
THE QUALITY OF JUSTICE  
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Kandos Court House does not have the magnificence of Darlinghurst or Yass or Bathurst 
Court Houses. It is a small, red brick building in a garden setting. Yet it too has classical 
architectural features which elevate it above the domestic and commercial buildings of the 
town.  
 
Note the pair of Doric columns standing sternly above the steps leading into the generous 
portico; the decorative brickwork of the facade on either side of the columns; the narrow 
elongated openings to provide air, privacy and vision; the concrete entablature above, with 
the roofline forming a pediment; and the words in relief: COURT HOUSE. 
 
We can suppose, those of us who never walked through those sturdy double doors into the 
court house proper, that inside as well as outside, there was an air of solemnity, formality and 
authority. Assisted of course by legal language, ritual, apparel, lay-out and furnishings. 
 
Unless we are part of the justice system, a court house is a place which we would prefer not 
to visit. We respect it but avoid it. It reminds us that we are weak and powerless: capable of 
wrongdoing and fearful of the consequences. Just as, when going through customs or near the 
shrill alarm of a retail exit, we feel guilty even when we are innocent.  
 
That is not to say that we are not intensely curious about what happens in a court house. 
Good and Evil, Crime and Punishment are two of the most enduring themes in literature and 
on television. For centuries court reports and criminal investigations have been a titillating 
element of newspapers. At a personal level one of the most fascinating books I have read this 
year was Helen Garner’s The House of Grief about a notable Australian murder case. 
 
But back to the court system and its significance in Kandos history. As early as 1912, even 
before the NSW Cement, Lime and Coal Company was registered, or the town established, 
interested parties, including Albert Holland and George McDonald, applied to Mr Arnott, 
Police Magistrate at the Warden’s Court in Rylstone, to take out options for coal, shale and 
limestone mining leases in the area.  
 
For the first five years of the developing township, Rylstone courthouse served Kandos’ legal 
requirements. It was during this time that wine licences at Kandos were applied for, opposed 
(mainly by the cement company and hotel) and were successful. Several applications for a 
second hotel licence, however, also strongly opposed by the same interests, were not 
successful.  
 
As early as August 1920 the Kandos community began to make representations to local MPs, 
Ministers and Government officials to establish a “much needed” court at Kandos. They got 
numerous knock-backs before their persistence paid off.   
 
On 2 November 1923 a Court of Petty Sessions consisting of an office and court room 
opened in McGrath’s building (Kandos Stores 1918). On the bench at that first session was 
the School Principal Mr A P Meany Justice of the Peace, assisted by Mr Gaffney, with 
Sergeant Lucas and Constable Flood in attendance. No doubt there was a large attendance of 



residents on that historic occasion, though I have no record of what matters went before the 
court. 
 
Another session which also drew a large crowd was at Kandos Police Court on 8 July 1924. 
As a result of an undercover betting raid, eighteen people were charged with playing an 
unlawful game (“fives and sixes”); Bertie Graves, the licensee of the Billiard Saloon, was 
charged with being the keeper of a common gambling house; and Oswald Griffin was 
charged with aiding and abetting him. The Magistrate reserved judgement on the two main 
offenders though each of the eighteen was fined two pounds with costs of eight shillings. The 
report headlined “Kandos Betting Raid” stretched across three columns of the Mudgee 
Guardian. (10/7/1924)  
 
It wasn’t the first time gambling was targeted in Kandos but it was probably the most 
successful. What this case highlighted were the shortcomings of the court accommodation. 
“That Sardine Sensation, Kandos Wants Proper Court House” was the headline. And the 
reporter concluded: “A repetition of the occurrence would be farcical...the man on the street 
...sat out four hours of the misery”.  
 
The issue wasn’t just the tightness of space but the population which the court served. 
Rylstone, it was argued, had a population of about 800 and an average two cases monthly at 
the police court. Kandos and Charbon with a population of "approximately 3,500" had forty 
cases “listed for the next sitting...and another 25 cases held over.” (MG 13/9/1928) 
 
The Minister for Justice was finally convinced. The Government Architect drew up plans and 
the Public Works Department accepted the lowest tender of three for construction of the new 
Court House at Kandos: R Gillies £2295. It was built on Ilford Road on crown land which 
had been reserved for police purposes in 1917. In May 1929 the Progress Association made 
arrangements for the opening of the new court house, timed for Wednesday 17 July at 3pm; 
tickets available from the secretary Mr W Petersen. Mr Kessell, Under Secretary for Justice, 
did the honours. 
 
Being a Court of Petty Sessions and the lowest court in the justice system, there was no jury. 
Local Justices of the Peace usually served as Magistrates and did not have formal legal 
qualifications.  Penalties were usually monetary.  
 
The business conducted in the new court house were the small crimes, misdemeanours and 
civil conflicts that occurred in any small town: fighting in a public street, being on hotel 
premises after hours, riotous behaviour, selling adulterated milk, using a stable for residential 
purposes, using offensive words, vagrancy, failing to have fly-proof doors on premises, 
straying stock; driving a sulky without a light.  
 
Special courts were held, for example, coroner’s court after a fatal accident at the works; 
children’s court to deal with “neglected children”, perhaps after the death of parents; 
industrial court to deal with strikes; and a special court to hear objections against Shire of 
Rylstone valuations.  
 
In addition the court house was a place to register births, deaths and marriages and to apply 
for licences.  
 



Kandos Court House is one of three hundred court houses built in NSW since white 
settlement. Sadly in 1975 less than fifty years after it was built it was the court house chosen 
to close when it was decided that only one court was needed for the two towns. Perhaps the 
Shire Council had influence or perhaps the more recently established was deemed the best to 
close, “last in, first out”. 
 
A recent photograph shows an extension and changes to the facade, which made it more 
suitable as a police residence. However it will remain a memorial to the early days of justice 
in Kandos.  
 
 
Kandos Court House, probably photographed in 1939, is from the collection of the late Lin 
Wilson. 
 
A recent photograph of the former Kandos Court House, now a police residence, taken by the 
author in 2008.  


