
 

 
 

18. Administrator’s Offices 

 

The Administrator’s Offices and associated cell block are significant because they represent 
the continuous presence of Westminster institutions from European settlement of the 
Northern Territory. 

The Administrator's Offices are the site of the 1870 Palmerston Police Station and cells. The 
original buildings were of crude timber construction and were soon disintegrating because of 
white ant activity. In 1881, the stone cells, which stand at the rear of the site, were erected. 
These were used until 1883, when prisoners were transferred to the new purpose-built gaol 
at Fannie Bay. In 1884, a new court house and police station of stone and cypress pine, 
which was impervious to white ants, were constructed. The cells remained in use as police 
holding cells. The court house and police station are thought to have been designed by 
Architect and Surveyor of Works John George Knight (1826-1892). 

The court house survived the bombing of Darwin on 19 February 1942, but the police station 
had to be demolished. The building then served as Naval Headquarters, HMAS Melville, until 
December 1974 when it suffered significant damage during Cyclone Tracy. 

Several of the 1884 doors, windows, roof trusses and verandah posts were salvaged and the 
building reconstructed with some variations. Opening once again in 1981 as the Offices of 
the Administrator, the building is significant as a rare example of early public buildings in 
Darwin. It features gable roofs and a surrounding verandah, which provides shade and 
protection from rain, as well as a space for social interaction. The stone is locally quarried 
porcellanite. 



 

 
 

History 
Before construction of the court house, matters of justice were dealt with initially on the 
verandah of Government House and then in the Town Hall, which was completed in March 
1883.   

Needs had been identified, however, as early as 1874. A report to the South Australian 
Parliament made clear the urgency of addressing the lack of infrastructure: 

Parliamentary Report on Northern Territory Government Buildings 

I have to report to Cabinet, in reference to the Government buildings at Palmerston, (in 1873)— 
That there is not a building belonging to the Government that can be considered creditable 
except the Telegraph Offices, and they are facing the wrong way. 

… 

7.  The Police Station is a building comprised of poles, and plastered between 21 x 12. It is a 
very poor accommodation for a number of police troopers and constables. 

… 

The Sub-Inspector has a small house of two or three rooms (very small) near the station, and a 
small stone building with two or three cells. 

A gaol and suitable accommodation is urgently needed.  On my arrival the blackfellow, 
Scotchman, was placed in an out-building (a few feet square) and chained by the legs.  Very 
improper and illegal. 

… 

I desire Cabinet to authorise me to invite tenders here for a pile of buildings to be erected in the 
reserves where the temporary police station is situated. 

I shall require a Court-house and Police-stables, a Gaol and necessary buildings, a Harbour-
master’s residence and office, and house of Collector of Customs, Land Office, and Drawing 
Room, a Casualty Hospital and several other rooms for specific officers. 

There is plenty of good building stone very handy; and although there is an absence of lime, 
there is plenty of shells from which lime is made, very handy or just out of the township. 

…  

If Cabinet sanctions this expenditure, which is urgently needed, the plans can be put in hand 
and the parties can be found to undertake the work. 

  T REYNOLDS, CCL.1  

The wheels of government moved slowly, and it was a number of years before the former 
Premier of South Australia would have his goal realised.  In the meantime, the South 
Australian Government was not minded to fund anything on a particularly grand scale, so 
frugal measures were employed to ensure the comfort of jurors and court staff: 

                                                
1 NT Times and Gazette, 19 December 1874, page 3.  



 

 
 

Her Majesty’s Commissioner attended the sale, and had a few judicious investments for the 
benefit of the service. The punkahs were purchased for the Court House, likewise four of the 
maple cabin sofatairs, so now our jurymen may look forward to the forthcoming sittings of the 
Circuit Court with feelings of pleasure.2 

This was a reference to Police Inspector Foelsche attending an auction of furnishings and 
fittings from the wreck of the steamer Brisbane in 1881. 

Tenders for the building were finally called in 1883: 

Government Gazette 

Tenders 

Land Office 

Palmerston, February 16 

TENDERS for building new COURT HOUSE, Palmerston, will be received at the above office  
(where plans and specifications may be seen) up to noon of the 15th of MARCH next. 

Neither the lowest nor any tender necessarily accepted. 

EDWARD W PRICE 
Government Resident3 

Alas, all tenders received for the building were in excess of the budget set aside by the 
South Australian Government so the building plans were revised and fresh tenders—in 
piecemeal fashion according to the trade required—called.4 

Not everyone was happy with the interim arrangements. This Letter to the Editor appeared in 
the local paper while the new court was under construction: 

SIR—Having occasion to go into the Town Hall to-day, at present partly used as a Court 
House, I found the only "representative" of the law, one Wilson, who at the last Circuit Court 
was sentenced to twelve months imprisonment. As he wore no mark by which prisoners, in all 
other parts of the world, can be distinguished, and he was busily engaged in sorting the clerk's 
official papers, I should, but for having seen him in the dock, less than a fortnight ago, have 
taken him for a court official. I am well aware that prisoners in Palmerston have in the past 
been treated as a noble army of martyrs, and not many weeks ago have, found a "so-called" 
witty correspondent to advocate their comfort and immunity from disagreeable neighbours, but I 
think it is carrying it a little too far, when they, sentenced, many of them, for grave offences, can 
walk at large in the streets, have free access to our public buildings and cannot be 
distinguished from those who are considered loyal subjects of Her Majesty.—Yours, &c. 

EYES AND EARS.5 

                                                
2 NT Times and Gazette, 26 November 1881, page 2. 
3 NT Times and Gazette, 17 February 1883, page 2. 
4 NT Times and Gazette, 14 April 1883, page 2. 
5 NT Times and Gazette, 22 September 1883, page 3. 



 

 
 

Prisoners were moved to the Fannie Bay Gaol in September 1883, two days before our 
correspondent’s letter was published. This facility was located a considerable way out of 
town, rendering impossible a prisoner’s ability to walk about the streets of Palmerston 
‘enjoying their liberty…[on] a few hours leave’. 

When the court house was opened in January 1884, the local media assessed it as fit for 
purpose: 

The new Court House is a substantial stone building, having a frontage to the Esplanade of 77 
feet (overall). The main, or justice room, is 50 x 30, and there are four rooms at the back 20 
feet square, comprising magistrates' clerk's, jury, and witness' rooms. The only materials used 
in the construction of the building are stone and cypress pine. We believe the justice room will 
look very handsome when complete! The ceiling will be panelled, and window recesses and 18 
inch skirting will all be highly polished.6 

Various government offices were run from this building while other accommodation was 
found. Usually, the interim accommodation was because existing buildings had been so 
badly damaged by termites that they were unsafe or inhabitable. Such was the case for the 
Customs Office in 1884, which was moved from a shed at the wharf to the rear of the court 
house on the escarpment7. 

Many cases were heard in the court house. They ranged from common assault and 
gambling affrays to labour disputes under the Master and Servants Act, cattle duffing, 
absconding debtors, attempting suicide and a number of more mundane matters, including 
allowing livestock to roam the streets. Interestingly, at this time a criminal trial required a jury 
of six and an inquest required a jury of 12. Only white, propertied men were called for jury 
service so the leading businessmen of the town were regularly called away to perform civic 
duties at the court house, gaol or hospital.  

On occasions there was only one solicitor in the town, so it was a race between the parties 
to secure that solicitor’s services, and this often brought bureaucrats into conflict—for 
example, the Protector of Aborigines, who was also the Colonial Surgeon, securing the 
solicitor’s services for defendants in a murder trial while the government was trying to secure 
the same solicitor’s services as prosecutor.8 

After the bombing of Darwin in February 1942, surviving parts of the building became Naval 
headquarters for HMAS Melville, a base that occupied much of the space now known as 
‘State Square’ (specifically the Supreme Court, Chan Building, Bennett Park, Reserve Bank 
and Town Hall) hemmed by the Esplanade, Smith, Bennett and Mitchell Streets.  

The building remained the Navy’s headquarters in Darwin until Cyclone Tracy in 1974 when 
it suffered catastrophic damage and was reconstructed and opened as the Administrator’s 
Offices in 1981.   

                                                
6 NT Times and Gazette, 5 January 1884, page 2. 
7 NT Times and Gazette, 9 February 1884, page 2. 
8 This happened in 1884 when Dr RJ Morice was suspended from duties as Protector of Aborigines for ‘acting in direct 
opposition to the order of the Minister’ by securing the services of RD Beresford for four co-accused on charges of murder 
arising from what was known as the Daly River Copper Mine outrage. 



 

 
 

Additional Photographs 

 

1870 – Palmerston’s first police station on the site of the Administrator’s offices.   
Image: State Library of South Australia Collection. 

 

1875 – Sketch by Rosa Fiveash 
State Library of South Australia Collection. 

 

 



 

 
 

 

June 1879 – water cart outside the court house. 
Image: Photograph by Paul Foelsche, NT Library Collection. 

 

1881 – new Palmerston police cells on the site of the Administrator’s offices. 
Image:  State Library of South Australia Collection. 



 

 
 

 

1942 – bomb damage to the court house. 
Image: Australian War Memorial Collection. 

 

A 1954 plan of HMAS Melville (headquarters/Administrator’s offices on far right). 
Image: National Archives of Australia Collection. 

 



 

 
 

 

1970 – HMAS Melville, Darwin.  
Image: NT Government Photographer Collection, NT Library. 

 

1975 – damage to HMAS Melville from Cyclone Tracy. 
Image: Australian Navy Collection. 



 

 
 

 

2014 – original Police Cells at the rear of the Administrator’s Offices 
Image:  Heritage Branch Collection.  



 

 
 

Further reading 
Extracted from the Australian Dictionary of Biography: 

John George Knight (1826-1892), architect and administrator, was born in London, son of 
John Knight, stone and marble merchant. He took up engineering, joined his father's firm 
and in spare time studied architecture. In February 1852 he arrived in Melbourne and after a 
week on the goldfields joined the Public Works Department. While a government inspector at 
a salary of £1200, he joined the private practice of Thomas Kemp who returned to England 
in 1855. About 1853 Knight's design for Government House won the first prize of £500 but 
was not used. He later won prizes for designs of the Melbourne ship canal and docks. In 
1856 when plans were resumed for the Houses of Parliament, the supervision was given to 
Knight and then handed to his partner, Peter Kerr. Knight was a founder of the Victorian 
Institute of Architects and its first president in 1856-61. His paper on colonial building stones, 
read to the institute in 1859, was published in Melbourne and London in 1864. At St Paul's, 
Melbourne, on 21 April 1853 he had married Alice Bertrand. 

Knight helped to organize the Victorian Exhibition of 1861 and designed a 'miniature Crystal 
Palace' to house the exhibits. Next January with his family he went to London as secretary 
for Victoria at the London International Exhibition. He won medals for his gilded pyramid 
representing the total amount of gold mined in the colony and for his collection of building 
stones. In 1864 he assembled the Victorian exhibits shown at the Dublin Exhibition. 

In March 1865 Knight was appointed lecturer in civil engineering at the University of 
Melbourne at a salary of £100 with fees. In 1866 he had charge of the Melbourne 
Intercolonial Exhibition and in 1867 organized Victoria's contribution to the Paris Exhibition. 
In 1868 he was a founder and until 1871 first manager of the Athenaeum Club in Melbourne. 
He had compiled a pamphlet on the 1862 exhibition and in 1868 a souvenir booklet on 
the Duke of Edinburgh's visit. 

In the early 1870s Knight was attracted to the Northern Territory by reports of gold. In 1873 
the South Australian government appointed him secretary and accountant to the resident, G. 
B. Scott, with extra duties as architect and supervisor of works. He sailed from Melbourne on 
2 September, but the appointment of a Victorian annoyed Adelaide politicians. In November 
1875 Knight was retrenched as supervisor of works and his salary as secretary and 
accountant was severely cut. He resigned and left for Melbourne in December, but in 
January 1876 accepted the post of goldfields warden. He returned to Port Darwin and on the 
goldfields promptly built a hospital, where he often tended sick miners himself. In April 1880 
he became clerk of the Local Court, Palmerston, and was soon made deputy sheriff, clerk of 
the licensing bench, curator of the property of convicts, registrar, accountant and official 
receiver and returning officer. In 1887 he was granted leave to act as commissioner for the 
territory at the Exhibition and in 1888 was commissioner at the Melbourne International 
Exhibition. He intended to resign in 1889 but was asked to act as government resident and 
judge. Next year he became government resident. 

Knight was a fellow of the Royal Institute of British Architects, an associate of the Institution 
of Civil Engineers, and corresponding member of the Society of Arts, the Royal Dublin 
Society and the Royal Horticultural Society of London. In Palmerston he enjoyed a 'sort of 
patriarchal authority' but friends in Melbourne complained that his 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/kerr-peter-558
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/edinburgh-duke-of-3467


 

 
 

talents were wasted. Described as a 'very nice fellow, a real gentleman, and a jolly old chap', 
he was respected for his common sense and resource. He died at Palmerston on 10 
January 1892, survived by three sons, two married daughters and by his wife, who was then 
living in London. She inherited most of his estate, valued at £800. 

Sally O'Neill, 'Knight, John George (1826–1892)', Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, 
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/knight-john-george-3966/text6257, published first in 
hardcopy 1974, accessed online 26 July 2017. 

This article was first published in hardcopy in Australian Dictionary of Biography, Volume 5, 
(MUP), 1974 

Books: 

Alford, RN Darwin’s Air War 1942-1945: An Illustrated History 
1991 Aviation Historical Society of the Northern Territory 

Bridgman, D, Acclimatisation:  architecture at the Top End of Australia, 2003 Insulation 
Solutions, Australia. 

Carment, D, Looking at Darwin’s Past: material evidence of European settlement in tropical 
Australia, 1996 NARU, Australian National University, Australia. 

Mildren, D, Big Boss Fella All Same Judge: a history of the Supreme Court of the Northern 
Territory, 2011 Federation Press, Australia. 

Web Sites 

Defence of Darwin Museum 
http://www.defenceofdarwin.nt.gov.au/ 

Government House Information Handbook: 
http://www.govhouse.nt.gov.au/GovernmentHouse/Education/Documents/Handbook.pdf 

Northern Territory Police Museum and Historical Society Inc: 
https://sites.google.com/site/ntpmhsociety/  

Territory Stories (including Picture NT collection): 
http://www.territorystories.nt.gov.au/ 

http://www.defenceofdarwin.nt.gov.au/
http://www.govhouse.nt.gov.au/GovernmentHouse/Education/Documents/Handbook.pdf
https://sites.google.com/site/ntpmhsociety/
http://www.territorystories.nt.gov.au/
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