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Setting: The Richmond Gaol is located in the town of Richmond, renowned for its assemblage of well-preserved 
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Georgian buildings, which collectively form a major tourist attraction.  The gaol stands on the high western 

bank of the Coal River, and is located to the south of the Municipal Buildings or former courthouse 

(THR#1096) and Richmond village green, and between the major tourist attractions of Richmond Bridge 

(THR#1101) and St Luke’s Anglican Church (THR#1135).  The site is accessible from Forth Street.

Description: The Richmond Gaol is one of the best-preserved convict prisons in Australia.  The main gaol complex was 

constructed over a 15-year period and is described in chronological order; Gaol Building (1825), Gaoler’s 

Residence (1833), Wings and External Walls (1835) and Walled Exercise Yard (1840).   The site has high 

archaeological potential.

 

Gaol Building (1825)

The Gaol Building is a single storey sandstone building with a central arched entrance and window either 

side.  The entrance doorway faces the main yard, and has an arched glazed and partitioned fanlight that is 

overhung by a large lamp mounted on wrought iron brackets.  The construction date of ‘1825 AD’ is 

inscribed in the lintel above the arched doorway.  The interior consists of four main rooms off a central 

hallway, at the end of which there is a single solitary cell. 

 

Each room has a fireplace, although only two chimneys are now evident above the current roofline.  The 

original shingled four cornered hip roof with a central four-way valley, has been capped by a flat roof covered 

with corrugated galvanised steel, installed in 2020.

 

Floors are principally of timber, although the hallway is flag stone.  There is evidence for modifications to the 

interior room arrangements in both the front rooms, indicating the addition of a window and separate 

sleeping quarters in the Gaoler’s Room (right of the entrance doorway), and the former location of cells in 

the men’s room (left of the entrance doorway).

 

Gaoler’s Residence (1833)

The Gaoler’s Residence is located 18m south of the 1825 Gaol Building, forming the southern end of an 

enclosed courtyard. It is built at a slight angle from parallel, possibly because of the terrain, which slopes 

steeply to the east, and the Coal River. 

 

The Gaoler’s Residence is a two-storey building constructed of sandstone, with a central door and three 

bays of sash windows, the upper having 12 panes and the ground floor 15 panes. The southern 

(street-facing) facade has more elaborate detailing of door and window surrounds including pilasters and 

pediment around the door that suggests a Greek Revival influence, contrasting to the austere appearance of 

the northern side, facing into the gaol (Ratcliff p. 1616). The building contains two main rooms upstairs used 

for accommodation of the Gaoler and family, while rooms downstairs accommodated the javelin men, stores 

and solitary cells.  Interior detailing is deliberately austere and unadorned.

 

1835 Wings & External Walls

Two parallel wings link the original Gaol Building to the Gaoler’s Residence , thus creating a central enclosed 

courtyard. Access to these rooms are by doors opening towards the courtyard, with the main eastern and 

western perimeter walls devoid of openings.  The stone walls facing the courtyard show the evidence of a 

lime wash that was applied to about halfway up the walls, this was also extended to the northern facade of 

the Gaoler’s Residence.

 

The two wings allowed for separation of the male and female prisoners in the one gaol complex.  The 

eastern wing contained the female room, where they worked during the day and slept at night, and four 

female solitary cells.  Ventilation to the cells was obtained through channels that open to the central 

courtyard.  The cook house is located at the northern end of this wing, containing an open fireplace and 

bread oven.  There are three doors opening onto the central courtyard, with uneven levels which result from 

the ground gently sloping down to the gaoler’s residence, however the roofline is level.

 

The western wing contained twelve solitary cells for men, which were accessed from the central courtyard. 

The eight northern-most of these cells are highly intact. The additional four cells have been modified and the 

original doorway facing into the courtyard has been bricked in, and now contains a twelve-pane barred 

window.  Eight ventilation holes for solitary cells open into the central courtyard, while an additional four 

open to the outside of the gaol.  The turnkey’s room is in the south-west corner and is the current visitor 

access to the site. This room contains the only external-facing window in either wing, this is of twelve panes 

with iron bars.  Like the eastern wing, the floors and doors are located at offset heights as a result of the 

sloping level, but the roofline is level.

 

The surrounding ashlar sandstone walls are topped with projecting coping stones. The external walls extend 

beyond the mains wings to create two small yards either side of the 1825 gaol building, the eastern one 

served as a flogging yard.  These yards contained brick-built privies.  The 1835 gaol plan indicates that the 

western yard contained a doorway that opened onto the exercise yard to the north. 

 

Walled Exercise Yard (c1840)
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The remains of the gaol’s ashlar sandstone perimeter wall , which extended approximately 34m northwards 

of the 1825 gaol building can be seen to both the east and west of the current police residence, these walls 

formed the perimeter of an ‘airing’ or exercise yard, which also contained a vegetable garden.  An 1850 plan 

states that the walls were 11 feet high (PWD266/1/1642).  There is an obvious join between the 1835 and 

c1840 walls at the northern end of the flogging yard.  The northern wall has been completely removed above 

surface, to accommodate the 1927 police station building (Richmond Police Building1927).  There is 

potential for subsurface footings, features and artefact deposits to remain in the area of the c.1840 exercise 

yard, although some areas may have been disturbed by the construction of the 1927 building. 

 

 

Police Building

The 1927 police building is reflective of a standard design for a police residence of this period 

(PWD266/4/25746).  It is a single-storey weatherboard residence with hipped roof and two simple chimneys, 

each with two terracotta pots.  The front façade features a projecting gable and awning to the left-hand side, 

and verandah to the right.    There are two small weatherboard buildings behind the police station that are of 

contributory historic cultural heritage significance and a modern brick police station and garage in the 

north-east corner of the police parcel, which is of no historic significance. 

 

Former Military Barracks Building site

The Military Barracks was located approximately 30m north-west of the gaol, now partly under the gravel car 

park and grassed area (AF72-1-562).  The 1833 building plans for the Barracks indicate a building 

approximately 18m x 6m in size, with two projecting rooms to the front (PWD266-1-1637).  Evidence of 

former structures were identified in this area prior to the construction of the current car park and associated 

landscaping (Lennox 1993).  The site of the former barracks buildings has high potential for sub surface 

archaeological footings, structures, drains and other deposits.

 

Other Areas of Archaeological Potential

There is the potential for archaeological scatter to extend beyond the known building locations and exercise 

yards, especially down the steep slope of title 6528/1, directly east of the gaol.

 

Mature Plantings

The gaol site contains mature plantings to the south of the Gaoler's Residence and along the western side 

of the mina gaol complex, these contribute to the historic heritage of the place. 

 

Associated Collections (not part of the Heritage Register entry)

The cultural material collections of Richmond Gaol are of significance and their housing and exhibition at the 

gaol enhances the place’s heritage values.  Convict-era artefacts include clothing, tools, weapons, restraints 

and weapons of punishment.  The collection is not part of the Heritage Register entry for Richmond Gaol and 

is not regulated or managed in accordance with provisions of the Historic Cultural Heritage Act 1995.

 

History: Richmond Police District

The town of Richmond was proclaimed by Lieutenant Governor Sorell on 23 February 1823, it was named 

after the nearby property of Richmond Park, owned by David Lord (Lennox 1993 p1).  Soon after arriving in 

Van Diemen’s Land in 1824, Governor Arthur divided the colony into ten self-sufficient Police Districts, each 

with a paid magistrate and Chief District Constable.  The Richmond Police District covered the area roughly 

defined by Orford and the Prosser River in the northeast, Colebrook to the north, the Hunting Grounds on the 

Jordan River to the north-west, and the coastline from Bridgewater to Orford (excluding the Forestier and 

Tasman Peninsulas) to the south (Lennox 1993, p4).  This was a highly productive agricultural region and 

the town of Richmond grew to become the colony’s third largest settlement by the 1830s.

 

Police Districts were generally equipped with a barracks for soldiers, a courthouse and a gaol to 

accommodate convict work gangs and local offenders.  The construction of the gaol and courthouse in 

Richmond began in 1825, the Court House (part of THR#1096) is located approximately 100m north of the 

Gaol.  Soldiers were accommodated in the Court House in the early years of the township, until a dedicated 

barracks building was constructed.

 

District Gaol

The design of the original Gaol Building in 1825 is attributed to the colonial architect David Lamb, he 

oversaw construction of the building, which was completed the following year (Nash 2016, p52).  The single 

building housed the gaoler and javelin men (convicts given responsibility for overseeing their fellow 

prisoners), convict work gangs and local prisoners and debtors (both male and female), and at times road 

gangs that were passing through.  Conditions became overcrowded, and the separation of male and female 

prisoners, and different classes of convicts, proved impossible.  Reports indicate that in 1832 over 40 men 

were crammed into a single room, and some prisoners were forced to sleep in the hallway (Nash 2016, 

p52).  The overcrowded conditions led to multiple escapes and calls to expand the gaol and improve 

security.
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Expansion

In response to the overcrowded conditions, John Lee Archer designed the Gaoler’s Residence in 1833.  The 

building was designed to meet multiple requirements; suitable accommodation for a respectable gaoler, 

accommodation for javelin men separated from other convicts, a secure location for keeping stores, and 

three solitary cells.  The Gaoler’s Residence was completed by the end of 1833.  A new timber fence was 

erected, creating two yards, one between the Gaol and Gaoler’s Residence, and an airing (exercise) yard 

north of the 1825 Gaol Building.  The removal of the cells and the overseers from the 1825 Gaol Building 

alleviated some overcrowding and facilitated better separation in those quarters. The Barracks building was 

built at this time, which could accommodate 18 soldiers, representing the first purpose-built accommodation 

for soldiers in Richmond, who had previously slept at the Courthouse and a rented building at the corner of 

Bridge and Henry Streets (THR#1087) (Lennox 1993).

 

The introduction of 16 solitary cells in the 1835 Wings reflects a development in convict discipline theory, 

and a gradual move towards solitary confinement in place of floggings as a form of punishment (Gilchrist 

2004).  Convict records indicate that the number of floggings issued at Richmond Gaol peaked in 1834 at 

4425 lashes and reduced thereafter, despite increasing prisoner numbers (Nash 2016 2016, p55).  The 

separation of prisoners was important for limiting the negative influence of hardened criminals on those 

sentenced for minor offences, this practice was formalised with the introduction of the Probation System in 

1839, and the development of a formal classification system for prisoners.  They also limited opportunities 

for same sex liaisons, an ongoing concern for the convict authorities (Gilchrist 2004). 

 

To further alleviate overcrowding and aid in the separation of convict classes , a separate watch house was 

built in 1838, which accommodated local prisoners who were waiting for their cases to be heard at the 

courthouse (Lennox 1993, p16).  The watch house was located close to the courthouse, (the site is located 

within the boundary of THR#1096), approximately 100m north-west of the gaol building.  This was expanded 

in 1844-45 to accommodate visiting chain gangs, effectively removing the gangs from the Richmond Gaol 

and minimising the interaction between the different convict classes , thus reflecting a greater emphasis 

placed on this separation during the Probation era (Lennox 1993, p16).

 

The 1835 plan illustrates the stone walls extended only to the northern wall of the 1825 Gaol Building, 

indicating that the exercise yard was still enclosed by a timber fence at this stage (PWD266/1/1639).  This 

was replaced by a stone wall in c1840, completing the development of the main Richmond Gaol complex.

 

Notable inmates

Hundreds of prisoners passed through the Richmond Gaol. Notable inmates included Isaac (“Ikey”) Solomon 

and Solomon Blay.  Ikey Solomon was reportedly the basis of Charles Dickens’ character Fagin, his real life 

is perhaps more extraordinary than his fictional counterpart.  After being arrested in England for theft and 

receiving stolen goods, he escaped and fled to North America.  On hearing that his wife had been 

transported to Van Diemen’s Land he sailed to Hobart Town to be briefly reunited with her , until he was 

arrested for his old crimes and sent back to England for trial. He was put on trial, found guilty, sentenced to 

14 years transportation and sent back to Van Diemen’s Land (Sharman 1967).  He was imprisoned at the 

Richmond Gaol between Nov 1831 and July 1834, serving as a javelin man for most of this period (Lennox 

1993, p36-38).

 

In 1840 Solomon Blay had served four years of a 14-year sentence when he took on the role of hangman for 

Van Diemen’s Land. He reoffended again and should have been confined to the Hobart Town Gaol , but it was 

decided it was not appropriate to confine the professional hangman near to prisoners awaiting execution 

(Lennox 1993, p38).  He was relocated to Richmond Gaol until 1845, from where he continued his role as 

executioner, travelling to Hobart or Launceston when required.  Blay reportedly executed over 200 people 

during his career (Lennox 1993, p39). 

 

Incarceration of Tasmanian Aborigines (1828-1830)

During the late 1820s growing hostility on the frontiers of settlement culminated in what has been termed 

‘The Black War’ (Brodie 2017).  Martial Law was declared in November 1828, the same month a civilian 

roving party, under the command of Gilbert Robertson, the Chief District Constable at Richmond, captured 

five Aborigines of the Stoney Creek people, including their leader Eumarrah, at Little Swanport and brought 

them back to Richmond (Pompey 2008).  The colonial authorities had made no specific provisions for 

accommodating Aborigines, and so the group were sent to the Richmond Gaol, where they were imprisoned 

for a year (Brodie 2017).  George Augustus Robinson recorded the increasingly poor condition of this group 

in the final months of 1829, before removing them to his own residence in Hobart in January 1830 (Pompey 

2008, 90-91 & 110).   Robertson was also critical of the conditions in which the group was held (Lennox 

1993).

 

Post-Convict Use

There was a steady decline in convict numbers following the cessation of transportation to Van Diemen’s 

Land in 1853.  The Richmond Gaol was managed by the municipal police force between 1856 and 1898 but 

closed following the passing of the Police Act, when prisoners were moved to Hobart (Nash 2016, p56).  The 
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northern perimeter walls were demolished and a weatherboard police building was constructed in 1927, the 

Mercury noted that the building was built to a standard plan prepared by the Police Department, which 

would be ‘used in the erection of other necessary police quarters throughout the state’ (‘Richmond Police 

Quarters’ 1927). 

 

The remaining gaol buildings were declared a State Reserve in 1945 and has been managed as a publicly 

assessable Historic Site by the Parks and Wildlife Service since 1971 (Nash 2016, p16).  The Gaoler’s 

Residence was used as accommodation for the site lessee but was opened to the public in 2018 following 

extensive conservation works conducted by the Parks and Wildlife Service.   
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Statement of 

Significance: 

(non-statutory 

summary)

The Richmond Gaol is significant for its ability to demonstrate a highly intact convict prison.   The built 

form of the gaol demonstrates changing theories in prison management and the practical constraints 

associated with the convict system in Van Diemen’s Land.  The gaol represents an important phase in 

the wider history of convict transportation, where forced labour provided a workforce to build essential 

infrastructure for the township of Richmond and the broader agricultural region.  In combination with the 

former Courthouse or Municipal Buildings (THR#1096), Richmond Gaol represents a rare extant 

example of an administrative centre of one of Governor Arthur’s ten police districts . 

 

The archaeological potential of the site is high, having the potential to increase our understanding both 

of Tasmania’s penal system and the lives of those who lived under it . 

 

The site holds strong associations with several individuals that are prominent in Tasmania’s history .  

These include the institution’s architects David Lambe and John Lee Archer , convict Isaac (‘Ikey’) 

Solomon and prominent figures associated with interactions between colonists and Tasmanian 

Aboriginal people in the late 1820s including Eumarrah, Gilbert Robertson and George Augustus 

Robinson.  

The Heritage Council may enter a place in the Heritage Register if it meets one or more of the following criteria from the 

Historic Cultural Heritage Act 1995:

Significance:

The convict workforce accommodated at the Richmond Gaol was vital in developing the infrastructure of the town and 

outlying transport networks which were vital for developing the regions agricultural potential.   The Richmond Gaol and 

associated Military Barracks demonstrate the central role that the government played in the development of regional 

towns and the European colonisation of Tasmania. 

 

The largely intact site illustrates the components required, through the design and use of various built structures to 

accommodate prisoners, javelin men and the gaoler, and the associated the military guard.

 

The large number of solitary cells at the Richmond Gaol demonstrates evolving theories of penal incarceration 

including the shift from flogging towards solitary confinement as means of punishment and control, and the 

intolerance of same sex relationships in the convict system.  The original gaol building was designed to 

accommodate prisoners in communal spaces, with no ability to separate prisoners based on their sentence or 

behaviour.  The introduction of the solitary cells in 1833 and the expansion in number in 1835 represents an interim 

stage of these developing theories, which culminated in the construction of the Separate Prison at Port Arthur in 

1849.

 

This is a significant site in the development of policing in Tasmania .  Starting in 1828 when Governor Arthur 

established Richmond as the centre of a dedicated Police District, there has been an unbroken connection between 

the police force (which has existed in various forms) and the site of the Richmond Gaol, which contains the modern 

Richmond Police Station.

 

The declaration of the Richmond Gaol as a State Reserve in 1945 illustrates the changing attitudes towards 

Tasmania’s convict past, and the evolution of former penal sites into heritage sites and tourist attractions, which 

collectively form a significant part of the modern Tasmanian economy .

The place is important to the course or pattern of Tasmania’s history.a)

b)

The Richmond Gaol is a rare example of a largely intact colonial-era convict prison, both within Tasmania and the 

broader Australian context.  The Richmond Gaol demonstrates the only intact female solitary cells in Tasmania .  The 

gaoler’s residence represents a rare example of a surviving purpose -built gaoler’s residence.  In conjunction with the 

Richmond Courthouse (now known as the Municipal Buildings;  THR#1096) the Richmond Gaol represents a rare 

surviving example of a largely intact administrative hub of one of the ten Police District established by Governor 

Arthur, that played a significant role in the effective administration of Van Diemen’s Land .

The place possesses uncommon or rare aspects of Tasmania’s history.

c)

Buildings, structures, surface and subsurface remains and deposits associated with the Richmond Gaol and the site 

of the former Soldiers’ Barracks have the potential to contribute to a greater understanding of Tasmania’s colonial -era 

penal system and the lived experiences of those who lived and worked within it.  This potential is associated with 

remains and artefact deposits located within the gaol complex including yard areas and building roof, floor and wall 

cavities as well as in the immediate vicinity, especially the exercise yard and the steep slope east of the gaol 

complex. The site of the former Barracks Building has the potential to contain footings or other structural remains that 

could provide information regarding the building’s original construction and configuration and any later modification , as 

well as associated artefact deposits to provide information relating to the use of space in this building, and the lives of 

the soldiers associated with the Richmond Gaol.

The place has the potential to yield information that will contribute to an understanding of Tasmania’s 

history.

Wednesday, July 7, 2021 Page 6 of 7



d)

The gaol complex is a relatively intact and rare example of a convict-era gaol that demonstrates a broad range of 

characteristics required for the day-to-day operation; perimeter walls, exercise and punishment areas, cooking 

facilities, and accommodation for various classes of prisoners and their gaolers. The development of the complex over 

a 15-year period demonstrates evolving theories of prison management and concerns in the convict system. 

The 1825 Gaol building represents the principal characteristics of an early colonial-era building constructed to confine 

both local prisoners and convict work gangs.  This building design and construction allows for only minimal attempts 

to separate prisoners of different classification or of separating convicts at night .  In contrast the 1835 wings 

demonstrate the characteristics of a later site specific and purposely designed prison building, which emphasises the 

separation of male and female prisoners and provides solitary cells for 16 prisoners.

 

The two-storey sandstone Gaoler’s Residence is a rare, intact example of a convict period gaoler’s residence, which 

includes both accommodation for the gaoler but also convict overseers and storage rooms. The building is a clear 

architectural expression of convict system hierarchies, which placed the gaoler at the top, and provided a practical 

means of surveillance. 

 

The 1927 Police Station and Residence demonstrates the principal characteristics, which adhere to a common plan, 

for inter-war police buildings constructed during this period.

The place is important in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class of place in Tasmania’s 

history.

e)

No Data Recorded

The place is important in demonstrating a high degree of creative or technical achievement.

f)

No Data Recorded

The place has a strong or special association with a particular community or cultural group for social or 

spiritual reasons.

g) The place has a special association with the life or works of a person, or group of persons, of importance in 

Tasmania’s history.

The 1825 Gaol Building is attributed to David Lambe, the Colonial Architect for Van Diemen’s Land 1824-27.  Other 

works of Lambe’s include Richmond Courthouse (THR#1096) and St John’s church in Launceston (THR#4612).  He is 

also attributed with supervising the construction of the 1824-26 Supreme Court building in Hobart (THR# 11734). The 

design of the Gaoler’s Residence and 1835 wings is associated with John Lee Archer, Colonial Architect for Van 

Diemen’s Land from 1827 - 1838.  Archer was responsible for many significant colonial buildings and infrastructure 

including Parliament House (THR#2525), Penitentiary Chapel (THR#2208), the Ordnance Stores (THR#1651 & 1652, 

and THR#6958-63) and the Ross Bridge (THR#5289).

 

Eumarrah was the leader of the Stony Creek tribe in the years preceding the issuing of Martial Law in November 

1828, he was soon captured by a roving party based out of Richmond, led by District Constable Gilbert Robertson.  

He was identified as a useful ally in the growing struggles, and Governor Arthur gave specific instructions for his 

protection while incarcerated at Richmond Gaol.  He accompanied Augustus Robinson on the ‘The Friendly Mission’ , 

covering much of the state together between 1830 and 1832.  As District Constable of the Richmond Police District, 

Gilbert Robertson played a prominent role in the roving party operations of the ‘Black War’ , but was also critical of the 

incarceration of the Stony Creek members.

 

George Augustus Robinson, the so-called ‘Protector of Aboriginals’, is associated with the Richmond Gaol through 

his diary entries which provide a personal account of the experience of Aboriginal people from the Stoney Creek group 

who were incarcerated at the prison between 1828 and 1830.

 

Isaac Solomon is reportedly the basis for the Charles Dickens character Fagin, his real life is perhaps more 

extraordinary and has itself been the subject of several books and visual media productions.  He is associated with 

the Richmond Gaol having spent two and a half years of his sentence at the site, most of which time he was a javelin 

man. 

h) The place is important in exhibiting particular aesthetic characteristics.

No Data Recorded

PLEASE NOTE This data sheet is intended to provide sufficient information and justification for listing the place on the 

Heritage Register. Under the legislation, only one of the criteria needs to be met. The data sheet is not 

intended to be a comprehensive inventory of the heritage values of the place, there may be other heritage 

values of interest to the Heritage Council not currently acknowledged.
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Locality Plan

Feature Plan
The following features are described in the accompanying
datasheet for Richmond Gaol (THR#12015):
1. Gaol building
2. Gaoler's Residence
3. 1835 Wings & external walls
4. Walled Exercise Yard
5a. 1927 Police Building
5b. Modern Police Station
6. Former Military Barracks site
7. Mature Plantings
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