
 

Shire Hall Historic Courthouse Museum #MuseumAtHome 

Activity Sheet 4: Miserable Dungeons and Chilly Cells. 

Whilst Shire Hall is closed, we have been busy behind the scenes putting together 

some ideas for fun activities you can do at home. Each week we will be moving 

through the museum looking at the different rooms, so you can explore our museum 

at the same time!  We really miss welcoming our school groups and seeing the 

wonderful work they do, so please share your results with us. 

We hope you enjoyed our last activity sheets, this time we are going down into the 

miserable dungeons to explore our cells area, so let’s light a candle and carefully 

step down the stairs………! 

Find out more..... 

Miserable Dungeons…. 

So, in the second home learning activity sheet we looked at the grand entrance to 

Shire Hall with its high ceilings, beautiful arched windows and elegant stone steps 

leading to the important legal areas of the building.  

Shire Hall was one of the few buildings in the 1700s and 1800s where Dorset people 

of all social classes mixed together in a building at the same time. However, there 

were ways of keeping richer and poorer people apart. Do you think the prisoners 

who were on trial were allowed to come through the grand entrance? If you said ‘No’, 

correct! Let’s find out more about the prisoner’s entrance. 

This photograph gives you an idea of what it was like. Yes, dark!! Notice the arched 

window, this is the only thing that is like the grand entrance. 
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In 1834 the Tolpuddle Martyrs were brought to Shire Hall, George Loveless later 

described what it was like: 

“We were ushered down some steps into a miserable dungeon, opened but twice a 

year with only a glimmering light.” 

So, dark, damp, cold and smelly. No electricity, no lights, no heating, no drains or 

sanitation and at the end waiting to find out what your punishment would be. 

Imagine what this would be like. 

 

Separate and SILENCE!!!! 

If you have a look at the clip ‘Shire Hall Victorian Cells’  

https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=FlKjXEpuMWA you can see what the corridor and 

cells were like.  

 

From 1797 until the new cells were built in the 1880s, prisoners would be taken to 

the Georgian cells to wait for the call to the courtroom. Here, everyone would be in 

together, men, women and children. (We will be exploring this area in a couple of 

weeks time.) 

In the 1880s new cells were built which meant that people were put in separate cells, 

not all together as before. When prisoners had been kept together, there had been a 

https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=FlKjXEpuMWA
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big problem, prisons and courthouse cells had been described as ‘Schools of Crime’. 

What do you think this means? 

To stop the problem of prisoners teaching each other how to commit crimes and 

linking up to share ideas, a new system was introduced, separate and silent. This 

meant in prison, and in Shire Hall’s cells, the prisoners would sit in the dark, in 

silence and on their own. 

This is an illustration of what a prison cell looked like in the mid 1800s. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

www.victorianlondon.org/prisons/pentonville2.gif 

What are the differences between the prison cell and the cell at Shire Hall? 

The main difference is Shire Hall had holding cells, in other words, cells where 

prisoners were held until the trial. They would not sleep there, so there are no 

hammocks or beds. They would be brought from Dorchester Prison, in chains, on the 

day of their trial and taken back to prison or released afterwards. 

We do know that at least once, the guards got drunk and forgot to take the prisoners 

back to prison and they maybe stayed in Shire Hall all night! 

 

Some activity ideas for you…. 

A cell in a shoebox! 

Make a cell or a block of cells using a shoebox and craft materials. Can you make 

some prisoners to go in there as well? 
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Here is an example that Sue, one of our Shire Hall volunteers has made. 

 

 

The writing is on the wall..... 

We have found lots of graffiti on the walls of the cells at Shire Hall. Graffiti is really 

hard to date, but we know some of it was made at the time of the Second World War. 
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One piece was made using something sharp. It was made by an American GI called 

L. Cox. He has drawn his ranch in Old Mexico or Arizona. There is a ranch house, a 

pond, trees and paddocks. We don’t have L. Cox’s story or know why he was at 

Shire Hall, but we do know that during this time, American Soldiers had their 

Headquarters here, soldiers who had broken the rules were tried or court martialed 

in the courtroom.  

Design your own graffiti. If you were locked in a cell, what would you leave behind 

to tell people who you were? You can either base this on yourself or someone you 

make up, maybe the prisoner from the diary. 

Voices from the past…. 

Before Shire Hall was opened as a museum in 2018, building historians and 

archaeologists studied it to see if they could find out more about its history. Some of 

the building was in a bad state of repair and had little light, the Victorian cells were 

one of those areas.  

Imagine that you are a historian, your job is to investigate the Victorian cells, so you 

have been allowed to go in. In a dark corner of the cell tucked under the bench, you 

find a mysterious package. You unwrap it and discover it is a diary left by a prisoner 

held in the cell in the 1800s.  

o Write the diary of the prisoner, describe who you are, your background and 

crime, what happened to you and what you are thinking and feeling sat in the 

cell waiting for your trial.  

o Write a story from the point of view of the person who found the diary. What 

did you discover? Describe what you found, what you did, how you felt and 

what you found out. You could use what you have written in the prisoner’s 

diary as part of the story. 

o Write a poem telling us what it feels like to be sat in the cell. 

 

Old Paper.... 

Make your prisoner’s writing look old using a tea bag! 

o Soak a teabag in warm water, rub and dab it on a piece of paper to make it 

faded and yellow. Wait for the paper to dry before you write on it. 

o Use a shallow tray, fill it with warm water and 2 or 3 teabags, soak the paper 

in the water once the tea has started to brew. Dry the paper and then you can 

write on it. 

Rights for prisoners!!! 

The late 1800s were a tough time to break the law, people were treated very harshly 

and conditions in prisons were terrible. People had little food, no heating, slept in 

terrible conditions and died of diseases.  
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Before the 1860s, prisons were run privately with few rules and no inspections. 

Prisoners had to pay the guards for their keep, if they had no money the county 

provided a small portion of bread. If the prisoners couldn’t pay, the guards would 

keep them in prison, even if they were innocent or had served their sentence. In 

1804, the man in charge of Dorchester prison was charged with making prisoners 

work for him, his family and his businesses as free labour!  

In 1868, after the government took over running prisons, Dorchester prison had its 

money stopped because conditions were so bad 

People like John Howard (1726-1790) and Elizabeth Fry (1780-1845) worked to 

make conditions better for prisoners, they are known as prison reformers. Reform or 

change for the better in prisons meant that often the same changes happened in the 

courthouse cells. 

o Do some research on John Howard and Elizabeth Fry. Who they were, what 

they did and what difference it made. 

o Choose either John Howard or Elizabeth Fry and make a campaign poster 

that calls for reform of prisons, use text and illustrations to make your points. 

 

Research……. 

o Victorian crime and punishment 

www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/victorian-crime/  

o Victorian prisons 

www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/victorian-prison/  

o Prison Reformers, including John Howard and Elizabeth Fry 

o If you have a Dorset Council library card, you can access the Ancestry 

website for free. ( www.dorsetcouncil.gov.uk/libraries-history-

culture/libraries/ebooks-audiobooks-and-online-reference/ancestry-library-

edition.aspx )   Ancestry lets you research old archive records, such as prison 

records. You can find the Dorchester Prison records here 

www.ancestry.co.uk/search/collections/2382/ 

 

Don’t forget to tell us what you have found out! 

That’s it for now, we hope you have fun! 

Next time we will be finding out about some of the people (including children!) who 

found themselves at Shire Hall in the 1800s. 

Keep in touch with us, we would love to see your work and if you have any questions 

or ideas about what you would like to find out or do, then message or email me 

anne.brown@shirehalldorset.org  

 

 

 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/victorian-crime/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/victorian-prison/
http://www.dorsetcouncil.gov.uk/libraries-history-culture/libraries/ebooks-audiobooks-and-online-reference/ancestry-library-edition.aspx
http://www.dorsetcouncil.gov.uk/libraries-history-culture/libraries/ebooks-audiobooks-and-online-reference/ancestry-library-edition.aspx
http://www.dorsetcouncil.gov.uk/libraries-history-culture/libraries/ebooks-audiobooks-and-online-reference/ancestry-library-edition.aspx
http://www.ancestry.co.uk/search/collections/2382/
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