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In 1836 Perth was a frontier settlement with a population of just over 600 settlers.  

Of the few houses that lined the main streets some were the primitive ‘wattle and daubs’ 

with mud walls and thatch roofing, while the more recent were of local brick or limestone 

from Jeck’s quarry on the slopes of Mt Eliza. The streets were yet to be paved and in the 

summer months the wheels of horse-drawn carts and carriages sank into deep sand and 

became almost impassible. 

A track through the bushland linked Perth to Fremantle, although travellers and traders 

preferred to use small sail craft on the Swan River to commute between the port and the 

capital.  

At that time, the river bank was much closer to where the Old Court House now stands. 

It reached the base of the steps on the southern side of the Old Court House. There was a 

small pier built in 1829, and thought to be where Lieutenant Governor Stirling landed on 

12 August 1929 to find a suitable site upon which to declare the foundation of Perth as the 

capital of the colony.  

View of Perth from Mount Eliza by James Walsh, 1864, watercolour on paper. Courtesy of the art collection 
of the Benedictine Community of New Norcia.
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The new building was opened with the Quarter Sessions on 2 January 1837 with four cases before the 
court. John Williams was sentenced to six months jail with hard labour for stealing a bottle of whisky 
and a bottle of gin. Henry Burgess received six months for stealing a straw hat, two handkerchiefs and 
a piece of ribbon. Thomas Blakey, one month for stealing five shirts. Finally, Gear, an elderly Aborigine 
who tried to steal some wheat, was sentenced to one month in jail and 48 lashes. 

At the Quarter Sessions in April 1837 Goord-ap was found guilty of spearing a fine ram valued at ten 
pounds, which he shared amongst his friends. He was sentenced to seven years ‘transportation’ and 
transferred to a cell at the Fremantle Round House Prison from which he escaped three months later.  
He was again in the Court House in 1838 and was amongst the first Aboriginal prisoners transferred to 
Rottnest Island.

There were lighter moments in the history of the Court House. In 
1838 Mrs Georgina Collins waited outside the Court House and 
horse-whipped a lawyer who had damaged her reputation. She 
was fined fifty shillings, but judging by her letter of thanks in the 
Perth Gazette, there was no shortage of gentlemen willing to pay 
her fine.

That same year, Edward Landor, a visiting lawyer who later practised 
in Western Australia, observed the case of a sailor charged with 
drinking the captain’s brandy. It was a Saturday and the court was 
packed, as listening to trials was the main entertainment of the 
week. After a comical trial, the jury retired to deliberate with a 
flask of brandy, with which they toasted the health of the prisoner. 
They returned to the court room. “How say you”, continued the 
clerk, “is the prisoner at the bar guilty or not guilty?”

“Not guilty!” cried the whole jury to a man. The crowd applauded 
the verdict and the prisoner was turned out of the dock and lifted 
onto the shoulders of his supporters and carried in triumph to 
the nearest hotel. 

William Henry Mackie (1799 – 1860), 
first person to hold a judicial position 
in the Swan River Colony. Appointed 

Chairman of Quarter Sessions and  
Civil Commissioner in 1829.

Jarrah ceiling in the Old 
Court House

On 5 February 1836, tenders were called for the construction of a 
court house and the contract was awarded to Messrs Jecks, Powell and 
Thompson and the final cost was £736.15.0. The building was designed by 
Henry W Reveley, the Civil Engineer who drew the plans for all the early 
public buildings, although only two have survived to the present - the 
Round House at Fremantle and the Old Court House. 

Construction of the Court House

Early Trials
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“In 1842 Landor also defended Weewar, a Pinjarra man charged with the tribal murder of Dyung. 
Weewar’s trial became the test case in Western Australia, which determined that British Law took 
precedence over traditional law. There was no doubt that Weewar killed Dyung but Landor argued 
that the court had no authority to try Weewar who was carrying out tribal payback and could not 
be be subject to two systems of law. This defence was rejected by William Mackie, the Chairman of 
Quarter Sessions, and Weewar was found guilty and sentenced to death, which was commuted to life 
imprisonment. He served four years at the Rottnest Island prison until being pardoned by Governor 
Clark.”  

 In this court in 1844 15 year old John Gaven stood trial for murder. The prosecutor claimed that on 21 
February 1844, Gaven used an adze to murder 18 year old George Pollard at Dandalup, near Pinjarra. 
After an hour of deliberation, the jury returned a verdict of guilty and William Mackie sentenced the 
lad to be hanged.  The public execution took place at 8am on Easter Saturday outside the Fremantle 
Round House prison.  He was the first European executed in Western Australia.  

There were several schools at Perth, Fremantle and Guildford but none were profitable because 
schooling was not compulsory and was regarded as a luxury that most settlers were prepared to forgo 
during the first years of the Colony.  In January 1838, The Perth Gazette reported that idle boys were 
causing trouble on the streets and the following month the Reverend J B Wittenoom advertised his 
Classical and English School for Boys. Soon afterwards, Wittenoom’s school commenced at the Court 
House and continued until 1854.  When the Court was in session the pupils, under the stern gaze of 
their teacher, retired to the gallery where they followed the proceedings in absolute silence.

Trial of Weewar

The Trial of John Gaven

Boys’ School

  E W Landor, The Bushman, London 1847, p 77.

Clay marbles and wooden holder found under the floorboards of the Old Court House during renovations 
in the 1960s
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Perth’s only church in 1836 was St James, a small building with 
walls of woven rushes and a thatched roof that leaked when it 
rained.  After 1837 the Court House became the service venue 
for both the Church of England and Methodists. In 1845 the 
Colony’s first public concert raised funds for an organ for the 
planned Anglican Church of St George with three shillings for a 
seat in the hall and two shillings to sit in the gallery.  

A most memorable fund-raising concert was the solo piano 
performance of the Spanish Benedictine priest, Father Rosendo 
Salvado, head of the Benedictine Mission of New Norcia, about 
100 kms to the north of Perth. For months the priest and lay 
missionaries had a precarious existence. Donations were few 
and the Catholic Bishop of Perth, John Brady, could offer no 
help.  At this point, the young Spanish monk, Salvado, decided 
to give a concert at the Court House. In later years, when he was 
Bishop Salvado,  he recalled,  

“My tunic all in tatters, hardly reached to my knees; my once 
black trousers were now patched all over with cloth and thread of every sort and colour; my shoes had 
forgotten their soles in the bush, so that my toes touched the ground.” 

Religious barriers were swept aside as the people of Perth packed the hall and gallery. Many were 
astounded at the musical brilliance of the big, ragged monk and Salvado raised the money he needed 
to establish the mission at New Norcia. 

Because of its central position and its utilitarian character, the 
Court House was a venue for public meetings. The first was 
held in February 1837 when a group of settlers met to complain 
about the state of public transport.  Without a road to Fremantle 
the ferry boats had a monopoly and their fees were exorbitant 
and frequent delays caused considerable inconvenience to the 
settlers. The meeting demanded that the government construct 
a causeway over the Perth swamps to what is now Victoria Park 
and build a bridge across the Canning River at Bull Creek. 

Concert Hall

Public Meeting Hall

One meeting that had a lasting effect on the future of the State was held on 23 February 1849. 200 
settlers met in the Court House to petition the British Government for the establishment of a Penal 
Colony in Western Australia. Thus, on 1 June 1850, Western Australia celebrated its coming of age with 
the arrival of the first convict ship, the Scindian, with 75 prisoners.  In the 18 years that followed, almost 
10,000 male convicts arrived at Fremantle.  

Convicts

Dom Rosendo Salvado.No 66668P, 
Courtesy of the Archives of the 

Benedictine Community of New Norcia

Courtesy State Library of Western 
Australia, The Battye Library 

<009286D>
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Auctions were conducted at the doorway to the Court House. There were regular, formal and social 
banquets held inside and citizens met at this building to debate town planning issues, Aborigines, 
education, religion, and to air their discontent. On the 6 August 1856, 400 settlers crammed into the 
Court House to demand Representative Government; a demand not recognised by England until 1870 
and it was to be another 20 years before Western Australia was granted a fully elected parliament.

A newly arrived British Judge, perturbed to find that no coat of arms hung above the Judge’s chair, 
ordered one to be made locally. This coat of arms carved in jarrah by Lewis Hasluck is now preserved 
in the Old Court House.

This craftsman’s grandson would become 
a Minister in the Australian Government 
and retire as Governor General, Sir Paul 
Hasluck.

The little building continued in service until 
1879 when the old Commissariat Store was 
converted into a more commodious Supreme 
Court. Then for some months the old Court 
House accommodated the government 
gardener and later was a Government Store.

During the first 10 years of convictism, the population of Western Australia trebled to 15,000, and, 
mainly as a result of convict labour, the colony prospered. Convict labour encouraged an ambitious 
public works program which included in 1856 a new court house and gaol north of the town, which 
today forms part of the Perth Museum. The new prosperity also attracted free settlers to the colony and 
in 1856 the Old Court House became the Immigration Depot until 1863 when the little building on the 
river bank assumed the responsibilities of the Supreme Court.

Once again Reveley’s Court House came alive to the voices of lawyers and the scratch of the recorder’s 
quill. However, despite the growing prosperity the Governor was reluctant to outlay money to repair 
a building that could only be considered as a temporary structure and on rainy days the roof leaked.  
On wet days the conditions were reminiscent of the early days in the rush church.  In 1867 the editor 
of the Perth Gazette entertained its readers with a report that, “an unusual sight was to be seen on 
Wednesday in the Supreme Court - a judge presiding under an umbrella.” The judge finally gave up and 
adjourned the court for the day.

Representative Government

Supreme Court

New Coat of Arms for the Court House



A Brief History 7

The population boom that came with the gold rush of the 90s brought the little Court House out 
of retirement in 1895 to serve as a second Supreme Court. Neither of the old buildings was really 
satisfactory and the Public Works Department report to parliament noted, 

“The Old Court-houses on the river bank have been temporarily renovated, as far as their ancient 
construction will allow; but they remain a constant subject of animadversion by the judges.”    

In April 1903, the present Supreme Court was completed, the Old Commissariat Store was demolished 
and the Old Court House at the end of Court Avenue sought refuge under gum trees whose gnarled 
trunks bore scars, worn deep by the chains of countless Aboriginal prisoners who sat waiting their turn 
in the dock. 

In 1900, Premier Sir John Forrest, introduced the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Bill which 
led to the establishment of the Western Australian Arbitration Court. It is not known where the 
Arbitration Court sat during the first four years but the first case to come before the President of the 
Court, Mr. E A Stone, was a wages dispute over the minimum price to be paid to a female employee for 
making of a pair of trousers. 

In 1905 the old Court House was completely renovated and converted to the Arbitration Court and 
continued in this role until 1963. The Industrial Commission transferred to Vapech House in 1965 and 
the vacated building, quite appropriately, became the offices of the Law Society of Western Australia.

The Old Court House Comes out of Retirement

Arbitration Court

The Old Court House had to surmount one last crisis before she was at last permitted to enjoy a well 
earned retirement.  In 1962, Queen Elizabeth II formally opened the first stage of the Perth City Council 
buildings. Behind the 12 storey block of steel and glass, a splendid City Hall was proposed and the 
ceremonial drive envisaged by the Lord Mayor would reduce the Old Court House to rubble. However, 
like the last of the suffragettes, the 
little old lady dug in her heels and 
a gallant government rallied to her 
support. 

With tenure secured, the Law 
Society began the task of restoration. 
The iron roof was lifted and a 19th 
Century character recaptured 
with the mellow tones of shingles. 
The Royal WA Historical Society 
recommended a commemorative 
plaque which was officially unveiled 
on the anniversary of the Foundation 
of Perth, 12 August 1970. 

Law Society of Western Australia



With thanks to Neville Green for kindly providing the text.

Museum Opening Hours:
Wed to Friday, 10am to 2.30pm

Free Entry
Francis Burt Law Education Centre and Museum

Old Court House
Stirling Gardens, Cnr Barrack Street and St Georges Terrace

Perth WA  6000
 

Phone: (08) 9325 4787
Email: museum@lawsocietywa.asn.au

Web: www.lawsocietywa.asn.au


