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Fremantle Prison



A striking landmark on a hill overlooking the city, Fremantle Prison is a 
physical reminder of the contribution made by convicts to the development 
of Australia. It provides insights into a difficult and formative part of our 
history. One of Australia’s most important convict sites, it was awarded 
the nation’s highest heritage honour when it was included in the National 
Heritage List on 1 August 2005.  

Rich cultural history
•	 Built by convicts, for convicts in the 1850s, Fremantle Prison became a 

colonial prison in 1886. Its six hectares contain well-preserved remnants 
of the earliest phase of European settlement of Western Australia – a time 
when convict labour was used to develop the fledgling colony. 

•	 Fremantle Prison exemplifies a world-wide process of 19th century 
European colonial settlement through the strategy of exporting prisoners 
and using their labour to establish a colonial economy. It shares the story 
of the final expression of British convict migration, and the last period of 
convict transportation to Australia. 



Fascinating structures
•	 The site includes structures reflecting the 

changes that took place over the 136-year 
period it operated as a prison. Perhaps the most 
striking is the austere Main Cell Block which 
is Australia’s largest and longest, measuring 
145 metres long and four storeys high. 

•	 The Prison also contains two chapels, a two-storey limestone gatehouse, 
workshops, cottages, guardhouses, a hospital, an underground reservoir, 
a kilometre-long tunnel network, limestone perimeter walls, a refractory 
block and gallows.

Evolving role
•	 The Prison has had an evolving role. It has been a public works prison, 

a convict distribution depot, the state’s only place of execution, an 
internment camp for ‘aliens’ and POWs during World War Two, and 
is now a popular tourist and cultural attraction. 

•	 Preserved from convict times, many of Fremantle Prison’s structures provide 
a rich resource for researchers, archaeologists and the education sector. 
Many Australians appreciate the Prison as a place to connect with colonial 
roots, or to search for family links and reflect on an important part of 
Australia’s history.



The National Heritage List recognises and protects our most valued natural, 
Indigenous and historic heritage sites. It is a snapshot of the nation’s most 
important places.

The List reflects the story of our development, from our original inhabitants to 
present day, Australia’s spirit and ingenuity, and our unique, living landscapes. 

Each place in the List has been assessed by the Australian Heritage Council as 
having outstanding heritage value to the nation, and is protected under the 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. This means 
that approval must be obtained before taking any action that may have a 
significant impact on the national heritage values of the place. In this way, 
we can retain our heritage for future generations.

To ensure ongoing protection, each listed place should 
have a management plan outlining how the heritage 
values of the site will be conserved and interpreted. 

The National Heritage List enables all Australians to 
celebrate, value and protect our unique heritage.

For further information visit www.environment.gov.au/heritage


