








arithmetic. Much to Horne’s chagrin resources were either so
stretched or the basics of teaching so misunderstood as to
allow even the advanced reading class only two texts: a basic
speller and ‘The Good Book’. By virtue of its conspicuous
overuse, many of the lessons could more properly be
considered Bible classes. Mathematics fared little better in
Homne’s eyes:

Comparatively little progress has been made in this
branch of knowledge and if there had it would have
closely bordered on the miraculous. The boys sit with
slates at the desks for some part of the time daily, and
scrawl a few figures or work a few sums from a book;
but they are never taught collectively nor instructed in
the first principles of the science. (Horne 1843)

In summing up the apparent malaise affecting the reform
programme, Horne went on to lament:

There is never | believe any attempt made to give them
a lesson orally, or to teach them to apply the doctrines
and moral precepts of the Gospel to their own case,
except in the printed Sermon which is read on
Sundays...With regard to the school the conclusion to
which I have reluctantly come is that it is of little
benefit to the boys themselves in a secular point of
view and that as a means of religious and moral
improvement it is almost worthless. (Horne 1843)

The evident failings of the instruction-by-rote method,
unaccompanied by any attempt at aligning the lesson to the
experiences of the boys, perhaps justified Arthur’s reluctance
to deploy chaplains whose call to minister had the aspect of ‘a
liberal university education’ rather than stemming from
personal revelation (Robson 1983: 272). In Arthur’s eyes the
‘established’ church had a poor record of conversion.

THE REDUNDANT EXPERIMENT

Whilst it had started as an open prison, with lots of common
space and communal activity, by the 1840s attempts were
being made to restructure the settlement along the lines of
segregation then becoming fashionable in Britain. Blocks of
separate apartments were constructed and the system of
classification became increasingly complex. It was on the eve
of its transformation into a full penitentiary system. in the
guise of the newly constructed facility built at nearby Safety
Cove on the lines of the Parkhurst model, that transportation
of juveniles to Van Diemen’s Land ceased and Point Puer
closed.

The anti-transportation propaganda that facilitated the

Figure 4 northwest corner of Chapel/Schoolhouse site after removal of
collapse debris

demise of the convict system in that colony poured scorn on
the reforming aims of the Point Puer boys’ settlement. This
was not just a local response, as the reaction against prison
reform was gathering momentum in Britain just as the new
reformatories were starting to be built. Journalists Peter
Mayhew and John Binney observed in 1850, in relation to the
boys section of the Tothill Fields prison in London:

Those who think that boys of criminal propensities are
to be made a thought better by such schooling...must
be as deficient in their knowledge of human nature as
zealots usually are... (Mayhew and Binney 1862: 429)

Yet. between 1840 and 1879, 52 agricultural colonies
along the lines of Mettray had been built in the French
countryside, and in England, 65 reformatory farm schools,
based on the Parkhurst example, were in use by 1870 (Evans
1982: 393).

The principle of reform, the interventionist mantra, was
predicated upon the notion that it was nurture rather than
nature that was responsible for a person’s criminal tendencies,
that the basic condition of a human was a plastic neutrality,
susceptible to influences both good and bad. By the 1880s, the
emerging science of psychology was beginning to undermine
the basis for the reformist argument, instead suggesting that
criminality was indeed ingrained and instinctive within a
portion of the population, and therefore incurable by cither
architectural or moral means.

Notwithstanding this argument, and difficult though it must
have been in such an overfamiliar environment as the Point
Puer barracks to have had a meaningful religious or learning
experience, some boys at least appear to have been affected.
Lady Franklin observed in her journal of 1837 that ‘The Rev.
Butters [was] producing an extraordinary effect on some of the
boys, bordering upon or even tending towards fanaticism’
(cited in MacFie & Hargraves 1999: 22-23). While some of
the transformations may have been opportunistic and short-
lived for the purposes of manipulating the system. for others
the practice of separating themselves from their comrades at
play time for prayer vigils was no doubt a risky undertaking,
transgressing as it did the prison subcultural tenets of
solidarity and mutual resistance to authority.

WEEPING, WAILING AND THE SMASHING
OF SLATE!

The ruins of the convict boys’ establishment comprise
numerous terraces. stone walls, low-level building remains
and landforms, spread over the narrow Point Puer peninsula.
At its geographic centre is the site of the combined
Chapel/School: a large elevated earth and rubble platform
retained by decaying mudstone walls. The feature is the
dominant landmark within the area and is suffering rapid
deterioration resulting from structural collapse of the retaining
walls and erosion of the exposed internal earthwork.
Conservation action has been commenced to prevent
irreversible loss of structural and archaeological fabric and
associated cultural values, while retaining as far as possible
the integrity of the ruinous feature (Schmidt, 1999: 67).

As a preliminary component of the conservation
programme, an archaeological investigation was made of the
collapsed northern section of the feature during February
2000. The primary aim was to recover sufficient information
and structural material from the collapse to enable limited
rebuilding of this portion in order to retard the overall rate of
decay of the formation, and protect the cultural deposits
contained within. These include, at the surface, a deposit
containing substantial quantities of broken writing slate, slate
pencils and other artefactual material related to the 1840s
educational and religious programme, and which therefore
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provides a tangible link with the learning experiences of the
boys. Exposed on the surface over the entire platform, as a
result of burning off during the 1990s, this deposit is
considered to be the only remaining surficial convict-period
occupation deposit left at Port Arthur, and arguably one of
very few remaining in the country.

In an attempt to recover as much information as possible to
facilitate structural repair, a methodology has been developed
that involves systematic disassembly and recording of the
collapse debris to aid modelling and analysis prior to
reconstruction (Figure 4). Substantial use of digital technology
is made to this effect, including total-station surveying of
individual masonry rubble elements, digital photo-mosaics and
photogrammetry. By understanding the structural devolution of
the building platform it should be possible to undertake a
limited amount of least-conjecture anastolytic reassembly,
bringing the structure into a state which matches, as closely as
possible, a pre-existing, more stable ruinous form. This
contrasts dramatically with the standard practice applied
elsewhere in Tasmania, of uncritically removing collapse
debris as a single deposit in order to rapidly expose residual
solid masonry. This is routinely done by works contractors
operating entirely without archaeological supervision and quite
often by mechanical means, without any regard for the
information that the collapse holds about the way in which the
site was formed, or of earlier forms of the progressively
collapsing structure—of critical importance to the integrity of
any restoration or reconstruction work.

The objective at the Chapel/School site is to reinstate the
badly affected wall sections to a degree able to be substantiated
through rigorous archaeological analysis and collapse
modelling, before backfilling and topdressing the exposed and
eroding earth formation behind. Individual collapsed masonry
elements have been numbered, dimensioned and orientated in
the field and recorded on a computer database to facilitate
virtual rebuilding.

The technique of investigating the taphonomic processes
associated with abandonment and decay was also used on the
site of the Point Puer bakehouse and stores complex in 1998
(Figure 5). The bakehouse excavation resulted in the
identification of six discrete stages of collapse, of critical
importance in the subsequent partial reconstruction of one of
the underground storage vaults to a ¢.1900 configuration.

As yet the work on the Chapel/School site is still in
progress. At least seven phases of major structural collapse of
the northern end have been identified, punctuated by numerous
erosive pulses of the retained sandy earthwork (Figure 6).
Digital orthophotographic elevations are being produced to
facilitate the virtual reassembly of the collapsed retaining walls
within a 3D CAD environment, and a structural reinforcement
system is being designed to hold them in place. The favoured
system makes use of a combination of tension bars built into
the rubble coursework, fastened to uprights spaced around the
inside perimeter of the masonry skin, which in turn are
anchored by ties set deep into the baulk (i.e. Beckmann
1994: 111, Starosta 1999: 89). All works are designed to be
executed using modest hand and air percussion techniques and
should not be detectable from outside the structure.

As anticipated, considerable quantities of slate, pencils
and other artefactual material have been recovered. Most are
inscribed with sets of parallel guidelines for writing and
arithmetic. One enigmatic fragment appears to be a form,
divided into fields, with the word ‘Master’ at the top, and the
word ‘Boy’ repeated at regular spacings beneath. Its purpose
is not yet clear, although it is likely to be some kind of
classroom control aid, possibly reflecting the small group
hierarchies and rote regurgitation that characterised the
monitorial system. Indeed the presence of so many
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Figure 5 Bakehouse vault during reconstruction

fragmented slates and broken pencils invokes images of
morose teenagers, hunched in their pews and staring glumly at
the cryptic etchings before them as they ponder the relevance
of it all to their lives.

HISTORY, HERITAGE AND TOURISM

What then is the enduring legacy of the combined
Chapel/Schoolhouse at Point Puer? At this stage it is difficult
to tell as the research is only just beginning. What can be said
with some certainty, is that regardless of how apparently
pragmatic and bureaucratic its origin, its creation at the heart
of the convict establishment was nonetheless an attempt to
structure, concert and uplift a rambling collection of structures
and intentions that had developed organically in response to
the needs of the moment. Never an architectural essay—
considered, designed and clinically executed like Parkhurst or
Mettray, Point Puer was always a work in progress, an untidy
piece of building graffiti—the product of a dynamic
intercourse between its inhabitants: prisoner and guard. The
evolution of its structures and spatial organisation was the
informally negotiated consensus. This then must contribute to
its value today, as the record of this dramatic interplay of
reformist ideals and convict responses is woven deeply into
the archaeological landscape.

What is also apparent, at least from its historical position
if not yet proven by an understanding of its archaeology, is
that the ‘Point Puer experiment’ did not end with the
decommissioning of the settlement. Its revolutionary mixture
of geographical separation, economically driven penal labour,
technical, religious and scholarly instruction, bounded play,
monitorial and incentive systems was at the cutting edge of the
debate over juvenile penal reform, and subsequently became
the mainstream formula used in juvenile institutions
throughout the English speaking world. Through the
inadequacies exposed by the indiscriminate application of
adult standards of judgement and regimens of penal discipline
to the young at Point Puer, the case for a separate set of
juvenile justice standards within Tasmania also became
clear—and was ultimately realised.
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Figure 6 Chapel site mid-excavation schematic. Drawing by A. Miller

[f Point Puer is historically important because it represents
an early form of an essentially modern attitude to juvenile-
crime management, then it presents us with the challenge of
interpreting its contemporary resonances to the general public.
This is where conservation management and interpretation at
the parent site of Port Arthur, within view across the bay, has
failed in the past. It has been said that the bushfires that swept
through the place at the end of the nineteenth century were the
best thing that could have happened for both Tasmania and its
heritage tourism industry. The ‘cleansing flames’ enabled the
institution which epitomised the link between Tasmanian
privilege, wealth and the exploitation of unfree labour to be
safely cauterised and disconnected from contemporary
exploration by being relegated to a ‘brutal past era’.

In comparison, the conservation approach proposed for the
Point Puer Chapel/Schoolhouse is controversial and risky, as
it involves a measure of rebuilding, to recover and enhance
obscured past forms and symbolic meanings and re-cast them
within a modern social context. This raises the issue of the
Impact on the integrity of the ruin, an issue of particular
relevance given the history of conservation practice at Port
Arthur. Whereas Point Puer is, as yet, largely unaffected by
the transforming hand of conservation and commercial
exploitation, the Port Arthur site has little of its primary
artefactual significance left intact, having become in effect the
archetypal sacrificial heritage site—the tourism icon.

Some 85 years of reserve management have seen Port
Arthur progressively transformed and reinvented, the extent
and emphasis of its reconstruction, both physical and
conceptual, being in step with prevailing social ideologies.
The driving forces appear relatively easy to identify,

manifesting in the punctuated sequence of major fabric
interventions at the Site. A brief survey of public acquisitions
and works suggests at least three major conservation paradigm
shifts following the fire destruction of the 1890s. Among the
earliest structures resumed or reserved and stabilised between
1913 and 1940 were the Convict Church, Guard Tower and
Government Cottage. The next major stage of works, taking
place in the mid-1970s, focussed on the Penitentiary, Separate
Prison and Asylum. The third phase, running from the mid-
1980s to the present, has been principally concerned with
civil-officer accommodation, precinctualisation and
commercialisation. The emphasis on site conservation and
interpretation eloquently parallels the creeds of moral-force-
cum-civic-duty during the pre-1940 period; government
collectivisation and institutional power of the early 1970s; and
its reactionary offspring: personal and domestic empowerment
and ‘user-pays’ economic rationalism of the 1980s and 1990s.
At each of its stages of transformation into a ‘heritage place’
Port Arthur has sported the ideological livery of the age.

The cumulative effect is its present incarnation as a pay-
to-enter convict theme park, featuring romantic ruins in a
garden landscape that supports a gothic-horror cultural
tourism industry. Commercialisation and marketing of
products such as ghost tours, sea planes, electric people-
movers, costumed role plays, a-al-carte dining, pyrotechnic
festivals and other entertaining diversions obstruct a more
critically meaningful engagement with the place, and totally
disconnect it from any contemporary social debate on crime,
punishment and rehabilitation, and the maintenance of
hierarchies of privilege in society.

To date, the conservation movement has been complicit to
this transmutation, ultimately seeing best value in enshrining
the legacy of its own self-referential design, technical and
interpretive prowess, and embellishing the resultant
complacent parkland aesthetic. The alternative territory—of
dispassionately reappraising and presenting the Site within the
context of its own historical systemic complexity, and the
wider issues of British convict-colonialism and the evolving
criminal justice landscape in Australia—has been left largely
unexplored. With Port Arthur receiving some 40 percent of
visitors to Tasmania, a history-cum-conservation versus
heritage tourism-cum-entertainment dichotomy is to be
expected. However effective conservation of the site is also
hamstrung by the inability of the conservation industry to
resolve the conflict between viewing Port Arthur as an
archaeological site with contemporary resonances, or an open-
air museum to heritage-management styles.

To date, the crafted rustication of the latter has prevailed in
the face of concerns about the long-term integrity of the
resource, the realisation of its historical and archaeological
meanings, and the challenging corollary of acknowledging the
secamless merge of nineteenth century penal practice with
current systems of confinement and coerced labour. If it is the
role of history and archaeology to explain through critical
inquiry, and that of heritage to celebrate and congratulate
(Lowenthal 1998: 168), then the transformation of Port Arthur
from Historic Site into Heritage Park is practically complete.
A sobering thought, but one which provides a glimmer of
opportunity for Point Puer. In the same way that Lowenthal
(1998: 170) suggests Disney’s ‘Historyland” might generate
interest in actual historic places and themes, perhaps Port
Arthur’s post-convict century of tawdry commercialism may
spawn an appreciation for other less developed places and
attendant opportunities for personal engagement and
reflection.

As yet, Point Puer has not been overtly sanitised and
cliched; its lack of monumental standing remains within a
single neat photogenic precinct perhaps saving it from the
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Figure 7 Interpretation infrastructure at Port Arthur ransgresses
historical thresholds and demarcations.

ignominious malaise. It is precisely because it has not yet
succumbed to the ravages of beautification that the form and
detail of the conservation and interpretation approach chosen
for the Point Puer Chapel/Schoolhouse, and the other
remaining features, is so critical. In many ways it may need to
facilitate the uncomfortable history lesson that contrasts with
Port Arthur’s reassuring ‘heritage experience’.

Compared with Port Arthur’s neatly rusticated
institutional facades and lavish period homes set in a serene
parkland, the Point Puer settlement may seem on the surface
to be just a few indistinct and architecturally unremarkable
ruins in the bush. The principal difference is that Point Puer
arguably comprises ‘the real thing’. At the present moment it
speaks more about the people who constructed and lived in it,
the ways in which they interacted with their environment and
each other, and the regenerative capacity of nature, than it
does of the intervention of heritage managers and tourism
entrepreneurs. Whereas the cultural patterning, spatial
complexity and poignant symbolic meanings of the Port
Arthur Site have been levelled and buried beneath comforting
touristic cliches and pleasant broadacre lawns, the landscape
of Point Puer still quietly articulates the story of the
settlement’s fraught existence. The place has a context, both
environmental and temporal, that is lacking at Port Arthur.
(Davies 1993: 193) Here then is a compelling opportunity to
forego the nostalgic gratification of a fearsome but finished
past for the potential disquiet of an imagination assaulted by
contemporary social issues.

It is currently proposed to open the site of the former boys”
establishment to commercial tourism within the next two
years. In order to integrate the evident stewardship obligations
to conserve the physical fabric of the Site and its setting with
the needs and expectations of visitors, a planning approach
has been initiated which attempts to establish a baseline
understanding of the conservation requirements of the Site
first, and then model for a minimal physical-impact,
maximum-revelation mode of tourism delivery.

This is being done by identifying the current range of
natural and cultural values within the area, examining the
feasibility of a spectrum of cultural and natural tourism
possibilities, attempting to predict the impacts of visitation
pressure, and developing optimal themes and strategies for
interpretation and tourism management—prior to a sensitive
and staged implementation.

While the detailed stages of interpretive content and
infrastructure design are only beginning, the result will
hopefully entail a departure from the current range of well
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heeled tourism products and ‘safe’ visitor experiences. Whereas
unchecked numbers of visitors today meander blithely through
Port Arthur Heritage Park—their attention and observance only
occasionally being marshalled to read a sign or traverse a
viewing platform that enables the Site to be appreciated from
pleasing angles (Figure 7)—at Point Puer such volumes, self-
determination or picture-postcard encapsulation may not be
possible. Instead its visitors may find that something of the
subtle spatial demarcations, underlying landscape symbolism
and power relationships still apply strongly and not only amidst
the ruins of the historic boys” settlement but also in the world
that they re-enter after their visit.

This represents a considerable counterpoint to the
prevailing message offered by Port Arthur, wherein an attempt
to maximise economic returns a high-volume. lowest-
common-denominator approach to site management and
mterpretation has been the order of the day. Contrastingly, the
aim for forthcoming tourism management at Point Puer ought
to be low-volume and high-quality, focussing on sustainability
of the physical resource and connection with both its past and
contemporary meanings. Whether the proposed lean-and-
mean visitor management strategy is sustainable from a
commercial perspective. or rather whether (as in the case of
the Lascaux caves) measures of what constitutes sustainability
can be deduced afresh for this important area. free of the
baggage of Port Arthur’s “heritage past’, remains to be seen.
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