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INTRODUCTION

As British settlers spread out across the Wimmera district of
Victoria in the 1850s and early 1860s they brought with them their
social and cultural institutions, including the law.  This law had its
roots in Roman traditions and more than a thousand years of English
history, existing to provide the community with law and order and
govern relations between citizens.  It was supported by the police
forces provided by the colonial government and, in most cases, there
was a close relationship between the policing and legal systems in
the newly settled areas.  Constable Thomas Bass, a steady and
intelligent man, was based at Dimboola in the Wimmera District
from March 1958 and was transferred away in 1869.  By that time
Robert Molyneux, a very active and good constable, was living in
Dimboola.2  Along with the provision of local government, the
establishment of a police presence and a court were considered signs
that a district was under good government control and liable to
prosper.

Pastoralists established large sheep runs very early in the
period of white colonisation in the Dimboola district.  The gold
rushes of the 1850s brought a vastly increased population to the
Colony of Victoria and, by the beginning of the 1860s, more people
were beginning to settle in the Dimboola district.  Many of them
came to provide services to the pastoral industry and the groups of
itinerant shearers and other pastoral workers who passed through the
district.  W H Lloyd, for example, came to the district in the late
1850s as a hawker, travelling from property to property selling goods
- he later claimed he had opened a general store in what became
Dimboola in 1859.3  Dimboola was officially recognised in July
1862, in April 1863 it was designated as a township and a Post
Office opened there.  Senior Constable Thomas Bass was appointed
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Clerk of Petty Sessions at Dimboola on 5 March 1866 and the first
sitting of Dimboola’s Court of Petty Sessions was held on 2 May
1866.4  Having their own court was a way in which the people of
Dimboola and surrounding district could judge themselves to be a
permanent settlement and a flourishing locality with a prosperous
future.

MORE THAN A CENTURY OF LOCAL LAW

The Court system in Victoria came from the long tradition of
British law.  Basically, the Supreme Court heard the most serious
cases such as murder, and also heard appeals from lower courts. 
County Courts and Courts of General Sessions dealt with less serious
cases while Courts of Petty Sessions dealt with things of a minor
nature such as disputes between people and the regulation of local
laws.  (After 1969 Courts of Petty Sessions became known as
Magistrate’s Courts.)5  Traditionally sittings of Courts of Petty
Sessions were presided over by respected and influential local people
who were given the title ‘Justice of the Peace’.  Later, as transport
systems improved and people could travel more easily, they were
also presided over by visiting professional legal officers initially
called Police Magistrates.

1875-1910
The men in charge at the first sitting in Dimboola were R

Calder, Andrew Scott and Robert Hoods who heard cases about
drunkenness, debts, stealing, vagrancy and an application for a
carrier’s licence.  In general sittings were held monthly with a variety
of men on the bench, often including W H Lloyd who became one of
the key figures in Dimboola’s development.  As well as dispensing
law the court also performed several administrative functions such
as granting carriers’, hawkers’ and publicans’ licences.  On one
occasion, in 1877, the court approved an application for a ball to be
held in the town.  The number of cases handled at monthly sessions
varied but were rarely more than a dozen.  On many occasions there
were only a handful; in July 1873 only one case was listed and it was
settled out of court, in May 1877 there were no cases at all and in
September 1871 there was one case but no Justices arrived to hold
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the session.6

The movement to open up the land to selection during the
1860s and early 1870s resulted in the Dimboola district moving from
pastoralism based around wool to agriculturalism based on wheat
and the population increased rapidly as a result of closer settlement. 
Between 1879 and 1881 the Shire of Lowan, of which Dimboola was
then the headquarters, grew from a population of 2000 to 4500 and
the roll from 454 to 1167.  This, in turn, led to a gradual increase in
the number of cases held at the Dimboola Court of Petty Sessions. 
In 1875 the court sat for 17 sessions, heard 57 cases, granted 26
licences and heard three appeals against rates.  That was the year the
government approved construction of a dedicated court house in
Dimboola.7

In the early days of settlement the comparatively primitive
forms of transport available to people made it convenient for the
government to establish court houses at most significant settlements
in the Colony.  These buildings were used to hold Courts of Petty
Sessions on which local Justices of the Peace sat or where legal
officers based in the region could visit regularly to conduct sittings. 
Court buildings were basically small halls, rectangular in shape with
a front stage where the presiding officers sat, a floor space for
lawyers, defendants, witnesses and other officials and a small public
space separated from the official area by a small fence (or ‘bar’). 
While court houses built previously in many regions of Victoria had
been solid and substantial structures that reflected the importance of
their role in the community, the courts built in western Victoria
around this time were much more modest, often constructed from
locally available materials.  The Dimboola Court House was
designed  in this model - timber with a gabled iron roof - one of a
small number of timber court houses with verandahs built in the
Wimmera in the mid to late 1870s.8

The Dimboola Court House was designed by A T Snow, an
Assistant Architect with the Public Works Department of Victoria,
in the Victorian Free Classical Style.  It was constructed by R Spry
of Horsham for a cost of £660 to PWD contract 1875/6/235.  It was
located at 51-61 Lloyd Street on the Police Reserve to the south of
the township, a common practice at the time.  No records have been
located that tell when the Dimboola Court House was completed or
when sessions were first held in it though it is likely that this
occurred in early 1876.  It appears to have been the first of five court
houses built to a similar pattern with the buildings at Balmoral,
Edenhope and Harrow being constructed in 1876-77 and Moonambel
in 1880-1881.  In addition to its legal functions, the Court House was
apparently also used for other civil functions including the first
meeting of the Council of the Shire of Lowan that was established in
1875.9

The proceedings of the Dimboola Court of Petty Sessions
continued in the new building without significant change for the next
fifteen years.  In general they followed the same pattern as before
with a mixture of minor criminal and civil cases in gradually
increasing numbers as the town and district prospered, grew and
suffered its share of infringements and disagreements.  An additional
responsibility of the court was hearings to establish and revise
electoral rolls as democratic government became established in the
Colony.  The growth of local governments and the rates that they
levied - the Shire of Dimboola was established in 1885 - also led to
a number of cases and, in October 1891, the Court heard six criminal
and civil cases and 54 appeals against land valuations.  In February
1892 the Court heard 29 cases in which the Western Wimmera
Irrigation and Water Supply Trust sought unpaid rates.10

The railway arrived in Dimboola in July 1882, opening up
regular, efficient and relatively comfortable travel to the outside
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world.  In 1885 the government decided to locate a resident Police
Magistrate in the region who would be able to visit Dimboola every
fortnight.  By 1890 it had become the practice for sessions to be held
on Saturday mornings but some local Justices, who also presided at
sessions, complained the early morning sittings were very
inconvenient for them.  They suggested that if the time could be
changed to Friday afternoon the visiting Police Magistrate could
attend the Petty Sessions in Horsham in the morning, reach
Dimboola by the 2.30 train, open the court at 3 and return the same
night either by the 5pm train or the later express.  This arrangement
was adopted in January 1891.11

The population of the Dimboola township was relatively
modest at around 400 in 1888, growing to around 600 by the early
1890s and staying close to that number into the new century. 
However, most of the population of the district lived in the country
on farming selections so that the total population of the Shire of
Dimboola was around the 4000 mark. The Dimboola Court House
was a very modest building and many people felt that it did not live
up to local aspirations for the district.  In 1882, when a government
Minister visited the town, he was taken to the court house and shown
that it was altogether too small and inadequate for the needs of the
district.  When he asked if the residents wanted their court house
extended they replied that they did not, they wanted a new brick
court house large enough to meet the growing needs of the district
with more room for the public to attend the sessions.  He replied that
it was preferable to keep the public away from court proceedings so
the less room allotted to them the better.  Even so, he admitted that
the building was ‘rather a Band Box arrangement’ and promised to
see what could be done.  Nothing happened.  At one stage the sum of
£2000 was included in the government estimates for a new court
house and in 1890 the Minister for Justice told the Dimboola Shire

Council that he would try to set aside £500 for a new court house,
with the remainder to come from the following year’s budget. 
Nothing came of this promise.  Instead, in 1892 the government
simply called for tenders for general repairs and painting of the
existing Court House.  A new court house might have been built
eventually had it not been for the severe depression that overcame
Victoria in the 1890s, during which the people of Dimboola deemed
it inadvisable to harass the government for their new court house.12

Dimboola residents became inpatient by the end of the 1890s
because they had been compelled to put up with what they believed
was one of the smallest and most inconvenient court houses in the
Wimmera for many years, despite the fact that the government had
previously acknowledged their right to have something better.  The
growth of the district and the return to prosperity had seen the
number of cases heard in the court increase by 100 a year between
1897 and 1898 while the total absence of anything like reasonable
accommodation for magistrates, solicitors and others who attended
the court was a severe inconvenience.  All they had was a small room
at the side of the court room 12 feet by 14 feet into which everyone
had to squeeze, along with all the court’s records.  Dimboola
residents pointed out that the court heard over 300 cases annually, a
much greater number than at either Kaniva, Natimuk or Murtoa and
yet those towns had first class court buildings and Dimboola did not. 
In October 1898 the Dimboola Town and District Progress
Committee and the Dimboola Banner began a campaign to get a new
court house for the town.13

While the people of Dimboola were agitating for a new court
building a visiting Police Magistrate requested that a Magistrate’s
room be added to the existing building.  Despite local protests and a
temporary delay at the request of the Dimboola Shire Council, the
government went ahead with provision of the room and awarded the
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contract for its construction to R Martindale of Dimboola in March
1899.  One of the main complaints residents had about the existing
court was that it was so small that there was only a space six feet by
eighteen feet behind the bar of the court for the public.  As a result
there were numerous occasions each year when this small area was
crowded to suffocation.  If nothing else, they said, the money
lavished on the Magistrate’s Room should have been allocated
instead to extending the court to give more space for the public.14  By
July 1899 the government had recognised the need to extend the
court to give greater space for the public and called tenders for an
extension to the building in September 1899.  This work consisted of
an extension to the court room of fifteen feet, the addition being
indistinguishable from the original building apart from a join line in
the internal timber lining.  Many items such as the original verandah
were probably re used in the extension.  The work was completed in
the first week of 1900 in time for the first sitting of the year.15 
Although the extended court house was not what the residents of
Dimboola believed they deserved it served them relatively well. 
Little more work was done on the building for many years although
a contract was awarded for repairs and painting in 1909.16

Court sittings had changed a little in character by the
beginning of the 20th Century with, for example, applications for
carriers’ and publicans’ licences disappearing from the records
because their issue had been taken over by other government
agencies including local governments.  Special courts such as the
Revision Court to revise electoral rolls continued to be held in the
same building.  The court building became an extension of other
arms of government including revenue raising and, in the financial
year 1907-08, the Clerk of the Court based at the Dimboola Court
House collected a total of £3790 for the government.  The creation
of the Commonwealth of Australia in 1901 also added to the

responsibilities of local courts.  One issue that began appearing on
the lists was failure of young men to attend compulsory National
Training as part of the national defence and, in August 1913, the
court heard 29 cases, 25 of them being for failure to attend
compulsory drill.

The cases heard in the court reflected all the trials and
tribulations of a typical country township with the Court of Petty
Sessions hearing, during three months in 1908, one case of attempted
suicide, 13 vaccination summonses, six dismissals, 12 truancy cases,
three charges of drunkenness, one adulteration case, one case of
larceny, and four small cases in which orders were made for amounts
totalling some $72.  More serious cases were referred to superior
courts; for example a case of carnal knowledge that appeared in the
Dimboola Court in 1914 and was committed for trial at a sitting of
the Supreme Court for the hearing of Criminal Trials at Horsham.17

Court proceedings are a microcosm of life in the community. 
Some newspaper excerpts about sessions in the Dimboola Court
remind us of what life was like in the past.

Heard in Court
The court was an integral part of the community and the men

who conducted its sessions were important and respected members
of the community.  The Dimboola Banner of 25 July 1901 reported:

At the local Police Court yesterday, Mr G Reid-Murphy
recently appointed PM made his first appearance here in that
capacity.  Before business commenced, Mr Brewer the Senior Justice
congratulated Mr Murphy on his elevation to the Bench and trusted
that he would have a long and happy period as PM.  Mr Miller on
behalf of the Bar joined in the congratulations hoping a cordial
relationship here between Bench and Bar would continue.  Mr
Minogue, Clerk of Courts offered his congratulations; he had read
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Mr Murphy's words of which he held a high opinion.  Mr Murphy
said he was delighted to be so well received; he knew Dimboola and
had spent many happy hours here and hoped to spend many more. 
First and foremost stood his duty to which he would devote his heart
and soul; and that being fulfilled he hoped to have many pleasant
times.  He thanked the Justices, Mr Miller, and Mr Minogue for their
congratulations and welcome.

Drunkeness was a common problem around the town so cases
about it were a routine fact of life in the court.  On 25 September
1901 the Dimboola Banner reported:

The PM presiding at yesterdays Police Court, paid a well
deserved compliment to Senior Constable Coffee, who, he said,
deserved every credit for the way in which he was trying to save an
unfortunate drinker from himself, by going to great trouble in
securing a prohibition order made against him was carried out.  The
PM further intimated he intended to support the Police in this by
punishing very heavily any offenders brought before him.  It should
be generally known that the prohibition order extended to all parts
of the Shire of Dimboola and to residents therein.

At the Police Court on Monday two men were brought before
Mr J Cooksley, charged with drunkenness.  While an old offender
"A" was let off with a fine of 5/s, "B" who it was asserted was
supplying "A" with liquor was fined £2 or 3 days and having no
funds went down until yesterday.  He had been locked up since the
previous Saturday.  Five days for a "drunk disease" (first offence) is
not too bad and will keep him off the drink for a time - in Dimboola
anyhow.

In the early years of the 20th Century there were a number of
Chinese living around the town where they had market gardens that
supplied the town and surrounding district with fresh vegetables. 
The inhabitants of the town did not, in general, regard them highly

and there were a number of cases in which people were accused of
harassing them.  The Dimboola Banner of 25 April 1907 reported:

Before Messers CE Brewer, G Wiedermann & FC Wright 5
boys were summonsed for committing willful damage to a
Chinaman's garden on Sunday the 7th inst.  Ah Lee the prosecutor
said that on Sunday 3 weeks ago, the boys went into his garden and
commenced knocking his melons about.  They did damage to the
extent of one pound.  The boys had never been there before.  They
spoilt so many melons that he could not count them.  They played
football with them.  The Bench said that as it was a first offense the
boys would be leniently dealt with.  The Chinese were members of
the community and must be protected.  The fine in this case would be
a small one.  Any future cases coming before the Court would be
more severely dealt with.  Each lad would be fined 2 shillings &
sixpence with four shillings damages making 6/6d.

1910-1959
In 1913 the government decided that a number of smaller

courts would be upgraded to County Court status which would
involve, among other things, trials by jury.  Dimboola, which had a
population of about 8000 living in the district by that time, was one
of the courts to be upgraded and an architect visited the Court House
in December 1913 to report on the additions that would be necessary
to provide accommodation for jurymen and witnesses.  The court
building was enlarged with a room added for use by the jury and a
jury box that was delivered in June 1914 was installed in the main
room.  In January 1914 a jury list of people liable to give service was
drawn up and R Martindale and F C Wright, who were Justices of the
Peace and already did their share of judicial work, were excused
from having to give jury duty as well.  The first sitting of the County
Court was held in September 1914 with Judge Winneke presiding
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over an undefended case of failure to pay a promissory note.  At the
same time the court building also remained in use for the Court of
Petty Sessions and for other business conducted by the Clerk of Petty
Sessions.  In December 1916, however, the government decided to
close a number of County Courts from January 1917, Dimboola
among them.18

Despite the closure of the Dimboola County Court, the Court
of Petty Sessions remained in Dimboola and the building remained
in constant use.  No further major changes were made to the building
apart from the removal of the fireplace and chimney in the
Magistrate’s Room and their replacement with a small solid fuel
stove and asbestos cement flue.  The jury box may also have been
removed.  Minor repairs were undertaken as required in, 1925, 1938
and 1941.  In 1937 the building was given linoleum flooring, a
concrete porch was constructed at the front of the building in 1938
and in 1939 gravelling for a footpath was provided around the
building.19

Throughout this period the business of the court proceeded
much as before with between 100 and 200 cases a year being heard
there.20  Perhaps the most notorious case during this period occurred
in May 1933 as a result of the devastating hardships caused by the
Great Depression.  At Katyil a man who had recently bought a farm
at an auction (despite the general understanding in the district that
auctions held as a result of people not being able to pay their debts
would be boycotted) was attacked by 14 men and covered with tar
and feathers.  The court may have sympathised with the desperation
brought on by hardship but did not condone their actions.  ‘Whatever
else this community is suffering,’ the Police Magistrate said. ‘so far
as the people can affect it the proper way to do things is by the ballot
box’.  Two men were sentenced to three months imprisonment and
12 more fined.21

Heard in Court
World War I gave new importance to national defense and the

need for young men who were keen and able to go to the defense of
the British Empire.  However, needs at home often conflicted with
national needs.  The Dimboola Banner of 27 October 1916 reported:

A Court for hearing applications for exemption for a number
of men registered under the War Service Regulations 1916, in the
Dimboola district was held at the Dimboola Court on Monday.  Mr
E Harrison PM presided and the grounds for exemption were taken
by Lieut R E Elliott, Military representative.  The Court was opened
at 11 am and with the exception of a break from 1 to 2 pm and from
6.30 to 7 pm sat continually until 12.45 am.  The Court was crowded
throughout, a number of those present having to stand. 

In order that the applicants might be put to as little
inconvenience as possible the PM heard the applications of those
living at a distance first and left those residing in the town or
reasonably close till last but even then there were applicants living
some miles from the town who were not dealt with until very late in
the evening.  Mr Harrison's thoughtfulness was greatly appreciated.

The first application heard was that of Mrs Maggie Reynolds
of Wail who applied for the exemption of Cornelias Cullian her
nephew on the ground that he was the only person able to attend to
an invalid and deformed son James Reynolds.  He granted Cullian
an exemption subject to the existing conditions as to his employment
continuing.  (Many of those who applied for exemption were farmers
sons who were required to assist their father who was getting on in
years and didn't enjoy good health.  One man, Giddings of Galiquil
claimed to be a single son at home and was granted exemption until
February 28th.  Edward John Pilmore, Gerang, who was farming on
his own, was exempted until February 28th.  Walter Gustav Walsgott
said that he had 500 acres and assisted his father who had 1200
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acres under crop.  He was exempted until February 28.
Until the 1940s animals remained an important part of the

local transport system and cruelty to them was common.  On 7
March 1924 the Dimboola Banner reported:

Arthur Ketsed was fined £3 for cruelty to dumb animals. 
Constable Lloyd said that he saw a team of 14 bullocks in the station
yard and that some of them had sore necks where the yokes had
rubbed.  Defendant stated that he wanted to earn money wheat
carting.

As motor transport became more common in the community
traffic offences began to occupy more of the court’s time.  The
Dimboola Banner of 4 March 1927 reported:

At the Dimboola Police Court (before Mr W C Wilson, PM)
Leslie McNeil & George Alan Hornby were proceeded against for
having driven a motor cycle and motor car in a negligent manner on
a public highway on January 17, at about 8am.  Francis Henry
Edmonds, farmer residing at Antwerp (sworn) said; "I was with Mr
Hornby on 17 January last. I remember meeting McNeil.  As I was
going out from Dimboola I saw a motor cycle coming.  It was slightly
on the wrong side of the track.  I pulled over into the sand to avoid
it.  He was between one and two feet on the wrong side of the track. 
I was going 28 miles an hour.  He was going considerably faster;
about 30.22

Motor vehicle theft also became more common.  The
Dimboola Banner of 1 May 1930 reported:

At Dimboola Court of Petty Sessions, Alfred Richard Beatty &
William Alfred Smith were charged with having stolen a motor car
the property of Mr C S Nettlebeck.  The car was valued at £370.  It
had been stolen during a picture show in Dimboola on the Saturday
night.  The local police were contacted and a few days later caught
up with the two men who were arrested at Robe, SA.  The men had

purchased some petrol from a garage and had then asked the
attendant if he had a tin which they could use.  When he went inside,
the two chaps drove off in a hurry but after going about 500 yards,
the car stopped and they abandoned it.  Water had been put in the
petrol.  Beatty was given 18 months imprisonment with hard labor. 
Smith was sentenced to 9 months with hard labor.

By the 1950s traffic offences were taking up even more of the
Court’s time.  The Dimboola Banner of 15 March 1955 reported:

Dimboola Police had a busy time at the Dimboola Court of
Petty Session on Thursday.  The prosecutor, Senior-Constable H E
Rowarth was in and out of the witness box on a number of occasions
- once every five minutes for half an hour.

In more detail the Dimboola Banner of 9 May 1955 reported:
The business of the Dimboola Court of Petty Sessions on

Thursday was almost wholly absorbed by traffic cases in which the
police and CRB inspectors prosecuted.  Mr L N Williams SM,
imposed penalties on the following:-

No near mudguard, £5.  Excess speed for load, £10. 
Exceeding load height of 12 feet.  Dangerous driving, £10. 
Inefficient silencer, £5.  Obstructing traffic, £5.  Excessive weight on
an axle, £10.  Excessive weight on one axle, £10.  Excessive weight
between axles, £15.  Excessive speed for load carried, £10. 
Excessive weight between axles, £15.  Excessive load, £15. 
Obstructing traffic, £15.  Traffic obstruction, £7.  Parking within 30
feet of intersection, £3.  Inefficient silencer on motor cycle, £3.

Seven car drivers were fined for speeding through Dimboola
as a result of charges by the Dimboola Police.

The CRB inspector from Ballarat, Arthur Cornelius Wilson
had two charges against local stock owners for allowing cattle to
wander on roads.
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By the 1960s the Dimboola Court had a regular and
established routine with sessions presided over either by a visiting
Stipendiary Magistrate or by local Justices of the Peace, depending
on the matters to be heard.  On 8 February 1966, for example, 21
cases were heard for minor matters including non payment of fines,
speeding and other traffic offences, assault and claims for unpaid
bills.  During 1967 there were 18 sittings in the Court House, most
presided over by the visiting Stipendiary Magistrate, which heard
221 cases, a very large proportion of them being for traffic
offences.23

1960-1998
But while motor vehicles were providing the court with much

business they also reduced the need for the large number of court
houses that had been established a century or so earlier when the cost
and inconvenience of transport had made them necessary.  After
World War II the government put a great deal of effort into
developing roads and the popular use of motor vehicles dramatically
increased personal mobility so people could travel further more
readily.  At the same time, mechanisation had led to rural de-
population during the 20th Century so there were less people in many
country districts and so less demand on many government services. 
By the 1980s the centralisation of government services and facilities
was becoming commonplace, made possible by new technologies
and often in the name of efficiency and cost savings as the prosperity
of the long post-war boom began to evaporate.24

In November 1982 the government announced that it was
considering closure of a number of small rural court houses, 13 in the
North West Province including Dimboola which had had only 10
sittings in 1982.  The criteria for court closure was based on how
often a court was used, distance to other courts and the nature of
cases heard there.  The residents of small towns complained that

closure would cause hardship and inconvenience, that they would
loose the protection of local police while they were away at court in
another town and that the loss of courts would effect business in
general.  Nevertheless, on 21 December 1982, the government
revoked the appointment of 53 Magistrates Courts at various
locations but mainly in western Victoria, including the Dimboola
Court House.  One hundred and eight years of continuous service to
the local community in Dimboola came to an end and, at the last
court sitting, the local solicitor described the occasion as ‘This sad
day’.25

In 1987 the government acknowledged that it had caused some
inconvenience and began sending a Clerk of Courts to Dimboola
once a month to take care of some court business.  The Clerk did not
use the court building and it became redundant with the Department
of Conservation, Forests and Lands (later known as the Department
of Conservation and Environment) becoming responsible for its
reallocation or disposal.26

The reallocation or disposal process was an ad-hoc business
with redundant court houses normally being transferred to the control
of the first applicant, invariably a local community group.  As a
result the Dimboola Court House became the property of the
Department of Conservation and Environment and was leased, from
around 1988, to the Wimmera Community College of TAFE and
occupied by the Dimboola Community Learning Group.  The
Wimmera Community College of TAFE was established in May
1984 to provide a variety of TAFE courses at 20 different locations
across the Wimmera covering a wide range of courses.  The College
began using the building, which was used from 1988 for a variety of
adult education and craft activities including classes in china
painting, calligraphy, patchwork quilting, spinning and furniture
restoration.  By that time the building was still in fair condition and
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remained unchanged, the 1916 addition became the College’s local
office and, in later years, the building was also used as an
independent learning centre.  Another group to use the building was
the Dimboola Family History Group which held monthly meetings
and workshops and stored its records and books there.  (The Group
later amalgamated with the Historical Society.)  These functions had,
however, come to an end by the mid 1990s and the building
remained vacant.27

By the 1990s there was some recognition of the historic
significance of the building which had become one of the oldest, if
not the oldest building in Dimboola.  As the result of a regional
heritage study conducted for the Environmental Conservation
Council the Court House was recommended as a site of ‘regional
significance’ that should be listed in the local municipal scheme to
protect it for the future.  By then it had become commonplace for
court houses to be entered onto heritage registers and, of the 62
former court houses that had been closed after 1965, 19 had been
recognised as having historic or architectural heritage significance
and 12 had been entered onto the Register of the National Estate (the
highest form of heritage listing in Australia).  A start was made on
nominating the Dimboola Court House to that Register but the
project was never completed.  In fact, through the same kinds of bad
luck and oversight that had prevented Dimboola from getting a new
brick court building in the early 1890s and seen it haphazardly
developed at the turn of the century, nothing was done to ensure that
the Court House was entered on any heritage register.28

The Department of Natural Resources and Conservation had
decided it no longer needed the land on which the Court House was
located in Dimboola by the late 1990s.  In January 1998 the land was
re-zoned from Public Purpose to Residential under an amendment to
the Dimboola Planning Scheme to make it available for sale.  Before

the re-zoning occurred the Department checked that the change did
not contravene any heritage protection but, as the building had not
been nominated to any heritage register, there was nothing to indicate
that it may have had any heritage significance.  The land was sold
through public tender and, although it could have been purchased to
preserve the Court House, there was no hint locally that the building
was in danger and so a developer bought the land.  In fact he planned
to demolish the Court House, subdivide the land and built two units
on it.29
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A NEW LEASE OF LIFE

The driving force behind saving the Court House was the
Dimboola and District Historical Society.  The Society had been
established under the name of the Dimboola Historical Society in
November 1968 and acquired its own premises in two adjoining
shops at 109-111 Lloyd Street in October 1997.  The Society set
about collecting the history of the district and accumulating artefacts
of all kinds that were donated to it, including the 1908 Electoral
Role, a fire fender, set of fire irons, a cedar wash cabinet and the
court house jury box donated by the Dimboola Clerk of Courts in
1972.  A period of severe internal division led to its near demise by
1995 when the membership had fallen to only 10, but after that a
rejuvenated executive committee rebuilt the society so that it could
claim 75 members by early 1999.30

In August 1998 a letter from Tony Schneider published in the
Dimboola Banner alerted people of the town of the threat to the
Court House.  He wrote:

With the Dimboola Courthouse apparently sold and the site set
for development, which is an excellent thing for the town, what is the
future of the existing building that has been a part of the streetscape
for such a long time.  Is it going to be demolished, sold for removal
of reconstructed elsewhere?

Ideally, it would be great to see the Hindmarsh Shire support
the relocation of the main part of the building elsewhere in the town. 
It would make an excellent home for some of the Historical Society’s
displays or could be useful as an information centre for visitors to
the town...

Surely, this could be a great opportunity for the Shire to show
its support for the town and it if was to be arranged in the right
manner, drawing on the participation and involvement of local

people, such a project need not cost a huge amount of money.31

This was the first inkling that many people in the town,
including the Historical Society, had that the future of the Court
House was under threat and by February 1999 there was no doubt
that the building would be demolished unless something was
urgently done to protect it.  The developer’s application to the
Hindmarsh Shire Council for permission to demolish the Court
House brought strong reactions from many Dimboola residents, the
Court House had been there as long as anyone could remember and
had become an integral part of the town’s history and heritage. 
There was another important aspect to the future of the Court House. 
The Wimmera Mail Times commented:

When the emphasis on the town’s tourist trade has been based
on the rich heritage of the district, it would seem a major tragedy to
lose such an important building.32

When the land had been put up for sale the Society enquired
and was told it would be sold by tender, so it took no action, having
no cash and not suspecting that the sale would lead to demolition. 
With the Court House under immediate threat the Society’s
committee held an urgent meeting on 3 February that decided the
Society would object strongly to the proposal and it began rallying
support across the township to lobby the Shire Council not to
approve demolition and the Shire received nine formal objections to
the proposal.  The Society was able to piece together a brief history
of the building, including the Environment Conservation Council
recommendation that it be preserved, and gained support from many
bodies such as the Royal Historical Society of Victoria, the Western
Victoria Association of Historical Societies, the Environment
Conservation Council and various groups in Dimboola.33  At a
general meeting of the Society on 3 March the members discussed
the future of the Court House in detail and the possibility of the
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Society using the old building as its rooms was raised.  On 9 March
1999 the Society’s executive committee met with the Mayor,
councillors and officers of the Shire of Hindmarsh and the property
owner in the Court House to discuss it’s future.  Four options were
discussed; two of them were to move the building within Dimboola,
a third was to relocate it to an outdoor museum in nearby Jeparit
where several historic buildings had already been relocated, or to let
it remain where it was which would result in its inevitable
demolition.  The most attractive option was to move it up Lloyd
Street to a vacant block of land next to the Post Office that the Shire
had previously acquired as the site for a youth drop in centre for the
district that had never been built.34  The difficulty with the options of
local relocation was the question of what to do with the building
because the Shire said that if it could not be used it would not be
saved.

Earlier circumstances provided the solution to this problem. 
By the early months of 1998 the Society’s existing building had
begun to deteriorate with significant cracks appearing in the walls
while its collection had outgrown the available space.  Consequently,
in August 1998 the Society decided to pursue the possibility of
moving to new premises as soon as the finances became available. 
At that time the best option appeared to be a move across the street
to larger premises at 112 Lloyd Street but the Shire of Hindmarsh
was unable to provide any financial assistance and there was no
likelihood of receiving a grant to help so Society members would
have to raise the money through a special appeal.  It launched a
Building Fund that stood at $8 000 by October 1998, including $4
000 from the Society’s own funds.  By the following month the total
had risen to $10 000 but the target was $28 000 so there was still a
long way to go.35

The Society’s leadership against demolition of the Court

House led to a noticeable surge in membership which gave the
executive committee the feeling it had the support of the community. 
This, together with the need to find new premises and the Building
Fund, led almost inevitably to the decision that the Society should
take over the Court House if it could be saved.  However the Court
House building by itself would not be big enough to accommodate
the Society so the Shire suggested that the Court House could be
relocated to the vacant land beside the Post Office and an additional
brick archive and meeting room could be constructed at the rear to
cater for the Society’s needs.  The Shire Mayor put this proposal to
the Society’s general meeting in April 1999 and it was accepted.  The
building would become a history centre serving the district and
housing a display and pictorial area in a gallery atmosphere in the old
court room.  If anything, moving the building into the centre of the
town would made it more accessible to the public and help to expand
and enhance the tourist potential of the town.  The estimated cost of
the project was around $35 000; $10 000 to purchase the building,
$10 000 to relocate it and $15 000 for the addition at the rear.  The
Shire agreed to make most of the necessary arrangements for this
proposal and formally refused the developer’s demolition request.36

Following the decision to relocate the Court House and
construct an extension behind it the most urgent requirement was the
money to do the work  By March 1999 the Society’s Building Fund
stood at $14 000 and two months later it was rapidly approaching
$18 000 but that was still a long way short of the necessary target
and the economic circumstances of the time were best described as
very difficult so the prospect of raising much more was almost
impossible.  Spirits were buoyed in mid 1999 when the local member
of parliament was able to obtain a substantial grant which would
cover most of the cost of buying and moving the Court House but the
Society still had to struggle to raise more in the expectation of a
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matching dollar-for-dollar grant sought by the Shire from Business
Victoria.  By the time the grant application was lodged in October
1999 the Society had raised around $25 000.  The application was
successful and Business Victoria granted the Shire a further $37 000
for the project in early 2000.37

The most spectacular part of the project to save the Court
House occurred in July 1999 when it was moved to its new location. 
Webb House Movers of Bordertown arrived on the site on Friday 9
July but wet weather prevented much activity so the three workers
started the job the following Monday.  The Court House had been
constructed almost at ground level so getting the lifting rods
underneath it was very difficult and it was not until Wednesday that
the building was ready to be moved.  A major obstruction was the
brick chimney in the middle of the Court House which had to be
demolished so the building could be lifted - a few bricks were saved
with the intention of using them in rebuild the chimney at the new
site.  The chimney caused further delays because the wooden
foundations had apparently been laid on wet cement and had to be
broken away before the building would budge.  The whole building
was then jacked up on the supporting bars to allow a large truck to
back in under it,   the Magistrate’s Room required additional support
before the building could be safely lifted and shifted.

With the preparations complete a large truck backed its
carrying wheels under the building and, at about 11 am on 15 July
1999, the Court House began its short journey up Lloyd Street. 
When the building was in the right spot at its new location stumps
were put into the ground beneath it and, when they were set in place,
the Court House was lowered onto them.38

With the Court House sitting in its new location the Dimboola
and District Historical Society now faced two daunting tasks.  One
was to restore and repaint the old building and the second was to see

the erection of the extension at the rear.  While Society volunteers
did some work around the old building they were confounded by a
series of major obstacles in seeing the rear extension completed.

The first plans for the extension were drawn up in September
1999 and showed a large structure constructed right across the back
of the old Court House and extending beyond the left wall of the old
building.  It had an archive room, a meeting room, toilet and a
disabled access ramp.  The extension would be clad in weatherboard
in keeping with the appearance with the Court House.  The Society’s
committee considered these plans and approved them with some
changes in March 2000.  By June 2000 the Society and Shire had
around $64 000 to pay for the extension but when tenders for the
construction were opened all were over $100 000.  The Shire sought
a further quote from the lowest tenderer for a smaller building,
reduced in size from the originally planned 183 square metres to a
smaller 106 square metres which would provide a building the same
width as the Court House with reduced space in the archive and
meeting rooms.  Even so, the quote for the smaller building was $89
000 which, together with the newly introduced Goods and Services
Tax (GST), would bring the total cost of the extension to around $98
000.  The introduction of the GST had led to a building boom in
which building costs had risen by about an additional 50 per cent,
putting the cost of the addition beyond the Society’s reach.  Society
members were frustrated and disappointed by the turn of events and
some suggested that they should simply walk away from the project
with the $28 000 in the Building Fund and find other premises.39

In August 2000 the Society moved a motion expressing its
‘frustration and disillusionment’ with what had happened.  However,
just when all seemed lost another tender to do the work at a much
reduced cost was received by the Shire from Bruce Harbeger, a
builder from Horsham.  His total quote was for just over $67 00 but
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that was still beyond the reach of the Society which had $28 000 in
its building fund and $37 000 from Business Victoria but would also
have to pay for restoration of the old building from those funds.  To
that point the Shire had contributed around $2 000 to the project but,
in early September 2000, it agreed to contribute another $8 000 to
enable the rear extension to be built.  Work began on 5 October 2000
with the digging of 76 stump holes, and the hardiplank clad building
was completed just before Christmas 2000.40

While the Society had been struggling to see the rear extension
go ahead it had also been working to restore the old Court House and
improve its surroundings.  Tradesmen undertook some of the work
including the electrical rewiring that was completed by late October
1999.  The Society organised a number of working bees that started
the job of improving the interior of the building and, around
Christmas 1999, working bees built and painted a picket fence in
front of the Court House.  Cost was always a serious problem so the
Society reluctantly decided it could not afford the six thousand
dollars it would cost to rebuild the chimney in the relocated building
and arrangements were made for Peter McCallum, a Dimboola
builder, to fill in the gaps in the floors and walls using similar
planking to that already in the building that Society members
specially found.  He also did other work around the building
including construction of the access ramp at the rear and the new
verandah and steps at the front of the old building.  Shire workmen
were also later helpful in assisting to clean up the surrounding
grounds and install the storm water drainage system.  The paint work
on the ceiling in the court room was in very bad condition and had
to be sand blasted to clean it.  When that was done by a contractor
the bare boards looked so good that the Society decided to varnish
rather than repaint them.  However, most of the major work such as
repainting could not be undertaken until the situation with the rear

extension was clear and, as that neared completion in December
2000, the Shire gave the Society permission to go ahead with
complete restoration of the Court House.41

The following year saw a dedicated band of volunteers
gradually transform the old building from the sad state of disrepair
it had been in when it was moved to a rejuvenated building in good
condition, freshly painted inside and out.  Assistance came from
Haymes Paints which provided the paint at greatly reduced cost so
that the Society’s rapidly dwindling resources would go further.  In
February a compactus storage unit that had been donated by the
Australian Services Union in Melbourne was installed in the new
archive room.  The work of preparing the building for painting
continued until around April 2001 by which time some back rooms
had received their first coats of paint and Society members were
beginning to feel they were finally getting somewhere, even though
there was still a great deal to do.  By May painting had commenced
in the court room and carpet from the old Horsham Technical School
had been laid in the new meeting room.  The best linoleum from the
old court building was taken up and put in the archive room to save
more money.  Only about $1000 remained to complete the work by
May and that had been exhausted by August so the Society had to eat
into its own reserves to complete the restoration.  In the middle of the
year work also began on landscaping and paving the property and
starting an attractive garden at the front and sides of the buildings. 
By September interior painting had been completed and work outside
was also nearing completion.42

As this work came to a conclusion one further problem
emerged, the ownership of the old Court House and new additions. 
The Shire of Hindmarsh had provided the land on which it was now
located, the grant from Business Victoria had been gained in the
Shire’s name and the Shire had carried out most of the negotiations
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and arrangements to purchase and move the old building and provide
the new extension.  The Society had been the moving force in saving
the building, had raised $28 000 from the community and had put in
many hundreds of hours of volunteer work to complete the project. 
However, the cost of transferring ownership from the Shire to the
Society, which would entail stamp duty and other fees that would
cost several thousand dollars, was money that the Society could only
raise with great difficulty.  The other option was a long term lease
from the Shire at a nominal rent with the possibility of later buying
the building when the Society could afford it.  An advantage to this
option was that the Shire would remain responsible for most the
building’s maintenance and the Society would not have to pay rates. 
Feeling in the Society about what to do was evenly divided and there
was much disappointment that the members would not own the place
they had put so much effort into.  However, after considerable
discussion, in early November 2001 the Society decided to pursue
the lease option and in February 2002 the executive committee
decided to accept the Shire’s offer of a 10 year lease at the rental of
$1 a year with the hope that the Society would be able to purchase
the property from the Shire within a few years.43

By November 2001 the building was ready for the Society to
move in, a task almost as daunting as everything else it had so far
done.  The Society had already received advice from Museums
Australia about the best ways to store and display material in the new
building and a great deal of planning was needed and many decisions
remained to be made about the various displays and where they
would go in the new building.  As Society volunteers began the
move to their new home they were amazed and dismayed at the sheer
volume of everything that had been packed into their old premises
over the previous two decades.  Their need to move quickly was
hastened in early 2002 by news that another community group was
keen to rent the Society’s old building.  This would take care of some
financial problems but also forced the Society to complete the final
stage of the project more quickly than it would otherwise have
liked.44  As a result, the Society had almost completed the move to its
new home by the end of February 2002 and then began sorting,
storing and reducing the size of its collection.  Then it began setting
up displays and organising its records and other material in
preparation for the day when the Dimboola community could come
in and use their Society’s facilities.
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The locations of the Dimboola Court House

A government map of Dimboola showing the
south eastern corner of the town.  The Court House
was originally located on the Police Reserve at the
edge of the town.  It’s move in 1999 was only a few
hundred metres down Lloyd Street to the site next
to the Post Office.  The new location is in the
town’s main shopping block, giving it greater
exposure and contributing to the overall streetscape
of the block.
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Stages in the development of the Dimboola Court House

1875-76
The first stage of the Court House was constructed in 1875-76

and comprised two rooms.  The main room was the court room
which had a raised bench at the right hand end and an office attached. 
There is no obvious place where there could have been a door
between the two rooms so originally people passing
between them may have used an external porch at the rear. 
Between the rooms was a substantial chimney with
fireplaces facing into both rooms.
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Early 1899

In early 1899 a Magistrate’s Room was added to the Court
House.  It was originally fitted with a separate brick fireplace and
chimney which was later replaced with a solid fuel heater and flu.  It
is likely that the small connecting room which links the office,
Magistrate’s Room, court room and rear entrance was also added at
this time.
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Late 1899

By mid 1899 the government had agreed that the existing court
room was too small and added an extension of some 15 feet.  From
the outside there is nothing to distinguish the extension from the rest
of the building but it is clearly visible inside where the lining boards
from the older building and the extension meet.
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1914

In 1914 the Court House was extended so that it could
accommodate County Court sittings which included the need for a
jury.  Unlike other rooms in the court house, which are lined with
traditional wooden planks, this room was lined with a more modern
material giving it smooth walls.  A window in the court room which
was enclosed by this addition remained in place.  It is likely that the
small extension to the lower left hand corner of the room, where
there is access to the court room that would have been used by a jury,
was necessary to avoid interfering with major load bearing members
in the building as the access would otherwise have cut through the
join between the original building and the late 1899 addition. 
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1999

The only significant change made to the building when it was
moved to its new location was the removal of the original fireplaces
and chimney.  The building could not have been moved without this
work but a video record was made of the structure for future
reference. 
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Late 2000

After the Court House was moved to its new location an
addition with two large rooms and a toilet was constructed at the rear
of the existing building to house the archives of the Dimboola and
District and Historical Society and to provide a community meeting
room.  Access to this addition is provided along the side of the Court
House via a ramp.  The additions touch the existing building only at
the rear of the Magistrate’s Room where the rear facing window
there has been filled in with wood in the same style as the existing
wall lining.
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