
 [Above] Sandhurst Gaol overlooking Bendigo (Sandhurst) from the site known as ‘St. 
Jeans Hill’. Taken around 1900-1910. Courtesy of State Library of Victoria.  

How do we pay homage to a 
historical sites past without 
jeopardising its memory and 
character? If we modify, 
adapt and re-develop 
aspects of a buildings 
architecture and structure, 
does the site still retain its 
link to the people and 
events of its past?  

Aside from the simple fact 
that prisons exist and 
consume taxes, the vast 
majority of our community 
knows very little about 
prison life other than the 
occasional negative story 
portrayed in the media.  
Therefore, the aim of this 
piece is to not only provide 
an insight into Victoria’s 

penal history and the role 
Bendigo Gaol played, but to 
re-tell some of the human 
stories of those who spent 
most or part of their lives 
‘locked up’ to reinforce the 
importance of preserving and 
enhancing a piece of local 
cultural heritage.  
 
It is hoped that the history of 
the HM Prison Bendigo will 
not be lost as a result of the 
changes made to its 
architecture within the next 
two years and there will 
perhaps be recognition and 
acknowledgment of the 
significance of the building 
and those who are buried 
within the grounds. 

The Bendigo Prison has been 
the scene of some of the 
most memorable moments 
in the city’s rich history.  
The future of the Bendigo 
Gaol has recently been 
hanging in the balance with 
plans for a 25.8 million dollar 
new state-of-the-art 
community theatre released 
by Bendigo Senior Secondary 
College and the City of 
Greater Bendigo to 
commence next year.  
 
Whilst this massive 
redevelopment will no doubt 
attract many people and 
become a hub of activity; in 
its earlier years it was quite 
the opposite: prisoners from 
as far back as the 1850s were 
constantly attempting to flee 
the gaols looming walls and 
restore their loss of liberty. 
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 ‘Doing Time’ 
The prison as a public institution in Australia incites a 
mixture of fear and curiosity amongst many of us. In 
Victoria, it has been an important but often 
neglected part of our social history. It is quite 
remarkable that it has survived as an institution and 
as an essential part of our justice system for such a 
long time, despite its limited success in accomplishing 
its sole objective – rehabilitation. i However, over the 
past 250 years the way imprisonment is perceived 
has experienced a significant transformation. While 
once it was merely a holding place for criminals 
pending harsher fates such as execution, the prison is 
now the predominant penalty given to felons around 
the world. ii 

Gold rush prosperity 
From the first settlement in Bendigo it was becoming 
increasingly evident that a gaol was required to assist 
in managing the rise in crime that had accompanied 
the gold rush prosperity from the 1850s. Before the 
gaol was built, offenders were detained at a site 
known as Camp Hill and chained to trees as 
punishment for crimes such as stealing gold or cattle. 
A small log lock-up consisting of three communal 
cells was then built at the same site to accommodate 
more prisoners. iii 
 

[Above] A log lock-up used to imprison gold stealers and other 
wrongdoers when the Gold rush first commenced in Victoria in 
1850. This was replaced in 1855 by a prison consisting of iron 
plates riveted together. State Library of Victoria. 1934. Image 
No: H19939. 

 

“Hell upon earth” 
However, the state of this dubbed ‘Camp Oven’ or 
‘Iron Box’ as it was locally known, was the subject of 
a meeting held at the Shamrock Hotel in January of 
1857. The Gaol was described as “hell upon earth” 
after the conditions was inspected by a Police 
Magistrate. The Bendigo Advertiser reported that “he 
had inspected that establishment himself and found 
that it was a wretched building... It was erected on 
logs. There was no proper ventilation, and, in fact, 
was insufficient altogether to make room for the 78 
prisoners who now occupied it”. iv It was notoriously 
cold in winter and stifling hot in summer, leading to 
severe suffering of the inmates. v 

Need for change 
Therefore, in 1858 plans were outlined for a new gaol 
to be constructed on a site known locally as ‘St Jeans 
Hill’ overlooking Rosiland Park. The design, by Samuel 
Wright and C.G Ross, became the basic concept for 
the other major goldfields gaols built from the late 
1850s like Castlemaine, Ballarat, Ararat and 
Maryborough.vi Illustrations by the Victorian Public 
Works Department indicate that the architects based 
their design for the prison upon the Pentonville 
Model by Sir Joshua Jebbs, in which a central 
observation point acted as a hub for radiating wings 
with cells ranged on either side. vii The characteristics 
of this design were “...high walls complete with 
circular watch towers, radiating double-storeyed cell 
blocks, a central circular hall providing supervision of 
the cells, good use of natural light and good 
ventilation”. viii 
 
[Below] Pentonville Prison London 1844. 
Taken from: Norman Johnston. Forms of Constraint: A History of 
Prison Architecture. 2003. p.23.  

 

HM PRISON BENDIGO: 

Its grim past will have a final resting place 
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[Above] The gaol under construction in the 1860s, utilising 
prisoner labour. The dungeon was built in granite transported 
from Harcourt, and the interior from clay baked bricks. State 
Library of Victoria. 1861.  Image No: H1966 

 

Sandhurst arrives 
Construction of Sandhurst Gaol began in 1858 but it 
was officially opened in 1863. The new prison housed 
up to eighty male and female prisoners, but after 
1896 all female prisoners were transferred to 
Pentridge Prison in Melbourne. The gaol was fitted 
with a gallows within the cell wings in June 1876 and 
three men were executed between November, 1885 
and September 1897 and buried within the grounds, 
as was standard practice in the gaols of the time. ix 
The gaol’s name was changed by proclamation to 
‘Bendigo Gaol’ in 1890 when the district was 
renamed also. 

Prison life  
The Pentonville prison model functioned on the 
notion of separate confinement. Whereby prisoners 
were kept apart from each other and were restricted 
to their individual cells except when undertaking  

 
exercise in private yards alone.x The overall intention 
was that the prisoners should be comfortable enough 
to reflect on their past mistakes and future 
improvements, without distraction due to 
“...discomfort or the corrupting influence of other 
prisoners”. xi At Bendigo and in Victoria generally, 
conditions were harsh with this principle of 
comfortable, separate confinement not being 
adhered to. Cells were cramped and unheated 
without sewage, gas, running water or artificial light. 
Prisoners had to empty their night buckets into 
special troughs built into the base of the watch 
towers. The troughs were then discharged into ‘soil 
tanks’ outside the walls. xii Bendigo provided 
employment for the prisoners by breaking stone for 
the town council, and others worked in a large 
vegetable garden adjacent to the prison. xiii 

“For God’s sake watch De Vere” 
The harsh conditions of the gaol evidently took its toll 
on the prisoners’ state of mind and subsequently 
instigated a number of daring escape attempts 
throughout its eventful history. In November of 1923, 
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Claude De Vere (31) and Walter Osborne (27) 
escaped unnoticed from the gaol when they scaled 
the 20ft walls to freedom. De Vere was known as a 
habitual criminal after attempting to escape from 
Pentridge Prison the year before. Hugh Foy, Governor 
of the gaol at the time said that on the day of the 
escape he told the Warden on duty to make certain 
he kept a close eye on De Vere due to his previous 
efforts to flee. It was reported in the Argus that when 
the attention of the Warden on duty was distracted 
temporarily, De Vere made his move. xiv Eventually 
the duo was caught and De Vere stated that the 
reason he escaped was of course because 
“temptation was placed in his way”. xv In 1931, 
twenty six year old labourer Alan Thomas, while on 
remand attempted to jump the 20ft wall by scaling a 
drain pipe fastened to the gaol wall. Thomas landed 
on a rough surface outside the gaol and as a result 
fractured his ankle. xvi Despite these attempts plus 
others from the earlier years, the prison was 
reported in the media in 1938 as being “a grand 
example of perfect orderliness and spotless 
cleanliness” and apparently even the prisoners 
themselves had brought about a remarkable 
transformation. xvii Perhaps this was reported for 
propagandas sake to reassure the public of the gaols 
effectiveness and security; as the following years 
brought about much different attitudes. 

Victoria’s most ‘modern’ prison 
 In 1939 the gaol was closed due to the onset of 
World War II. The prison was “recommissioned as a 
detention barracks and used to detain military 
personnel who had committed offences, such as 
being absent without leave”. xviii It was at this time 
that there was considerable agitation within the 
Bendigo community after the war to see that the 
Gaol remained closed. xix Therefore, an amount of 
£20,000 was authorised by the government in 1953 
to refurbish the complex.  The renovated gaol was 
reopened as HM Bendigo Training Prison in 1954. At 
this stage it contained 21 prisoners and was 
considered Victoria’s most modern prison. xx  

More daring escapes 
However, the escapes kept occurring and more 
frequently than ever before. In January of 1954, 
Ronald Edward John Dunn, 24, a soldier from Glebe 
in NSW was serving a four year sentence for five 
counts of armed robbery. Dunn was working in the 
prison vegetable plot and was reported missing 
around 7pm. He was a member of the “Bent Trey 

Gang” who terrorised Heidelberg residents in armed 
hold-ups during February of 1952. Police believe 
Dunn scaled an outer galvanised iron wall, and 
escaped through a barbed wire fence where there 
was a getaway car waiting for him.xxi As if following 
suit, in February of the same year two more young 
men attempted to escape the prison walls by sawing 
their way through an iron bar across their shared cell 
window. Robert Henry Cox and Victor Bruce Crockett 
both 19, knotted blankets to lower themselves down 
15ft from the second floor onto the roof of an 
outbuilding. Soon after their escape they stole a car, 
several suitcases and a woman’s handbag from a 
parked car, and a loaded shotgun and cartridges. xxii 
An eight day manhunt ensued as Robert Henry Cox 
travelled interstate on the run, until he was finally 
arrested in Sydney. His cohort had given himself up 
four days earlier and walked back into the jail. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[Above] A photo of the accused from the Sydney Morning 
Herald reporting that Robert Henry Cox had a violent disposition 
and was at large in the Bendigo community in February of 1954. 
Sydney Morning Herald. February 23. 1954. p.7. 
 

1950’s upheaval 
So, what was happening within the prison systems of 
Victoria during this time? If conditions had improved 
why were escapes still being attempted? The arrival 
of the two world wars and the Depression meant that 
there had been a consistent lack of funding within 
the prison system, which made conditions quite 
severe. Facilities were run down and staffing levels 
were lacking. Therefore, according to Sean O’Toole, 
“...the period after the Second World War saw a 
general improvement in prison conditions, the 
introduction of educational programs, access to 
radio, beds, improved diet and a change in prison 
clothing, which provided a less demeaning 
appearance for those who were incarcerated”. xxiii 
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However, in many ways, the improvements went too 
far, and there was public concern that the prison 
conditions were no longer feared. The challenges of 
reform meant that the 1940s and 1950s was a time 
of great uncertainty for Victoria’s prison system. The 
public complained that prisoners were no longer 
subject to sufficient punishments and gaols were 
softening. Shortages in staff coupled with increases in 
prisoner numbers made conditions intolerable. xxiv 

Notoriety 
On Easter Monday 1959 a fire destroyed the greater 
part of the southern chapel and administrative wing 
of the cell complex. The fire was brought under 
control with the help of the 91 prisoners, surprisingly 
none of whom tried to escape in the commotion. 
New accommodation was built to replace what had 
been damaged. As a deterrent to escape, razor wire 
was installed in the late 1970s.xxv During the second 
half of the twentieth century; cells were occupied by 
the likes of Mark ‘Chopper’ Reid, Ronald Ryan and 
John ‘Mad Bomber’ Dixon-Jenkins. Dixon-Jenkins held 
a group of teachers and staff hostage for two days in 
October, 1987. xxvi Similarly, multiple accounts of 
stabbings, drug smuggling and many more escape 
attempts throughout modern times have also added 
to the prison’s macabre history.  

Significance 
HM Prison Bendigo is of historical significance as one 
of Victoria’s earliest gaols and was the oldest 
operating gaol in the State up until January, 2006 
when it was decommissioned in an official 
ceremony.xxvii It is also of historical importance for its 
potential to demonstrate mid nineteenth century 
attitudes in Victoria to criminals and incarceration. 
Although sewerage, heating and other services were 
eventually provided as late as 1992-93 to individual 
cells, the restrictive and cramped composition of the 
building’s accommodation are evidence of its severity 
of prison conditions when the building was 
constructed, and for much of its history. xxviii It is 
architecturally significant in that it represents an 
essentially intact example of the Pentonville Prison 
Model in Australia.xxix Even its location is unique, 
given the opening of the senior high school in 1975 
directly adjacent to the prison. It is also of historical 
significance as a place of execution. The burial sites 
of the three hanged men – Edward Hunter, William 
Harrison and Charles Hall in the Gaol yard may be 
subject to changes as result of the recent re-
development plans of the Bendigo Council. 

Inject new life 
Considering all of this compelling but bleak history of 
the Gaol; the countless stories of those who 
inhabited its walls; and the significance of its 
architecture, an injection of new life into the grounds 
could be a double edged sword. Brian Morley’s quote 
about the developments to Pentridge Prison in 
Coburg seems fitting for Bendigo also: “A place that 
once housed the sorrows of a thousand people, 
today seems to echo only to the sounds of self-
indulgence and minor excess. Yet it all seems highly 
inappropriate”. xxx Hopefully, somehow history will 
not be lost. 
 

 
 
[Above] Bendigo Jail in 1964. State Library of Victoria. Image No: 
jc002281 
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