building.  AO 1405 NPWS
files

                                                
27 Department of Prisons Annual Report, 1888.
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Illustration 2.6.12   Gaol after 1887.  This photograph taken some time after illustration 2.6.10 shows
fences and signs of establishment around the site.   7264 NPWS files

Illustration 2.6.13  Additions and Alterations Trial Bay Prison Buildings c1899 AO 1403 NPWS files
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Illustration 2.6.14 The chief warder�s and general warder�s quarters completed in 1880.
Source:  NPWS Trial Bay Gaol

Figure 2.6.15 The goal soon after abandonment, c1903. The chief warder�s and general warder�s
quarters situated outside of the perimeter wall have been removed.
Source:  NPWS Trial Bay Gaol

On the death of Harold Maclean in 1889, George Miller was appointed Comptroller-General
of Prisons.  Miller tightened the relaxed discipline experienced under Maclean, with leave
passes being discontinued, the scale of wages reduced, and daily hours of labour on the
breakwater lengthened.  There is evidence to indicate that prisoners had abused their
privileges under Maclean�s administration: the local parliamentary member O O Dangar
claimed in 1889 that prisoners granted leave were known to frequent the sly grog shops
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operating in the Arakoon village.  Miller�s changes were designed to make life much bleaker
and brought to an end Maclean�s reform-orientated regime; by 1898 the prisoners had been
shorn of nearly all their privileges.

The prisoner�s work at Trial Bay was described by the Comptroller-General of Prisons in
1891:

The construction of the breakwater is carried on by mechanical means, and the
labour to be performed is of a skilled kind which commands high wages in the
colony.  A drunkard or thief who has led prior to his conviction of a crime an idle and
worthless life, is taught habits of sobriety and industry.  He learns how to use a pick,
shovel and other tools in blacksmithing, road-making, skilled quarrying, and other
useful labour.  His health and constitution are greatly improved and strengthened by
the regular and steady life he leads in the open air of a fine climate like Trial Bay,
under a system which comprises healthy discipline, industrial training, and humane
treatment, and one which should undoubtedly educate him to the habits of self-
restraint, and tend to reform him, if any elements of reformation exist for him.28

Illustration 2.6.16 The residences of the prison governor (completed in 1880), assistant engineer and
surgeon (both completed in 1889).  The open nature of the landscape is apparent
with views back from the gaol to Arakoon.  Source:  NPWS Trial Bay Gaol

The work on the breakwater was overseen by officers of the Harbours and Rivers
Department, which effectively meant they were under dual administrative control and subject
to conflicting attitudes in discipline and supervision.  The project itself was a massive
undertaking that was projected to be completed over 25 years and displace 600 million tons
of granite.

                                                
28 Quoted in Ramsland, p.111
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Illustration 2.6.17   The Gaol after disestablishment c1922. Note the washaway of the breakwater and
the remnant of the wharf adjacent. 7388 NPWS files

In 1895, Captain Frederick W Neitenstein was appointed Comptroller-General of Prisons.
While Neitenstein introduced many reforms into the prison system he was a firm believer in
the separation of prisoners as the true basis of effective prison management.  At Trial Bay,
which had been founded on the principle of free association, the second wing (southern) of
prison cells was completed in 1900, providing single cell accommodation for all prisoners.
The wooden dormitories that had been used to accommodate the privileged licence-holders
were demolished.  The locking of prisoners in their cells at night was reported to have led �to
a much healthier moral tone� in the prison environment.  The new wing provided cell
accommodation for 128 prisoners, although prisoners at the end of 1900 numbered 67.
Other changes enacted at this time included the installation of an electric light service
throughout the prison complex, a new kitchen with scullery and bakehouse, and new
lavatories, washhouses, and weather shed.  These changes reflect broader reforms in the
New South Wales prison system with the introduction of electric lighting into cells from 1894
and an emphasis on increased bathing accommodation for example.  Improvements were
also made to the warders� accommodation with ten cottages for married warders completed
in 1900, while the new single warders� accommodation block was remodelled.

All these changes were instigated following consolidation of departmental administrative
control of the prison and breakwater under the Prisons Department in 1898.  The belief in the
future in the public works prison experiment would seem to have been affirmed with the
outlay of public money to expand the gaol and improve facilities.  Yet in 1903 the decision
was taken to close the prison.  This reversal in the departmental position might be accounted
for by lack of success in completing the wall; by 1903 only 994 feet had been successfully
laid after 14 years of labour.  The decision to close the prison and discontinue work on the
breakwater was taken by Premier Sir John See in 1903, who stated:
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'It is proposed to close the prison at the end of this month, when the works will pass
to the Public Works Department. £5,000 per annum will be saved to the Prisons
Department. The system of this prison does not fit in with the modern ideas of
penology which have been proved to be sound by experience of their working in this
State, in that it ignores the principle of classification and isolation of prisoners. The
prison is very costly and the breakwater can be constructed much more readily and
efficiently by free labour.'29

Illustration 2.6.18 The new southern prison wing shortly after completion in 1900.  Source:  NPWS
Trial Bay Gaol

The prison was closed on 18 July 1903 and quietly disestablished on 31 July.  The total cost
of this public works prison experiment was put at £186,000.

In March 1904 the houses and other buildings outside of the gaol walls were sold and
removed from the site.  The best of the cottages were relocated to South West Rocks for the
newly established pilot station.  The prison was not used again as a place of incarceration,
however for a brief period during the First World War (August 1915 to May 1917) the prison
was used as an internment camp for enemy aliens, detaining over 500 prisoners-of-war and
civilians either German or of German descent.

                                                
29 Classification and isolation of prisoners were reforms introduced by Neitenstein in 1897 where the yards of the

prisons were reorganised, prisoners being assigned to yards according to classification. The aim of the scheme
was to limit association, but not to the extent of solitary confinement. By 1900 the system had been introduced to
all prisons except Trial Bay and Biloela (Cockatoo Island).
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With no foreseeable use in the future the prison was stripped of all movable materials.  In
December 1918 all the remaining outbuildings were sold at auction, and in 1922 the roofs,
gates, and complete fitout were removed and sold for £800.

Towns, suburbs and villages - The little town of Arakoon will be a flourishing city

The area of Trial Bay was known to the Europeans from earliest days of exploration and
settlement.  The landmark of the Smoky Cape Range had been observed by Captain James
Cook during the voyage of the Endeavour in May 1770.  After settlement, the bay was soon
found to be a suitable place of refuge from inclement weather.  The duration of such stays
could be many days: Edwin O Moriarty, the proponent of the breakwater and gaol in 1866,
had experienced a stay of 11 days.  The sheltered bay also provided for easy landing of row
boats to the shore.

By the 1830s, with the Macleay River in regular use for transporting cedar to the southern
town markets, the colonial administrators recognised the potential of the bay for the
establishment of a township, and the lands around it were reserved from sale.  This policy
was enforced by the government until 1867 when the town reserve of Arakoon was gazetted.
In the interim, town and village settlements had been established along the Macleay River at
Kempsey, Frederickton and Gladstone.  With the passing of Robertson�s Land Acts in the
early 1860s, the lower Macleay Valley had been opened up for smallscale farms, the forests
cleared and the land planted with maize.  The river provided the main means of
communication between the farming communities, and was the only means of transporting
produce to the city markets.  To assist vessels in entering the river from the sea, a
government pilot was stationed at Grassy Head by 1862.

The survey of the town of Arakoon by surveyor Ernest Herborn, completed in April 1866,
would therefore seem to relate to the developing rural economy of the Macleay Valley and
the need to provide a convenient docking point for commercial shipping.  The latter
requirement was to be fulfilled through the construction of a large breakwater at Laggers
Point to provide the substantial 'harbour of refuge' formally advocated by Moriarty in October
1866.  The township as laid out by Herborn consisted of two villages on the south-eastern
corner of Trial Bay connected by a public road: the eastern village tucked behind Laggers
Point, and the western village in the location of present day South West Rocks.  The town
allotments were offered for sale by public auction at Kempsey in March 1868.  Only a small
number of allotments in South West Rocks were taken up.

The town allotments were offered for sale again in December 1874.  On this occasion, with
the prospect of a large public works project in the form of the breakwater and gaol virtually
guaranteed, it is not surprising that most of the allotments offered at Arakoon were sold.  The
public works project was intended to be longterm and it was in this village that much of the
government�s services such as police (1878), post and telegraph office (1878) and school
(1883) were located, as well as the Mechanics Institute (1899).  In addition community
services were provided by the prison staff and inmates: the resident surgeon attended the
sick when required, and the prisoners regularly manned a 28 ft former whaleboat for locals to
connect with passing steamships in the 1890s.

The prospect of the construction of a commercial harbour at Trial Bay and rail link to New
England, strongly supported by Robert B Smith the local MLA, provided further impetus for
the community�s confidence in the future of the village, and further land sales in 1882 proved
successful.  In 1878 the Town and Country Journal�s correspondent reported:
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'There is not the slightest doubt that when it is finished, or even half so, the little town
of Arakoon will be a flourishing city.  Nearly all the produce from the Macleay, the
Bellinger and Nambucca will be brought there by small vessels to be transhipped
into the large ones.  Vessels from the south carrying produce to the north will call
there and take it in; vessels from the north will do the same.'

Illustration 2.6.19  The Gaol and site during internee period 1915-17 showing new soldiers' barracks
buildings in foreground on the location of the earlier governor's residence and a
new set of buildings on the sites of earlier buildings.  Note the powder magazine in
the foreground (extant) and the stone cairn.  7252 NPWS files

Local builders were drawn to the area tendering for the numerous buildings required for the
administrative staff, and infrastructure such as the dam and jetty.  Hotels were also
established to accommodate officials and others travelling to the prison.  At the crossing
place of Spencers Creek on the road to Kempsey, the Rose Inn was established by William J
Salmon in 1878.  Closer to the prison, the Trial Bay Hotel opened in Arakoon in 1879, and
the unlicensed Arakoon House was established in 1881.

At the height of its development during the 1890s, Arakoon boasted a population of 150,
relying solely on the prison to provide a means of income.  When news of the possibility of
the prison�s closure became known in 1902 it was reported to have caused considerable
consternation among officials, tradesmen and ordinary residents.30  Following the closure of
the prison in July 1903, the government services in the town were quickly withdrawn: the
school and post office were closed in 1905, the Mechanics Institute building was relocated to
Jerseyville in 1906, and the police officer followed in 1907.  The North Coast Steam
Navigation Co continued to call regularly at Trial Bay until 1918 when conditions in the bay
had become too dangerous through deterioration of the wharf.

                                                
30 Macleay Argus, 9/1902, quoted in Carey.
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Illustration 2.6.20   The public road to Laggers Point.  Source: NPWS Trial Bay Gaol

The swift decline of Arakoon coincided with the gradual development of the twin village at
South West Rocks.  By the late 1880s this village had developed into a summer holiday
destination for the farmers of the Macleay Valley with some 200 to 300 people annually
camping at the site.  Permanent accommodation however was very limited, although in 1887
Jubilee House (the Pacific Guest House) was completed.  While the establishment of the
pilot station at South West Rocks in 1902 provided a focus for government contracts,
followed by a post office in 1903 and school in 1909, the permanent population remained
very small until the 1920s.

The establishment of the internment camp at Trial Bay prison in August 1915 brought some
changes to the small community through a new telephone exchange, and an influx of the
families of the internees and guards.  By November 1916 the resident population was put at
200.  The village also catered for the off-duty military guard.  By 1916 the village included a
hotel, two general stores, three boarding houses and two refreshment shops.

The development of South West Rocks into the popular tourist resort it is today commenced
in the inter-war period.  The north coast rail line had reached Kempsey in 1917 providing for
more convenient and regular connections with the major population centres of the state.  By
1930 the village boasted a bakery (1922), police station (1924), butcher shop (c1926), surf
clubhouse (1924), school of arts (1927), and Roman Catholic church (1927).  The Anglican
Church had been completed in 1916 and the Wesleyan Church in 1915.

Defence

The outbreak of hostilities in Europe in August 1914 immediately brought Australia into what
became known as the �Great War�.  Within one week of the declaration of war, all German
subjects in Australia were declared �enemy aliens� and were required to report and notify the
Government of their address.  Subsequently in February 1915 all enemy aliens were
interned.  In New South Wales the principal place of internment was the Holsworthy Military
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Camp where between 4,000 and 5,000 men were detained, while the women and children
were accommodated at Bourke and later Molongolo.  Former gaols were also pressed into
service, with men being interned at Berrima prison (built in the 1840s) and Trial Bay prison.

The suitability of the Trial Bay prison for internment was determined in May 1915 by Major
Sands, the commander of German prisoners and alien enemy internment camps.  The first
group of internees left Sydney on the steamship Yulgilbar in August 1915, disembarking at
the Jerseyville wharf.  Eventually over 500 men were interned at Trial Bay including many
from the British colonies in Asia and the Pacific, such as Sri Lanka, Singapore, Hong Kong,
Borneo and Fiji, as well as former German colonies in New Guinea.  The men were
predominantly middle class and professional, with private incomes or comfortable salaries, in
contrast with the Holsworthy internees.

Illustration 2.6.21 The military censor at work.  Note the stepladder access to the upper level. Source:
NPWS Trial Bay Gaol

At Trial Bay the internees were under the continuous military guard of 100 men and three
officers: their mail was censored, but they were otherwise free to associate.  The main
problems they encountered were the sense of detachment from community and family, the
withdrawal of their liberty, and the daily tedium.  To fill in the day the internees fished, swam,
played tennis and walked, often outside the prison walls but within an area defined by a wire
fence laid across the peninsula.  The gates to the prison were opened at 9am and closed at
6.30pm.  At night the internees were accommodated in the unlocked prison cells (two per
cell), and in wooden barracks built between the walls and cell blocks and elsewhere
throughout the grounds.  Additional huts were erected by the internees outside the walls, and
caves were dug out of the surrounding hill sides for recreational use.

The use of the prison as an internment camp came to a dramatic end in May 1918 when the
military authorities closed the camp without delay and relocated the internees to Holsworthy.
The camp was closed because its exposed coastal location provided the potential for the
internees to make contact with passing coastal vessels.  In July 1917 a report was lodged of
internees making a (supposed) radio communication with the German raider Wolf which had
been in the vicinity earlier during February.  A second report from the same informant was



TRIAL BAY GAOL PAUL DAVIES PTY LTD
CONSERVATION MANAGEMENT AND CULTURAL TOURISM PLAN APRIL 2004

38

received in April 1918 which predicted German boats would again be off the coast sometime
in May.  On the recommendation of Lieutenant. Commander T.R. Bavin of the Royal
Australian Naval Intelligence Service (later premier of NSW) acting on the basis of
intelligence received, an attempt to rescue the prisoners was considered likely by means of
fast sea launches or motor boats and that the only adequate precaution was closure of the
camp.31

Illustration 2.6.22 The internees at play in one of the wooden sheds erected by the German internees
outside the perimeter wall.  Source:  NPWS Trial Bay Gaol

Illustration 2.6.23 The wooden sheds erected by the German internees outside the perimeter wall.
Source:  NPWS Trial Bay Gaol

                                                
31 National Archives (NSW) � SP1896/1 - 13
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Illustration 2.6.24 The monument erected by the internees.  Source:  NPWS Trial Bay Gaol

Prior to their departure a stone cairn was erected by the internees on the hill above Laggers
Point in memory of five former comrades who had died as a consequence of their period of
confinement.  The bodies of two internees, Conrad Peter (1877 - 1917) and Herman I.W.
Adam (1879 -1915), were buried at the cairn site.32  It was during the construction of this
cairn that the initial illegal off-shore communication was said to have been made by the
internees.33

The cairn was destroyed in July 1919 following widespread local community protest.  The
monument was rebuilt in 1959 in the mood of post- World War II reconciliation, with funds
provided by the former West German Government, and material assistance provided the
Macleay Shire Council and Rotary Club of Kempsey.

Leisure - an empty shell bone-bare

Trial Bay is a popular beachside tourist resort that draws many visitors on a seasonal basis.
The attractions of the area include the natural splendours of the bay with its long sandy
beaches, rocky headlands and lagoons, and places of historic interest such as the former
Trial Bay Goal and the lighthouse at Smoky Cape.  The centre of the tourism industry is and
always has been South West Rocks.  Official accounts of the village from the late 1880s
draw attention to the largescale seasonal influx of campers.  In 1888, about 200 Macleay
River farmers and their families were reported to have regularly camped there �from
Christmas to the end of January�.  Presumably the large public beachside reserves were
utilised for the camps, although as there was practically no permanent settlement and very
little land in private ownership in these early years, other areas of the village are also likely to
have been used.

The subsequent development of South West Rocks up to the late 1910s, coinciding with the
coming of the north coast railway to Kempsey in 1917, suggests the primary focus was the
provision of basic accommodation services catering to campers.  The first licensed hotel was

                                                
32 National Archives (NSW) � SP1008/1 � 482/1/812
33 National Archives (NSW) � SP1896/1 - 13
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opened in 1887 and there were a number of holiday houses by 1890, but the first store did
not open until about 1905.  The churches, surf clubhouse, community halls, stores, butchers,
etc came during the 1920s.

Illustration 2.6.25 The disused gaol with its stripped roofs, c1920s.  Source:  NPWS Trial Bay Gaol

Illustration 2.6.26   A group of visitors to the gaol, c1920s.  Source:  NPWS Trial Bay Gaol

While the area has a number of places of interest such as the Smoky Cape lighthouse and
the former pilot station at South West Rocks, it is evident from the earliest accounts that the
gaol at Laggers Point was (as it continues to be) the focus of many visitors� attention.  The
isolation and the scale of the gaol in addition to the breakwater construction initially
represented colonial progress.  This view was later revised as the folly of an age with the
closure of the gaol and the failure of the breakwater enterprise.

With the prison�s final closure in 1922 and stripping of the roofs and removable parts, the
gaol became a relic, apparently open to visitation, with historic associations as a place of
incarceration and internment.  By the beginning of the 1930s there was sufficient debris left
over from the breakwater construction for a visitor to wile away a few hours conjuring up
images of futile toil and labour.34

                                                
34 Musgrave, A, and Whitley, P., �Nature Rambles at Trial Bay� in The Australian Museum Magazine, January 1931.
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Illustration 2.6.27  Trial Bay Gaol 1973. Artefacts from the quarry area are shown assembled in the
gaol forecourt.  ML SPF 8092

Illustration 2.6.28 Trial Bay Gaol 1973.  Regrowth within the gaol walls reinforced the sense of
abandonment of the site.  Most of this has been cleared with ongoing maintenance
of the gaol.        ML SPF 8094

Correspondents for Walkabout, the popular Australian journal of travel and geographical
interest, reported on visits to the gaol site in 1942 and 1957.  The 1942 visit noted the
rugged walls and cell blocks without roof, with accompanying photographs to indicate the
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site was cleared, and the possibility of accessing the interior of the buildings.35  The more in-
depth 1957 Walkabout report may have, in hindsight, precipitated moves to secure the gaol's
conservation, as did the funding of the restoration of the German internees' monument by
the Consul-General of the former West Germany in 1959.

In recognition of its unique recreational resources and high visitation, the area was
designated a Reserve for Public Recreation in 1946 and declared a State Recreation Area in
1974.
In 1965 in the Trial Bay Reserve Trust was established, comprising a board of local
representatives responsible for care and management of the buildings and environs. This
management structure was replaced by the Arakoon State Recreation Area Trust in 1974.
The National Parks and Wildlife Service became joint managers of the Recreation Area and
Trial Bay in 1987.
During the intervening years, NPWS has expanded and formalised many of the site's
facilities. Under the Heritage Properties Restoration Program, $100,000 was expended on a
program of major conservation work commencing in 1992 and reaching completion in 1993,
carried out in accordance with the Conservation Policy of the Trial Bay Prison Study 1988 by
J S Kerr and Jackson, Teece, Chesterman and Willis. In 2003, NPWS commissioned Paul
Davies Pty Ltd Heritage Architects to revise and update that study in anticipation of further
conservation and interpretation works to the site.

                                                
35 Walkabout, August 1942
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2.7 Chronology
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

Table 2.7.1 Chronology

General Event Year Specific Event

Captain James Cook on the barque
Endeavour sights and names Smoky Cape.

1770

Foundation of British settlement of Australia 1788

Convicts attempt to escape from Port
Jackson by seizing the brig Trial

1816

1817 The wreck of the Trial sighted at present day
Trial Bay.

John Oxley explores the mid-north
coastline of New South Wales, and
anchors at Trial Bay

1820

Establishment of the penal settlement at
Port Macquarie

1821

Cedar cutters at work along the Macleay
Valley

1830s

Cessation of transportation of convicts to
New South Wales

1840

Development of the far north coast of New
South Wales for sugarcane and dairy
products, and later maize.

The Macleay Valley opened up for small
farming communities.

1860s

Robertson�s parliamentary land settlement
acts

The Select Committee on Public Prisons in
Sydney and Cumberland of 1861

1861

Government pilot for the Macleay River
entrance stationed at Grassy Head (the old
river mouth)

1862

Harold Maclean appointed sheriff of New
South Wales prisons

1864 Clarence and Richmond River Steam
Navigation Co open a store and wharf at
Trial Bay

Harold Maclean completes inspection of
prisons in Victoria

1861

James Martin, premier of NSW. 1866 Edward Orpen Moriarty, the engineer-in-chief
for the Harbours and River Navigation
Branch of the Department of Public Works
proposes forming a �harbour of refuge� at
Trial Bay through construction of a
breakwater.
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General Event Year Specific Event

Proposal includes the use of hulks anchored
in the bay to house prisoners constructing
the breakwater

Survey of the town of Arakoon completed by
surveyor Ernest Herborn

1867 Reserve of 200 acres for the prison, located
to the north and east of the Arakoon village
reserve, gazetted.  Town reserve also
dedicated

1868 Arakoon town allotments offered for sale.

Harold Maclean visits prisons in England
and Ireland and comments favourably on
the open prison farm at Lusk in Ireland

1869

East Wing at Darlinghurst completed 1872.
First new gaol completed in New South
Wales under Maclean. Blocks of cells
joined at central courtyard in very similar
manner to Trial Bay

1872

Henry Parkes, premier of NSW 1874 Harold Maclean, the comptroller-general of
prisons in New South Wales, recommends a
public works prison at Trial Bay. Parliament
votes £10,000 for the construction of the
breakwater and establishment of an open
prison to house the prisoners engaged in
building the breakwater

Arakoon town allotments offered for sale

John Robertson, premier of NSW 1875 Maclean�s prison scheme revised to provide
for ordinary enclosed prison

1876 Plans for the prison prepared in Moriarty�s
Harbours and River Navigation Branch

Henry Parkes, premier of NSW 1877 Engineer C S Brownrigg of the Harbours and
Rivers Branch sent to Trial Bay to oversee
construction of the gaol

Contract for the construction of the prison
was let to Dan E. McQuarie (aka MacQuarie)

1878 Police and post office established at Arakoon
Resident engineer�s house completed.

1879 Trial Bay Hotel opens in Arakoon.

1880 Northern cell block wing, mess hall, kitchen
and ablution block completed

Prison governor�s and chief warder�s
residences completed.  Single warders
dormitory and married warders� quarters
completed
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General Event Year Specific Event

1881 The unlicensed Arakoon House opens.

Prison hospital completed

1882 Survey of railway between Armidale and Trial
Bay

Goulburn Gaol occupied 1883 Public school at Arakoon opens

1884 Prison blacksmith�s, carpenter�s, WCs,
shelter shed and enclosing dwarf wall
completed

1885 Government jetty completed

1886 Perimeter walls, gatehouse and entry, silent
cells completed, and first draft of prisoners
received

1887 Completion of three wooden dormitories to
house licensed prisoners

About 200 Macleay River farmers and their
families reported to regularly camp at
South West Rock �from Christmas to the
end of January�

Bathurst Prison completed

1888

George Miller appointed comptroller-
general of prisons in the death of Harold
Maclean

1889 Construction of the breakwater commences

Warder�s cottages, assistant engineer�s
residence and surgeon�s quarters completed.
Harbours and Rivers Branch store completed

1890 Plan of the breakwater was amended by
Moriarty�s successor, Cecil W. Darley.

Dam at Little Bay completed

1890 Survey of railway between Kempsey and
Trial Bay

Smoky Cape Lighthouse completed 1891

Captain Frederick W. Neitenstein
appointed comptroller-general of prisons

1895

1896 Additional quarries opened up for the
breakwater construction

Construction of a training wall at the
entrance of the Macleay River

1896

1898 Prison Department delegated sole authority
for construction of the breakwater

1898 Completion of government wharf at Laggers
Point

1899 Married warders� cottages completed
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General Event Year Specific Event

Sir William Lyne, premier of NSW. 1900 Completion of second prison cell wing, new
kitchen with scullery and bakehouse, new
lavatories, washhouses, and new weather
shed. An electric light service installed. Roofs
retiled. Salt water storage tanks installed

Federation of Australia 1901

1903 Public Works Department reassume
responsibility for construction of the
breakwater.

Prison closes and breakwater construction
ceases

John See premier of NSW. 1904 Houses and other buildings outside of the
gaol walls were sold and removed from the
site.

1905 Arakoon school and post office close

Outbreak of war in Europe 1914

ANZAC�s land at Gallipoli.

William Holman, premier of NSW.

1915 First German nationals arrive at Trial Bay for
internment

New wooden hospital building completed

North coast rail line reaches Kempsey 1917

1918 German internees depart Trial Bay

All prison outbuildings sold

North Coast Steam Navigation Co cease
calling at Trial Bay

1919 Stone cairn erected by German internees
destroyed

1922 Roofs, gates, etc. removed and materials
sold

Entry of Japan into World War II following
the attack on the American forces at Pearl
Harbour

1942

End of World War II 1945

1959 Stone cairn erected by the World War I
German internees reconstructed

1965 The Trial Bay Reserve Trust established
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2.8 Historic Themes
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Introduction

The historical background for the development of the Trial Bay Gaol Site has been structured
as a thematic history.  A thematic history incorporates themes which are �a way of describing
a major force or process which has contributed to our history...(and)...provide the context
within which the heritage significance of an item can be understood, assessed and
compared.�36  Historical themes can be structured to impart information in regard to the
place, the local region and/or state.  Thematic histories are therefore a useful tool to facilitate
a better understanding of the place�s history and its storylines and thus enable comparisons
between different sites in New South Wales.

Presently there are over 30 themes, which are necessarily broad in scope to provide a
historical framework for the State of NSW.  The Australian Heritage Commission has also
prepared a thematic list that endeavours to encompass historical processes.

The local themes used in this Plan are identified and considered in relation to NSW state and
national themes in Table 2.8.1.

Table 2.8.1 � National, State and Local Themes

Local Themes NSW State Themes National Themes

on the immediate banks of the
Macleay River alone...six distinct
tribes...is a contemporary (mid-
1840s) description of the area and
the people. This theme refers to
the well-established and
harmonious life of the different
groups of Aborigines who
occupied the area pre-contact and
who continued their ceremonial
practices well into the 20thc.

1 Aboriginal contact
6 Land tenure
(Aboriginal)
9 Environment
(Aboriginal)
26 Cultural sites

2       Peopling Australia
2.1    Living as Australia's earliest

inhabitants
3       Developing local, regional

and national economies
3.12  Feeding people
3.12.1 Using Indigenous foodstuffs
8       Developing Australia's

cultural life
8.5    Forming associations
8.5.1  Preserving traditions and group

memories

A banditti of villains is a
contemporary description of the
convicts who attempted to escape
Port Jackson in 1816.  The wreck
of the brig Trial gave name to the
bay over which the goal looks.

2 Convict 2       Peopling Australia
2.3    Coming to Australia as a

punishment
3       Developing local, regional

and national economies
3.16  Struggling with remoteness,

hardship and failure
3.22   Lodging people
7       Governing
7.6    Administering Australia
7.6.5   Incarcerating people
7.6.12  Conserving Australia's heritage

                                                
36 NSW Heritage Office, �History and Heritage�, September 1996
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Local Themes NSW State Themes National Themes

7.7    Defending Australia
7.7.1  Providing for the common

defence
7.7.2  Preparing to face invasion

3 Exploration 3       Developing local, regional
and national economies

3.1    Exploring the coastline
9 Environment - natural
landscape

1       Tracing the natural evolution
of Australia

3       Developing local, regional
and national economies

3.11  Altering the environment
An object of interest to the whole
colony relates a nineteenth
century observation on the Trial
Bay Prison experiment.  The
theme discusses the background
to the establishment of the gaol,
the period of operation, and
reasons for its closure.

9 Environment - modified,
shaped landscape

3       Developing local, regional
and national economies

3.11  Altering the environment
3.11.1 Regulating waterways
3.11.5 Establishing water supplies

11 Migration 2       Peopling Australia
2.4    Migrating
7       Governing
7.1    Governing Australia as a

province of the British
Empire

17 Labour 5       Working in harsh conditions
5.1.2 Coping with dangerous jobs

and workplaces
19 Technology 3       Developing local, regional

and national economies
3.14  Developing an Australian

construction industry
3.14.12 Using Australian materials
8       Developing Australia's

cultural  life
8.10 Pursuing excellence in the

arts and sciences
8.10.1 Making music
8.10.2 Creating visual arts
8.10.4 Designing and building fine

buildings
8.10.5 Advancing knowledge in

science and technology

22 Law and order
21 Government and
administration
23 Defence

7       Governing
7.6    Administering Australia
7.6.5  Incarcerating people
7.6.12 Conserving Australia's heritage
7.7    Defending Australia
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Local Themes NSW State Themes National Themes

7.7.1 Providing for the common
defence

7.7.2 Preparing to face invasion

24 Housing 3      Developing local, regional
and national economies

3.16 Struggling with remoteness,
hardship and failure

3.22 Lodging people
7      Governing
7.6   Administering Australia
7.6.5 Incarcerating people

33 Death 9      Marking the phases of life
9.7  Dying
9.7.3 Remembering the dead

The little town of Arakoon will be a
flourishing city is a quote from the
Town and Country Journal of
1878 and reflects the optimism of
the day in the commercial
opportunities offered by potential
of Trial Bay.  This theme
describes the impact of the gaol
and breakwater on the local area.

10 Townships 4      Building settlements, towns
and cities

4.1.1 Selecting township sites

Trial Bay as a Harbour of Refuge
discusses the ambitious proposal
to complete breakwater at Trial
Bay to provide a safe berth for
ships.

13 Transport 3      Developing local, regional
and national economies

3.6   Recruiting labour
3.8    Moving goods and people
3.8.1 Shipping
3.8.3 Developing harbour facilities

Important persons connected with
Trial Bay Gaol

35 Persons 7      Governing
7.6   Administering Australia
7.6.5 Incarcerating people

A Great forbidding pile of walls
and cells is a quote from Judith
Wright�s poem The Old Prison.
The poem evokes the experience
and existence of the prisoners of
the old gaol set above Laggers
Point.  This theme discusses the
contemporary role of the gaol as
tourist attraction within the
predominantly leisure orientated
South West Rocks area.

27 Leisure 1      Tracing the natural evolution
of Australia

1.4   Appreciating the natural
wonders of Australia

3      Developing local, regional
and national economies

3.23 Catering for tourists
8      Developing Australia�s

cultural life
8.1   Organising recreation
8.1.4 Enjoying the natural

environment
8.2   Going to the beach
8.3   Going on holiday



TRIAL BAY GAOL PAUL DAVIES PTY LTD
CONSERVATION MANAGEMENT AND CULTURAL TOURISM PLAN APRIL 2004

50

2.9 Historical Development of Trial Bay Gaol
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

The following site and building plans set out the development of the buildings and site
generally from the first period of construction of the gaol, through the completion and
abandonment of the gaol to the occupation by the German internees during World War I, and
finally to its current form.  The two sets of drawings illustrate the site as a whole and the
buildings within the gaol wall.

The drawings are compiled from various site plans, historic photographs and site
investigation.  Each element is numbered and a full list of all site features is located in
Appendix B (Consultant Report - Archaeology).

The drawings demonstrate the extent of buildings and structures that have occupied various
parts of the site since the first European settlement of the area.

Figure 2.9.1   Site plan c1888.  Note the lagoon (4.51) and size of the quarry.  NTS Paul Davies 2003

For key to building numbers refer to Appendix B (Consultant Report - Archaeology)
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Figure 2.9.2   Site plan c1900.  Note the extent of building works on the site and the extended
quarry (5.04 and 5.05).  NTS Paul Davies 2003

For key to building numbers refer to Appendix B (Consultant Report - Archaeology)
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Figure 2.9.3 The site c1917 during the German internment period.  The earlier layer of buildings
around the gaol was removed and new buildings including huts and barracks were
constructed.  Note the tennis courts in the quarry area (4.52) and the
disappearance of the lagoon.  NTS Paul Davies 2003

For key to building numbers refer to Appendix B (Consultant Report - Archaeology)
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Figure 2.9.4   The site today.  NTS Paul Davies 2003.

For key to building numbers refer to Appendix B (Consultant Report - Archaeology)
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Figure 2.9.5   The gaol layout at the completion of the first wing c1888.  Note that the entry building, the
mess hall, cell block A, the hospital, the solitary cells and the first kitchen are all complete
and that prisoners were also housed in temporary timber barrack buildings (3.16).  NTS
Paul Davies 2003

For key to building numbers refer to Appendix B (Consultant Report - Archaeology)
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Figure 2.9.6  The gaol layout c1900 following the completion of building works and shortly before
closure.  NTS Paul Davies 2003

For key to building numbers refer to Appendix B (Consultant Report - Archaeology)
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Figure 2.9.7   The gaol layout during the internment period (1915-17).  Note the buildings constructed
around the walls to accommodate shops and industries operated by the internees (3.40).
NTS Paul Davies 2003

For key to building numbers refer to Appendix B (Consultant Report - Archaeology)
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Figure 2.9.8   The gaol layout today with the demolished buildings dotted and former building sites still
visible shown in light outline.  NTS Paul Davies 2003.

For key to building numbers refer to Appendix B (Consultant Report - Archaeology)
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