LIBERATION QUESTIONS

1836/08/05 - 1852/02/09
(Questions transcribed from The Liberation Question Book, Prov. Penty. 1836/08/05 - 1845/11/03. p.1)

The practice of interviewing convicts completing their sentences began c.Aug.8, 1836.  The questions were designed to assist the administrators in determining if there were weaknesses in security, mistreatment of convicts by Guards etc.  They also hoped to receive some feedback from departing convicts about their reaction to various punishments; the accommodations provided in the penitentiary (heating, cell size etc.); how they would compare the penitentiary to the common Gaols; and whether they felt that they had benefited from their incarceration.

David Van Volkenburg’s responses are taken from the Liberation Question Book (Vol. 1, Aug. 5 1836-Nov. 3 1845) and are included below, in red.
#101
D. Van Volkenburg, 6th October 1838


1.
How long have you been confined in the Penitentiary?


Two years

2.
Have you been punished by whipping, or otherwise, during your confinement?


Yes
3.
Have you seen any punishment inflicted which you consider cruel or so severe 

as to injure the health of a convict, or prevent him from attending to his daily 

work?

No
4.
If a convict is disposed to attend to his work, is there any difficulty in 

conforming to and obeying all the Prison rules and regulations?

A convict can attend to his duty without getting punished
5.
What is the number of the cell you occupied, and in what part of the prison is it 

situated?

No. 17 in the 4th Range, East side
6.
During the time you were in your cell, did you hear any conversation or know 

of any communication between the convicts?

No
7.
Do you think that the convicts would be able to communicate with each other 

without your hearing them?

No I don’t
8.
What is your height and weight?


I am 5’8 in height, my common weight is 185 lbs
9. 
Are the cells sufficiently large?


Yes
10.
Should the cells be made wider, would they contribute much to the comfort of 

the convicts?


I think they would for the convenience of making up the bed
11.
Are the cells well lighted, ventilated and warmed in cold weather, and are they 

as comfortable as need be?

Yes, I find them quite comfortable
12.
Have you been employed as a teacher of convicts to read, if so what 

proficiency have they made?

I was not a teacher but I was taught to read. I can read quite smart
13.
Has any communication been carried on between convicts during the time they 

are taught in their different classes?
I don’t know that there has
14.
Is there any opportunity for communication between the convicts situated as 

they are under the surveillance of the Deputy Warden and Keepers more than 

at any other time, or when they are at work?

I don’t know that there is
15.
Has your food been wholesome and sufficient?


Yes
16.
Which in your opinion is the best method of enforcing the observance of the 

Prison discipline, punishment by Keepers as practiced here or confinement in a 

dark solitary cell with privation of food?

I think the whip
17.
Which of the 2 last mentioned modes of punishment do you think would be 

most likely to create sullenness and revengeful feelings on the part of the 

convicts against the Keepers?

Neither would make a man vengeful if he were punished justly
18.
In those cases where convicts have been punished, have you observed that 

they have manifested any feelings of hatred or revenge afterwards?

No
19.
What was the condition of the Gaol in which you were confined before you 

came to the Penitentiary in respect to intercourse and evil communication 

among the prisoners?

It was not in a good state. It was very leaky and damp, the prisoners behaved very orderly
20.
Do you think that the discipline of the Penitentiary with the punishment of hard 

labour therein, sufficient to deter convicts from the further commission of crime and calculated to produce reformation ?

I think it is
21.
What do you consider the greatest hardship in the Penitentiary?


I know of nothing in particular that is a hardship
22.
Had you sufficient clothing and bedding while undergoing your sentence?


Yes
23.
Have any of the convicts made any communication to you respecting an

intention to effect their escape?

No
24.
Did you rise from bed or retire to your cell sooner than you wished?


No
25.
Do you consider the treatment of the convicts to be harsh or humane?


I don’t consider it harsh
26.
Is proper care and attendance paid to the convicts in cases of sickness?


Yes, I was well attended to when I was sick
27.
What do you consider to be the cause that led you to the commission of the 

offence for which you were sent to the Penitentiary?

I did not commit the offence for which I was sent here
28.
In what manner in regard to your moral and religious duties were you brought 

up by your parents?

They gave me good advise [sic] but they had no chance to take me to church
29.
Were you ever brought up to any trade?


No
30.
Did you ever hear of anything that was going on outside the prison or have you 

ever heard the Guards and Keepers talk together upon such subjects?


No
