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THE JOYS OF USING LIBRARIES TO RESEARCH GARDENS 

Colleen Morris 14 October 2004 

Pre-Conference launch of new book Gardenesque by Richard Aitken at The Mint - 

headquarters of the Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales, Macquarie Street, Sydney. 

 

This evening brought us a wonderful 

conjunction of events. Peter Watts launched 

Gardenesque, a book that celebrates the 

joys of gardening publications, art, 

photographs, plans and the ephemera that 

one finds in the collections of major public 

libraries and particularly the State Library 

of Victoria. We are celebrating the 

benefaction from two of our members ðthe 

late Caroline Simpson and Richard Clough, 

who is here tonight, to the Historic Houses 

Trust of NSWðand we are privileged to be 

here to celebrate their new headquarters and 

most importantly, the new library. 

I have an unashamed affection for the 

collections in this library and I am delighted 

that there is now a very special triumvirate 

for garden historiansðthe Mitchell and 

State Libraries, the Sydney Botanic 

Gardens Library and the Caroline Simpson 

Library & Research Collectionðif not a 

mathematical golden triangle, certainly a 

bibliophilic golden triangle centering on the 

Sydney Domain. And if you venture just a 

little further down Macquarie Street to 

History House opposite the Garden Palace 

Grounds, you will also find the RAHS 

library. Each of these libraries has strengths 

that complement the others. 

The joys of researching a certain period are 

many. Firstly there are the books that were 

written during that period, the books that 

were readily available and those that were 

popular. For example during the 1840s The 

Ladies Companion to the Flower Garden 

by Mrs Loudon, enjoyed enormous 

popularity ï it was quite possibly the 

Botanica of its day. The number of editions 

that a book runs to was as indicative then as 

it is now. What periodicals were circulated 

and what articles and importantly, what 

advertisements were in them? For example, 

one of my recent joys from using the 

resources available in this library was to 

pinpoint when the first advertisement for 

fired decorative pottery edging tiles 

appeared which is, I believe 1852. The 

Gardenerôs Chronicle and the Garden from 

the 19
th

 century and the 20
th

 century 

publications The Garden and Home Maker, 

the Australian Garden Lover, The Home 

and The Australian Home Beautiful are but 

a few of the periodicals that are useful 

reading 

Garden plans are a key to knowing how a 

garden may have looked during a particular 

period. Architectural pattern books first 

started appearing in the second half of the 

18
th

 century. I believe that the first one to 

reach NSW was Designs for Elegant 

Cottages and Small Villas brought here in 

1809 by Mrs Macquarie. Loudonôs many 

publications had plans for gardens by 

various contributors, including several tiny 

plans lifted, with attribution, from Maria 

Jackson who wrote The Floristôs Manual of 

Hints for the Construction of a Gay Flower 

Garden, published in 1816 with a second 

edition in 1822.  

Then there are the books by another 

influential Scottish gardener, Charles 

McIntosh. A number of nineteenth century 

immigrant gardeners trained in Scotland 

and came in contact with McIntosh or his 

books.  By the 1860s Edward Kempôs How 

to Lay Out a Garden was very widely used. 

Kempôs principles were later conveyed to 

an Antipodean audience by the Treseders, 

nurserymen who were actively designing 

gardens around Sydney in the 1870s and 

1880s. Thomsonôs Handy Book of the 

Flower Garden, published in 1868 is 

another joy with its fold out plates of 

suggestions for the flower garden, easy to 

copy for those of you that require a 

nineteenth century feel for your gardens. 

Shirley Hibberdôs books display a taste for 

the rustic that continues to go in and out of 

fashion to this day, with a bit of a periodic 

tweak of the detailing here and there.  
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Hibberdôs name is also synonymous with 

publications relating to the introduction of 

new plants for horticultural use in the latter 

half of the nineteenth century. This brings 

me to one of the most exquisite delights of 

researching gardens, that of the enjoyment 

of the description of a plant new to 

cultivation in the western world and the 

accompanying botanical illustration. 

Whether it is the first coloured illustration 

of an Australian plant, the óWhorlôd ï

Leaved Mimosaô, published by William 

Curtis on the 1
st
 February, 1790, or the 

faintly decadent Maranta Rosea-Picta in 

Hibberdôs New & Rare Beautiful-Leaved 

Plants or Pelargonium-Polly or the 

Cordyline Guilfoylei  with its obvious links 

to Sydney nurserymen from The Floral 

World and Garden Guide, they all provide 

useful information and visual pleasure to 

the garden historian. 

For Australia, nursery catalogues are one of 

the essential tools for understanding just 

what was available and what was really 

grown. Of course, the names used in the 

nineteenth and earlier twentieth century 

were not the same as they are now. In 

addition, some nurserymen were rather 

inaccurate in their botanical identification 

of species. John MacGillvray a naturalist 

who assisted Michael Guilfoyle (Double 

Bay, NSW) in compiling his 1862 

catalogue was disparaging of Hendersonôs 

Camellia Grove Nursery ( Newtown NSW) 

catalogue. Perhaps MacGillvrayôs remarks 

to the nurseryman John Baptist had the 

effect that, to my knowledge, no 

Hendersonôs catalogue survives.   One of 

the commitments the Historic Houses Trust 

has made is to make a database of colonial 

plants readily available to the public so that 

we can gain a better understanding of what 

plants grew in our gardens in the nineteenth 

century. 

During the twentieth century we have 

publications from the major nurserymen to 

turn to: Yates Garden Guide, Brunnings  

Australian Gardener, Andersons Manuals 

of Garden, Orchard and Farm, Searlôs Key 

to Australian Gardening and publications 

by Herbert Rumsey and the Hazlewood 

Brothers to name just a few. A. E. Coleôs 

Half- Hours in the Bush-House published in 

1922 provides excellent guidelines if you 

desire to construct a bush house in a style 

sympathetic to an inter-war house. Ideas for 

garden designs can come from periodicals 

such as the Australian architectural 

periodical Building. 

Perhaps the most wonderful thing when 

researching gardens for pleasure is the joy 

of all the distractions ï an engraving in the 

Town and Country Journal of the principal 

buildings of a country town, or some 

picturesque spot or sublime mountain 

scenery or an inevitable waterfall (always 

depicted in a good season) or a bush picnic 

with men helping women, hellishly 

hampered by voluminous skirts, clamber 

over rocks. The newspaper articles of 

events of the time and the now antiquated 

language, with its characteristic journalistic 

hyperbole ð some things have stayed the 

sameðall provide amusement and a useful 

context in social history. The Sydney 

Magazine of Science and Art (1859), with 

some contributors having a direct 

association with the Mint, provides 

enlightening articles on the establishment of 

the Sydney Gymnasium and the 

relationship between physical and mental 

health, and one of my favourites, óLadies 

Miniature Flower Gardensô by P.L.C. 

Shepherd. 

Then there is the delight of finding the 

bookplate or signature of an original owner 

who may have been of interest to the 

botanical or horticultural world. The copy 

of the Horticultural Magazine of Sydney 

owned by nurseryman Joseph Graham, for 

example, or one of the many books which 

were once in the significant library of 

naturalist and surgeon Dr George Bennett, 

or Botanic Gardens Director Joseph Maiden 

or the Reverend William Woolls and of 

course those of David Scott Mitchell ðthe 

books and manuscripts pertaining to 

Australian history, especially Joseph Banks' 

Endeavour Journal, that formed the nucleus 

of todayôs Mitchell Library. I take delight 

in knowing that the Sydney Botanic 

Gardens Library owed much to the 
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knowledge of the second hand book market 

of one of its most senior gardeners during 

the Federation period, Julius Camfield.  

At times I attempt to envisage what an 

individual collection may have once looked 

like but this is a very rare pleasure that can 

be only imagined when looking at the 

cataloguing of complete collections such as 

the Clough Collection Catalogue in 

Canberra or the former National Trust 

Womenôs Committee collection nominally 

reassembled under the direction of Caroline 

Simpson as the Diana Pockley Horticultural 

Library, and gifted to the State Library of 

NSW. It is a very special place where one 

can stand back and take pleasure in the look 

and feel and relationship of books carefully 

collected with a particular focus. It tells 

much of the considerable trust on the part 

of the donor and also the considerable 

commitment of the recipient.  

And I have not even started to speak of the 

pictures, maps and plans that can be found 

in libraries. Many of these have now been 

digitised and are available via the web from 

the comfort of your own home. The 

introduction of web based library resources 

has revolutionised the way we can gather 

information to an extent we possibly only 

dreamed of even 15 years ago.  And I have 

found it most enlightening that in many 

instances the more information I 

accumulate, the more I realise how little I 

know. 

The joy of researching that I have most 

appreciated is the gradual accumulation of 

knowledge. I have found myself building 

up more a comprehensive understanding of 

people or of a period over time. One such 

example is Professor Waterhouse, who 

most would associate with camellia 

breeding and with his house and garden 

Eryldene. When I began I did not have the 

benefit of The Oxford Companion to 

Australian Gardens as a ready reference. 

Some would know of his important 

contribution to the landscape design at the 

University of Sydney and would recognise, 

if prompted, that he contributed a chapter 

óDomestic Gardening as an Artô to 

Australian Gardening of To-Day, published 

by The Sun News-Pictorial in 1943. In 

1995, when researching the design of the 

grounds of the Royal Prince Alfred 

Hospital I discovered that during the late 

1930s and 1940s Waterhouse had provided 

direction on the modification of the earlier 

gardens and a design for the surrounds of 

the new, smart Gloucester House. When 

researching playgrounds in 1997 

Waterhouse popped up again as a member 

of the Parks and Playground Movement, 

although not concerned with our primary 

focus at the time, which was playground 

equipment. In 1999 Richard Aitken and I 

found that during the 1930s he provided 

advice to Lady Game for the gardens at 

Sydneyôs Government House. In the 1960s 

he advised the National Trust on suitable 

planting for Experiment Farm Cottage, 

Parramatta.  

Recently, I returned to look at the minutes 

of the Parks and Playground Movement. 

There I discovered that Waterhouse may 

have assisted in the design of a number of 

suburban parks but what caught my eye was 

a report of his 1938 address to members, 

and their ówhole hearted supportô in the 

matter of the need for a óSchool of 

Landscape Architecture.ô Waterhouse was a 

great proponent of this cause but he was not 

successful at the time. His success in this 

cause was a subtler one. For without the 

influence of Waterhouse, the young 

architect Richard Clough may not have 

gone overseas to study landscape 

architecture, he may not have started 

collecting books pertaining to the history of 

landscape architecture and gardening, and a 

number of libraries in Australia may not 

have the collections gifted by Richard 

Clough that they have today. Using those 

collections are just part of the many joys of 

researching garden history. 
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CULTIVATING THE SYDNEY BASIN 

Craig Burton 

Abstract 

This topic explores the concept of the 

nature of underlying geological formations 

to influence and contribute to the response 

of humans, to form and evolve a culture or 

cultures in particular places. 

The particular place under consideration is 

the Sydney Region and its relationship to 

the Sydney Basin. 

Central to the topic is the identification of 

perceived landscapes arising from the 

interaction of geological formation, climate 

regimes and human occupation. 

The resultant topography, spatial structure, 

soils and available freshwater help to form 

the nature of cultivation or cultures of place. 

Successive colonising cultures of the 

Sydney Region are introduced. Each brings 

memories of other places to enrich the 

evolution of the culture. In terms of 

cultivation some geological formations are 

physically easier than others, which adds to 

the complexity and diversity of the place. 

The Sydney Region is seen in context with 

the Sydney Basin and the different layers of 

cultures that have attempted to identify 

themselves with the biophysical 

environment of the place are presented. 

This includes indigenous and non-

indigenous cultures, both as willing and 

unwilling participants. 

This provides a context for understanding 

the characteristic landscape of the Sydney 

Region and the influence of geological 

formations, soils and water on the potential 

for cultivation, settlement and the pattern of 

intense cultivation in the form of gardening. 

The role of water, both in forming the land 

and its role in cultivation is examined 

briefly to provide an overview for 

subsequent conference papers and 

discussion. 

The Sydney Basin: Cultivating the post-

glacial delta 

The nature of underlying geology together 

with different climatic regimes has 

influenced the human response to the 

biophysical environment and its subsequent 

patterns of cultivation by human occupation 

leading to the identification of landscapes 

as an expression of cultural activity. 

Gardens, whilst a more personal cultural 

expression, can form a landscape when 

created on a large scale, yet these intense 

forms of cultivation are strongly influenced 

by the nature of the biophysical 

environment. This, despite the influences of 

fashion and nostalgia associated with 

cultural memories, can influence the nature 

of the garden and induce ñbrowning offò in 

both the physical place and its creators or 

custodians. 

The answer lies in the soilé and climate 

and human care for country and culture. 

Like the soil, the culture in Australia 

appears very thin. It is made up of a complex 

of cultural layers including indigenous and 

non-indigenous cultures interacting with the 

land to form a diversity of place. 

Australia is topographically made up of 

blocks and basins, and has been invaded by 

immigrant cultures for millennia. 

An analysis of Australiaôs watershed basins 

overlaid with the extent of indigenous 

language groups is well represented on Dr. 

Hortonôs map of Aboriginal Australia, and 

this could well be the template for the 

future redesign of Australia without 

cartographic State boundaries. 

The Sydney Basin is a central component of 

the Southeast Region depicted on this map 

and it provides the context for the Sydney 

Region. 

The characteristic landscape of the Sydney 

Region has developed on the sedimentary 

geological sequence forming the Sydney 
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Basin. Only the top part of the Sydney 

Basin sequence physically crops out. 

Sedimentary rocks commonly occur in the 

form of strata and stratigraphy is that 

branch of geology which deals with the 

order and succession of rock strata, their 

occurrence, sequence, lithology, 

composition, fossils and correlation. 

Within the Sydney Basin the layered strata 

are identified as Groups of complex 

sediments. The layered strata comprise: the 

underlying basal layer of granite; 

Shoalhaven Group; Coal Measures; 

Narrabeen Group; Hawkesbury Sandstone 

and Wianamatta Group have been 

penetrated by volcanic intrusions creating 

not only sites resistant to weathering but 

relatively nutrient rich soils, and formed as 

either dykes, plugs or basalt flows. 

The contrasting sandstone strata have 

influenced soils of low nutrient status, poor 

for agriculture but possessing great 

picturesque potential. The Basin strata have 

also been invaded by post-glacial rising sea 

levels to form estuaries, beaches and further 

depositions of sand from both the marine 

environment and the terrestrial environment 

in the various fluvial forms associated with 

riverine environments as well as windblown 

sand dunes.  Alluvial deposits have also 

overlaid some outcropping strata to varying 

extents depending on the pattern of 

terrestrial drainage. 

The weathered geological formations have 

provided a diverse range of soils of 

generally low nutrient status and a 

correspondingly diverse flora and 

vegetation structure, the character of which 

has been greatly influenced by human 

occupation. 

The depositional strata is imprinted with the 

pattern of prevailing winds dominated by 

the onshore south easterlies and the forces 

of erosion have created diverse weathered 

landforms including undulating plateaux, 

enclosed river valleys, undulating hills and 

plains, dunes, beaches and coastal cliffs. 

The landforms are associated with the 

movement of water and its movement over, 

through and against the geological strata 

within the context of the terrestrial and 

marine environments. The resultant water 

forms are freshwater wetland, lake, creek, 

waterfall, river, lagoon, estuary and ocean. 

The Sydney Basin has experienced, like the 

rest of the Australian landmass, major 

climatic periods of a ñBig Wetò and a ñBig 

Dryò. 

In the current cycle of a ñBig Dryò the flora 

developed during the ñBig Wetò changed to 

a generally sclerophyllous nature with 

remnant ñWetò flora surviving in refuge 

areas with suitable microclimates. The 

fluvial forces of the ñBig Wetò drainage 

created the depositional delta which we 

now identify as the Sydney Basin. 

The Sydney Region is a smaller area than 

the Basin in that it is spatially defined by 

the surrounding undulating plateaux 

country to the west, north and south and the 

Tasman Sea to the east, and comprises a 

complex of four different drainage 

catchments.  Each is made up of three main 

environmental conditions associated with 

the movement of water: the riverine; the 

estuarine and the marine. 

The four main catchment areas are: 

Nepean/Hawkesbury; Toongabbie/Lane 

Cove/Middle Harbour; 

Cooks/Georges/Woronora; and Hacking. 

The catchments contain different types of 

country distinguished by their contrasting 

landforms and ephemeral landscape 

character. The types include: undulating 

sandstone plateaux; sandstone escarpments; 

broken sandstone hillsides; sheltered 

gullies; undulating clay hills and plains; 

alluvial valley floors; Aeolian sand dunes; 

undulating basalt flows; and volcanic caps.  

The ephemeral landscape character results 

from the influence of geology, climate and 

the occupation by humans. Human 

occupation has deposited further layers 

within the Sydney Region in the form of 

indigenous and immigrant cultures. 

An understanding of the indigenous 

cultures within the Sydney Region has been 
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dependant upon observations and 

recordings by others and is therefore not 

conclusive or definitive. 

Integral with the biophysical environments 

are the territories or country associated with 

indigenous cultures. The cultures are 

defined by language groups and the 

boundaries of country yet the exact 

knowledge of the names and boundaries of 

different groups is incomplete within the 

Sydney Region. 

Aboriginal people generally agree on the 

groups as dominated by the Darug nation to 

the west and centre of the Region, with 

Darkinjung and Ku-ring-gai to the north, 

Dharawal to the south and Gandangara to 

the south-west. 

Current thinking identifies one language for 

the Sydney Basin with different dialects 

distinguishing coastal dwellers from 

hinterland with many clans as community 

sub-groups claiming association with 

specific areas of country. The association is 

not only physical but a strongly spiritual 

one, and often correlates with drainage 

catchments (Hinkson). 

The indigenous economy was generally 

based on hunting, fishing and foraging with 

limited sites of cultivation as nomadic 

family groups camped in various places 

planting yams and kurrajong trees, usually 

on middens, and using the indigenous flora 

extensively. 

Aboriginal culture exploited the estuaries 

and rivers for food, and conserved meagre 

water supplies for domestic use from 

rainfall, soaks, springs and vegetation. 

Camping sites and hunting grounds had a 

close proximity to water. The association 

with water is reflected in the mythology of 

the Rainbow Serpent which is synonymous 

with the forming of the land through the 

passage of water. 

The serpent is a universal symbol of pure 

energy, an invisible force and associated 

with vibration and flowing energy fields. 

(Lawler) 

The entire Sydney Basin has been 

cultivated by the collective movement of 

nomadic family groups and the use of fire 

to encourage accessible pathways and 

grassland/woodland as a suitable landscape 

for hunting game. 

Similarly the existence of exposed stone 

outcrops, caves and rock overhangs within 

the sandstone country has provided sites of 

shelter and artworks which can be 

interpreted as a vast outdoor gallery 

expressing a rich cultural heritage of human 

occupation. 

The whole of the Sydney Basin can be seen 

as aò gardenò for indigenous occupants. 

The geological formations and landforms 

have contributed to form the culture and the 

sense of aboriginality, as it does in all 

places throughout Australia yet this is not 

always obvious to everyone. 

The period of indigenous occupation is long 

and contrasts with that of non-indigenous 

occupation following British colonisation 

from 1788. 

The struggle to establish permanent 

settlement in the region by occupants of the 

First Fleet was frustrated by the earlier 

reporting by Captain Cookôs voyage of 

exploration in 1770 where ñgreen 

meadowsò were seen from the ship moored 

in Botany Bay, a supply of water as well as 

soil suitable to grow oak tree plantations. 

The ñgreen meadowsò were swamps, the 

soil sandy and the freshwater sources 

insufficient to support the new penal colony. 

The hasty decision to remove to Port 

Jackson was based on the threatening 

presence of the French ships offshore and 

the finding of a stream of water thought to 

be reliable, at the head of a protected cove 

flanked by a rocky ridge to the west and a 

clay ridge to the east.  Limiting factors for 

human occupation are soil, nutrients and 

freshwater, all of which are scarce in 

Australia. 

Permanent settlement is associated with 

reliable sources of water and soils suitable 

for cultivation. The search for these 
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essential ingredients informs the story of 

the development of the Sydney Region. 

Overlying the cultural landscape of 

indigenous Australia is that of a complex of 

both willing and unwilling immigrants who 

have transformed the indigenous landscape, 

often in attempts at the recreation of 

familiar scenes and memories of the 

northern hemisphere. This is evident in the 

naming of places in the Sydney Region 

such as; New South Wales, the Carmarthen 

Hills, the Cumberland Plain and the use of 

the word òcountyò in place of ñcountryò. 

Cultivation followed the alluvial river 

valleys, the clay soils of the Cumberland 

Plain and the limited areas of basalt flows 

and volcanic caps. Available water, floods 

and fires have always been an issue with the 

northern hemisphere approach to land uses. 

Despite the environmental setbacks it was 

on these more acceptable soils that large 

estates attempted to create park-like 

landscapes familiar to the mainstream 

landscape garden of the English Landscape 

School of the eighteenth century. 

The sandstone country produced shallow 

soils of an organic nature which were poor 

in nutrients to support exotic vegetation, so 

remained relatively undeveloped for 

agricultural purposes, but have been 

exploited for their scenic potential and the 

cult of óthe picturesqueô, particularly in 

relation to the concepts of residential 

development as real estate, villas using 

views as borrowed landscape. 

The sandstone country also provided a 

venue for the growing nature conservation 

movement, particularly in the Blue 

Mountains plateaux. 

Volcanic intrusions in the form of dykes 

and particularly plugs created limited 

contrasting areas of high nutrient and deep 

friable soils. The plugs are generally 

located within the sandstone plateaux and 

are often associated with natural springs. 

These conditions provided the ideal 

conditions for growing exotic plants to 

express a form of nostalgic romanticism. 

The more elevated areas provided 

opportunities to develop environments 

inspired by the concept of the British hill 

station model, as found in such other 

colonies as India. Here at higher altitudes 

the cooler temperatures allowed the use of a 

range of coniferous plants and deciduous 

autumn foliage plants despite the nature of 

the soil and available water. 

With further development in the Sydney 

Region a succession of different water 

sources were created in an attempt to satisfy 

the thirst of expanding development. 

The Tank Stream of Sydney Cove valley 

was augmented by the Cleveland Paddocks, 

and replaced by both the Lachlan Swamps 

and The Botany Swamps by the middle of 

the nineteenth century. 

In 1850 Sir Thomas Mitchell commented 

on the issue of water supply in Sydney; 

I cannot but see that the weakest point 

in the character of this great city ï for a 

great city it is likely to be ï is the 

present insufficient supply of water. I 

should therefore desire a more certain 

source. 

The certain source was considered in the 

late 19th century to be the Nepean/Prospect 

Scheme, which eventually stimulated the 

westward expansion of suburban 

subdivision with the lawn at the core of the 

Australian Dream. 

More than one century later the Nepean 

Scheme, despite the addition of several 

more dams in the 20th century, appears 

very uncertain, as water is now pumped out 

of the Shoalhaven River to supplement a 

diminishing resource.  The ñ Browning 

Offò has begun. 
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BOTANIC GARDENS TRUST: FIRST THINGS FIRST 

Tim Entwisle 

Introduction 

The history of the Botanic Gardens Trust 

provides an attractive way to approach 

some of the ideas and concepts likely to be 

raised in a conference subtitled Old gardens 

in a new worldô. Not only can we learn 

from the past, but a 188-year old 

organisation should have clocked up some 

valuable experience and knowledge along 

the way. As a new Director, and one with a 

botanical rather than horticultural 

background, Iôm busy learning about some 

of the big issues facing gardens óof a certain 

ageô.  

So against the backdrop of some important 

historic dates for the Botanic Gardens 

Trust, I reflect on four questions that are top 

of mind at the moment: 

¶ what do we plant and why?  

¶ when should we replace an 

individual plant or collection of 

plants? 

¶ what are the implicit messages in 

what we plant? 

¶ who uses and appreciates the garden 

and why? 

These are not particularly profound 

questions but they have complex answers.  

I need to make it clear from the outset that I 

am not a horticulturalist or a landscaper. I 

am a botanist with a great love and interest 

in plants. So the opinions here are not 

óexpert opinionsô, but rather observations 

and impressions from someone continually 

learning about plants. My boxed ómessagesô 

include some trite clichés and obvious 

questions, but these are all things that I 

need to think about when caring for one of 

the worldôs great botanic gardens. 

My presentation is summarised in the 

following observations: 

Á Right from the start, in 1788, it would 

have made sense for the first farmers to 

look at what was growing locally and 

what the locals were doing. They did 

little of this; 

 

 

Á Since the first game of cricket in 1804, 

there have been differing views on the 

appropriate use of Sydneyôs Domain. 

The Domain has always been home to a 

mix of fenced and unfenced events, and 

these events have appealed to various 

cross-sections of society; 

Á When in the 1860s Director Charles 

Moore replaced declining native trees in 

the Domain with the avenues of figs and 

other trees we enjoy today, there were 

heated public debates. Balancing our 

well-placed love of old trees with the 

need to replace all tree landscapes at 

some time, is an issue that continues to 

vex us today; 

Á We often claim the title of Australiaôs 

oldest scientific institution, staking our 

contention on the establishment of the 

Sydney Garden in 1816, but the mix of 

science, education, horticulture and 

recreation has varied through the years. 

And so it should ï needs and wants 

change over time. However we 

shouldnôt forget that an organisation 

like the Botanic Gardens Trust is 

defined by all its programs, and science 

shouldnôt be seen as a chattel to a 

collection of beautiful gardens. This 

view influences how we answer the 

questions; 

Á Botanic gardens are portrayed as dealers 

in environmental weeds. While the 

release and encouragement of some 

high profile weeds can be traced back to 

a few botanic gardens, agriculture, 

forestry and home gardens are 

enthusiastic contributors. In todayôs 

botanic garden, it is how we manage 

any potential weeds that is important: 

what are the implied messages by 

growing an invasive species or 

presumed invasive species?  

Á The creation of a Friends group in 1983 

opened up a whole new range of 

opportunities, including increased 

financial and volunteer support but also 
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constructive criticism and advocacy. A 

vigorous Friends group will provide 

questions and answers, as well as new 

ways to get things done; 

Á Which of our sites have extensive 

collections of Australian plants? The 

answer is of course all of them (Royal 

Botanic Gardens, The Domain, Mount 

Tomah Botanic Garden and Mount 

Annan Botanic Garden), but we 

occasionally need to look up to see the 

magnificent Australian trees rather than 

down to see sclerophyllous shrubs; and 

Á Finally, that great Australian tree, the 

Wollemi pine is a shining example of 

the importance of iconic plants, and of 

opportunism! 

Learning from history 

1788: 1st Farm 

Á Arthur Phillipôs personal servant, Henry 
Edward Dodd, established a small farm 

at the site of the future Royal Botanic 

Gardens in early 1788;  

Á The first grain was harvested in July 

1788 but the farm failed. Most of seed 

sown (e.g. indigo, coffee, citrus, oaks) 

died;  

Á 70 years later, Charles Moore brought 

in soil from Rose Bay to improve the 

garden for azaleas and rhododendrons 

(a group of plants he described as of 

considerable interest and beauty). We 

are now replacing lace bug-susceptible 

species for more resistant ones, so we 

can use fewer toxic chemicals and have 

better looking plants. 

 

¶ Play to your strengths ï plant things 

that will grow with minimal 

manipulation of environment 

¶ Look around to see what everyone 

else is growing 

¶ If you fail at first, try againé 

1804: 1st game of cricket in Australia 

Á In January 1804, the Domain was the 

site of the first cricket game to be 

played in the colony;  

Á In 1861, fencing off the Domain for a 

cricket match caused upset, and led to a 

Government enquiry. The fence was 

eventually removed as it interfered with 

the publicôs free use of the Domain and 

it was unsightly and unnecessary; 

Á The Domain continues to be site for 

public events, from lunch-time sport 

through to fenced-off events for up to 

50,000 people. One week there can be 

50,000 paying kids (and young at heart) 

listening to Nick Cave and the Bad 

Seeds, a few weeks later a free 

performance of the Pearl Fishers by the 

Australian Opera: 

Á Also in the 1860s native trees were 

dying off and had to be replaced (when 

some were removed there were 

complaints that ladies driving past in 

carriages might see naked bathers). In 

April we started to remove and replace 

an avenue of declining trees along 

Hospital Road in the Domain, and the 

issue became very emotive. 

 

¶ How do you maintain an historical 

living landscape? 

¶ How do you balance general public 

access with events that contribute to 

your core mission, bring new people 

to your garden, and/or allow you to 

do new things? 

¶ Selecting plants for beauty and 

functionality 

1817: 1st scientific institution in Australia 

Á At 1 pm on 13 June 1816 a gang 

overseer reported to Governor 

Macquarie that the road [later called 

Mrs. Macquarieôs Road] was finished. 

This is traditionally observed as 

Foundation Day for the Gardens (three 

weeks after opening the road Macquarie 

reminded people to keep out, with 

punishments inflicted on some idle and 

profligate persons but, he said, the 

orders where not meant to extend to 

prohibiting the respectable class of 

inhabitants from using the area); 

Á In March 1817 employee Charles Fraser 

was described as Colonial Botanist and 

the scientific institution was 

established; 

Á In 1837 Alan Cunningham resigned as 

head of the Gardens after less than a 



15 

year in the job, unhappy with the 

administrative and horticultural aspects 

of Gardens, and left the Governmentôs 

cabbage-garden in disgust; 

Á In Jan 1855 Charles Moore was harshly 

reviewed by committee established by 

William Denison. They asked why he 

made so many spelling mistakes with 

plant names. And they found the plants 

to be incompletely labelled and the 

lectures desultory. The herbarium 

collection barely survived Charles 

Mooreôs time as Director. Donaldson, a 

staff member, wrote to Hooker that 

Moore is an excellent practical head-

gardener but not a botanist (Moore kept 

the overall design of Fraser and the 

Cunningham brothers, but the look of 

the Royal Botanic Gardens and Domain 

today is largely due to the trees he 

planted); 

Á The Xishuangbanna Tropical Flowers 

and Plants Garden in southern China is 

not considered by the staff at the nearby 

Xishuanganna Tropical Botanical 

Garden to be a botanic garden.  

However it is a very beautiful garden in 

parts. It provides much information 

about important economic plants, and it 

includes agricultural research and 

production of essential oils. Although 

most of the plants are labelled, because 

they are not wild-sourced with good 

record keeping, and the research is 

limited in scope and quantity, the 

garden is denigrated as only a 

Bougainvillea garden. 

 

¶ How you plant (and plan) your 

garden depends on what it is for 

¶ Multiple use of a garden will 

involve compromises 

¶ Good horticulture will attract 

attention to interesting plants, and 

vice versa 

¶ Science can help, or enhance a 

garden 

 

1925: The pest fish Gambusia was 

introduced into the main pond in the Sydney 

Gardens and into the rest of Australia 

Á Botanic gardens have a bad reputation 

for spreading weedy plants and pests;  

Á Although a few individuals such as 

Ferdinand Mueller are implicated in the 

spread of problems such as blackberries 

and rabbits, the reputation is not well 

deserved. Most weed species probably 

originate from home gardens and 

agriculture; 

Á Howeverébotanic gardens have a 
strong leadership role and if they grow a 

weed (without careful interpretation) 

they are by default encouraging the 

spread of this weed from home gardens; 

Á Weeds can only be defined in terms of a 

particular environment. No plant is 

always a weed; 

Á Gardens should encourage the use ï and 

responsible use ï of plants not likely to 

become weedy in a particular area 

(including sterile cultivars of popular 

garden plants), rather than issue lists of 

banned plants. 

 

¶ By simply growing a species you 

encourage its use more widely 

¶ We need to explain any 

environmental treatment (e.g. 

removing seed heads), selection 

(e.g. sterile cultivar) or horticultural 

technique (e.g. mulching to retain 

water). 

¶ óWeedô is a relative term 

¶ Encourage rather than discourage 

gardenersé 

1983: The Friends of the Gardens 

established 

Á Twenty-one years ago a support group 

was established which has since grown 

to have over 7,000 members; 

Á The Friends contribute time and money 

to the Trust, as well as sending tendrils 

beyond the organisation. Members 

publicise activities and programs, but 

also promote the Trust in the wider 

community; 

Á They can stand beside you in difficult 

times or vigorously debate with you a 

new idea or concept. A modern botanic 

garden needs both these contributions. 
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¶ Supporters give time and money 

¶ They also provide fresh perspectives 

and can challenge ideas 

¶ They can lobby you or lobby for 

you ï both are equally legitimate 

1984: The biggest botanic garden in the 

Southern Hemisphere opens, giving the 

Trust a chance to grow (more) Australian 

plants 

Á The land for Mount Annan Botanic 

Garden was acquired in 1984, the first 

plantings were in 1985, and it was 

opened to the public in 1988 (the year 

after Mount Tomah Botanic Garden, 

which was acquired in 1972, was 

opened); 

Á Today we are struggling to maintain 

and develop this 400 ha botanic garden, 

but there are lots of interesting 

questions to ask. Does it include 

animals (mammals, insects, reptilesé)? 

Does it include co-managing some of 

the land with other parts of our parent 

organisation Department of Education 

and Conservation (e.g. National Parks 

and Wildlife Division), or at least co-

branding (e.g. the Cumberland Plain 

Woodland conservation area)? Is the 

focus at Mount Annan in part or fully 

óAustralian landscapesô rather than 

óAustralian plantsô? Should we bring in 

the idea of local and regional floras 

(right down to south-west Sydney), 

interpreting the Australian flora in the 

context of Asia-Pacific and Gondwana? 

How does the on-site NSW Seed bank 

relate to all this? 

Á Mount Annan is described as our 

Australian Plant Garden, which it is. 

However many visitors fail to 

appreciate the Australian flavour to our 

two other Gardens, whether it be the 

Gondwanic links at Mount Tomah, or 

the hundreds of Australian rainforest 

trees in the Royal Botanic Gardens. The 

Palm Grove may not be full of 

sclerophyllous shrubs on red earth, but 

it is packed full of true-blue Australian 

plants. More subtly, the landscape 

design may have an Australian flavour 

but contain exotic plants; 

Á The Xishuangbanna Tropical Botanical 

Garden mentioned above is the biggest 

in China, at 900 ha. It has extensive 

collections of palms, cycads, figs and 

many other plants. After 50 years it 

includes 10,000 species (our three 

gardens include 17,000 species) - the 

number of species held by a botanic 

garden was a key feature of all talks 

presented at an international botanic 

gardens meeting held at this Garden. 

Whether it mattered whether visitors 

liked a garden or not was a topic of 

debate at the conference; 

Á Master planning for the Xishuangbanna 

Tropical Botanical Garden included 

many more large collections. One of the 

participants at the meeting noted that 

the scale of the landscapes was often 

too large for humans. 

 

¶ What is an Australian garden and 

what are Australian plants? 

¶ Red earth and kangaroo paws cf. 

towering rainforest trees 

¶ Variety is the spice of life, but too 

many flavours can spoil the dish 

1996: 1st Wollemi pines in captivity 

Á A small stand of trees representing a 

third living genus of the conifer family 

Araucariaceae was discovered in 

August 1994 by New South Wales 

National Parks and Wildlife Service 

officer, David Noble. The discovery of 

the óWollemi pineô was announced 

officially in December 1994, and soon 

after formally described as Wollemia 

nobilis Jones et al. (1995). Soon after 

the first Wollemi pine was planted 

outside its natural habitat, in Royal 

Botanic Gardens, Mount Tomah 

Botanic Gardens and Mount Annan 

Botanic Gardens; 

Á The Botanic Gardens Trust, in 

conjunction with the then NSW 

National Parks and Wildlife Service, 

developed plans to conserve the species, 

including a propagation and 

commercialisation program; 

Á The caged Wollemi pines are a huge 

attraction at all three botanic gardens; 
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Á The Wollemi pine has become the focus 

of many of our education programs and 

public seminars ï I never fail to 

mention ité 

Á The Wollemi pine was not discovered 

as part of our scientific or horticultural 

collection program, or by any of our 

staff. 

 

¶ We have to plan our planting and 

replacement, but watch out for 

opportunities 

¶ Iconic plants are great! 

¶ Look for plant with stories 

2004: a new director 

Á Let me step out from the protection of 

history to finish. As I told staff recently, 

one of the big visions for me as the new 

head of the Trust is to build on our 

intellectual capital. I want the Trust to 

be part of the mind of Sydney. For a 

start we should be contributing to public 

discussion and policy, from 

conservation to urban planning; 

Á But it also means growing and 

interpreting interesting plants ï telling 

good stories (e.g. plants that dance like 

Cadariocalyx motorius, and giant 

flowers like the Titan arum 

(Amorphophallus titanium). It means 

providing plant information to all sorts 

of people. And it means designing great 

gardens and delivering great talks and 

publications;  

Á While Iôm unlikely to be here as long as 
Charles Moore (48 years) I do want to 

take a long-term perspective. The year 

2016 (200 years since the establishment 

of the gardens) is a good focus for the 

Botanic Gardens Trust. With the right 

combination of design, education and 

community (and a few other ingredients 

like science and fun), Iôd like to create a 

Botanic Gardens Trust for Twenty-

sixteen that people want, need and have 

a passion for; 

Á So among the many questions Iôll be 
asking myself and others at the Botanic 

Gardens Trust are the ones I raised at 

the start: 

 

¶ Plant right - what do we plant and 

why? 

¶ Replace - when should we replace 

an individual plant or a collection of 

plants? 

¶ Messages - what are the implicit 

messages in what we plant? 

¶ Multiuse - who uses and 

appreciates the garden and why? 
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LINE OF SIGHT: ALLUSIONS TO THE PICTURESQUE IN SOME 

COLONIAL GARDENS 

Elizabeth Ellis 

Before I begin, I have some admissions to 

make: the subject of my talk touches only 

tangentially on the main themes of the 

conference. I am not a garden historian and 

what I will be speaking to you about has 

little to do with my everyday work. Rather, 

it represents some of my private musings 

and amusements as an amateur, especially 

in the present company, and refers to places 

and gardens that have interested me and 

lived in my memory and imagination for a 

long time. 

I will, however, be showing as illustrations 

watercolour paintings and drawings mostly 

from the Mitchell and Dixson collections at 

the State Library of New South Wales. It is 

from these invaluable visual records that we 

can best recreate evidence that for the most 

part has all but disappeared, particularly in 

the era before photography became 

commonplace. 

In a fortunate confluence of historical 

timing, the European settlement of 

Australia occurred on the cusp of the Age 

of the Enlightenment. This led, in parallel 

with the economic and social imperatives of 

the convict system, to an immediate 

appreciation and intense documentation of 

the exotic species of flora, fauna and 

landscapes of the new country by officers 

of the First Fleet and those who followed. 

Fortuitously, too, the art of watercolour 

painting and sketching, both for 

professional purposes and private interest, 

was one of the fashions of the day and so a 

proportion of the new settlers had the 

ability to convey their impressions visually. 

These new Australians also brought other 

legacies as part of their mindset derived 

from popular theories and ideas in 

circulation at the end of the 18
th

 and early 

19
th

 centuries which owed their genesis to 

the Age of the Enlightenment. Once they 

overcame survival as a matter of necessity, 

they were able to translate some of these  

ideas into reality, through the construction 

of houses and the creation of appropriate 

garden settings for their new estates ï all 

achieved by the fortunate few up to the 

mid-19
th

 century, with copious convict 

labour and on a scale which these upwardly 

mobile members of colonial society would 

have found impossible to attain in the more 

rigid class hierarchy of their birthplaces. 

When it came to gardens, they created 

Antipodean versions and variants with at 

least some references to the ólandscapeô and 

movements of the previous half century for 

the conscious arrangement and positioning 

of natural and man-made topographical 

features and plantings in the immediate, 

middle and far distance from principal and 

secondary focal points and sightlines. Some 

brought with them, or had sent out copies of 

popular contemporary primers on 

architecture and design.   

In one of those happy delays in catching up 

with changing fashions and trends when the 

location was far from the source, these 

essentially 18
th

 century notions continued in 

New South Wales and Van Diemenôs Land 

for several decades after they had become 

outmoded in Europe. And so there are some 

examples with old-fashioned, sometimes 

naïve but always pleasing 18
th

 century 

allusions in Australian settings continuing 

long after they has been replaced by mid-

Victorian styles in the places of origin. 

By the middle years of Lachlan 

Macquarieôs governorship of New South 

Wales, the colony had developed 

sufficiently to enable a few tentative moves 

beyond the town clustered around the Tank 

Stream and the outlying Hawkesbury River 

farms with the establishment of the first 

residences for a few favoured wealthy 

former town dwellers on the harbour 

foreshores. 
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The harbour of course inspired new settlers 

from the beginning, and obligingly offered 

some stunning natural attributes for 

picturesque and romantic settings. In 1818, 

amidst pristine bush on an isolated 

promontory encircled by Sydney harbour
1
, 

a low single-storeyed residence was erected 

in an elegant, even austere style hitherto 

unknown in the colony, albeit the latest 

fashion in Regency England.  

The quest for the perfect harbour setting 

has, of course, been an abiding obsession 

for a small, but distinct group of the cityôs 

inhabitants for nearly 200 years. Even the 

most extraordinary excesses which we are 

currently witnessing on sites not far distant 

from that of Henrietta Villaôs original 

position on Point Piper and other harbour 

foreshores owe a faint allegiance to these 

beginnings. In its early manifestations, this 

trend can be traced to a small number of 

free settlers with power and influence in the 

colony (and the rights to secure the land of 

their choice). These people had assimilated 

a smattering of the maxims of the Age of 

the Enlightenment and a hankering to 

emulate the wealthy classes in England 

with their own neo-classical interpretations 

of the picturesque far from the source. 

Henrietta Villa was the precursor of a 

sometimes fatal fascination which 

continues in Sydney to this day with 

undiminished intensity. It was also one of 

the first Sydney victims of replacement on a 

desirable site by an even grander edifice 

and today there is no trace of the residence 

itself or its gardens, except in some 

fragments of the stables and street 

alignments. 

The combination of the natural topography 

and vegetation with allusions to the 

picturesque is described in the text 

accompanying convict artist Joseph 

Lycettôs illustration of Henrietta Villa in his 

1824 book of views of NSW and Van 

                                                 

Illustration list  

1Elizabeth Heneretta [sic] Villa, 1820. Watercolour by 

Richard Read Jnr. (Mitchell Library V1A/P Pip/2) 

Diemenôs Land
2
. Native trees were retained 

to frame the house: ódelicate casuarinas, 

graceful Norfolk Island pines and tall 

eucalypts éô The first owner, Captain John 

Piper also planted groves of imports: ash, 

larch, spruce and scotch fir trees. The water 

frontage (the main approach) was left clear, 

accentuating the clean lines of the house, 

with a small orchard and vegetable garden 

on the hill rising behind. The vegetable 

garden was edged in a cruciform border
3
, 

said by some to allude to St. Andrewôs 

Cross and Piperôs Scottish origins, but this 

seems disappeared after he left Henrietta 

Villa in 1827.  

Probably the best surviving example of this 

marriage of Regency and picturesque styles, 

albeit in a country setting and far from 

Sydney harbour is Panshanger in Northern 

Tasmania
4
. This image, and a second 

separately issued lithograph printed in 

London in the mid-1830s soon after the 

house was completed, convey the intentions 

of the original owner Joseph Archer in 

making the most of the natural 

surroundings with the dramatic backdrop of 

the Western Tiers 
5
 like a stage set and at 

closer the range, the river dividing the 

centre of the view and the deliberate 

punctuation points of the folly tower cum 

pigeon roost (a classic piece of picturesque 

artifice) and the small farm buildings which 

lend an air of romantic rusticity. 

New South Wales examples of the same era 

do not quite attain the same degree of high-

style confidence as Panshanger or other 

Tasmanian examples such as Clarendon and 

Killymoon. However, though the 

                                                 

2 View of Captain Piperôs Naval Villa é Hand coloured 

aquatint in Joseph Lycett, Views in Australia é , London, 

1824, pl. 6 

3 Eliza Point é the property of John Piper Esqre, 1820. 

Watercolour by Joseph Lycett (ML PX*D 41, f.4) 

4 Panshanger, Tasmania, the seat of Joseph Archer Esqre. 

Painting by W. Lyttleton Esquire ... c. 1835. Hand tinted 

lithograph (ML DG 236)  

5 Panshanger in Van Diemanôs [sic] Land, c. 1835. Hand 

tinted lithograph (proof before letters of print issued in 

London by Day & Haghe. ML PXC 284, f. 19)   
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interpretations of watercolourists like 

August Earle and Conrad Martens who 

grew up in the first decades of the 19
th

 

century and were imbued with the tenets of 

the picturesque at the core of their artistic 

training, there are some notable expositions 

with a local flavour.  

It is a small point, but worth noting, that 

even in the titles assigned by the artists to 

views of estates and house portraits, the 

designations of óResidence of éô or óSeat of 

éô and copious references to the óEsquiresô 

and commissioners of the artworks, who 

possessed these pieces of property, all 

consciously elevate the tone. It is also clear 

that the artists were acknowledging the 

often newly acquired status of the owners in 

terms which were directly linked to the 

landed gentry in the old country and the 

popular books of views published by firms 

such as Ackermann which were such an 

integral part of spreading the enthusiasm 

for the picturesque in the old country. 

6
This image of 1826 by Earle is an early 

example which captures the sense of being 

and indeed it was, at the farthest limits of 

European occupation in the Central West of 

NSW - the key point in this context being 

the way in which one of the most obvious 

and widely used picturesque motifs is 

provided in the sheer cut of the verandah 

posts positioned off centre to accentuate the 

framing of the view, which here does not 

lead to a folly tower or small tempietto, but 

the land extending endlessly as far as the 

eye can see. 

Two Hobart examples whose gardens have 

long disappeared, but whose naturally 

picturesque situations can be recreated with 

some help from John Gloverôs sketches are 

Derwent Park
7
, on a rise above the Derwent 

and Mount Wellington, Mount Direction, 

Gunners Quoin and the river traversing the 

                                                 

6 Wellington Valley, New South Wales é c. 1826. 

Watercolour by Augustus Earle (National Library of 

Australia nla pic-an28182) 

7[Mount] Wellington from Mr Gillibrandôs [sic], 1832? 

Ink and wash drawing by John Glover (ML DLPX 46, f. 

11 verso)    

centre. Swanston Park at New Town is a 

more delicate pastoral setting where once 

the topography and the adjoining farmlets 

created on a more intimate scale, another 

version of the same idea. 

8
A mid-20

th
 century photograph by Max 

Dupain from the portico of Dalwood, a late-

1820s house near Branxton in the Hunter 

Valley explores the same visual parameters 

and pays homage to the picturesque 

sensibilities of the original owner/builder, 

George Wyndham. Compare Dupainôs 

image to 
9
this more prosaic 1886 photo 

showing the house and its surroundings in a 

more literal manner. 

10
An earlier 19th century photographic 

image of a bold exercise in colonial house 

and garden design too idiosyncratic and 

eccentric to be labelled picturesque, or 

anything else, is this of Thornthwaite near 

Scone on the Hunter Valley.  

Thornthwaite was the creation of Joseph 

Docker, one of those extraordinary and 

intrepid settlers who combined multi-

faceted talents with a willingness to go to 

the far perimeters of European settlement in 

the colony. Thornthwaite still feels isolated 

and dramatic with its marvellous setting 

looking towards the Liverpool Ranges and 

the valley of the Dart Brook in the 

foreground. 
11

As well as being his own 

garden designer ï the stone balls on small 

plinths and stone terraces are still there 

evoking an echo of Virgilian classicism in 

the wilderness, Docker was one of 

Australiaôs first amateur photographers and 

left a remarkable record of his house and its 

setting in albums of albumen prints of the 

1860s. 

Another very individualistic house and 

garden with strong romantic overtones in 

                                                 

8 Dalwood at Branxton, 1985. Photograph by Max Dupain 

9 Dalwood, 1886. Photograph (ML PXD 740, f. 2) 

10 Thornthwaite, c.1860s. Photograph by Joseph Docker 

(ML PXA 941, f. 99) 

11 Thornthwaite Residence of Joseph Docker, c. 1860s. 

Photograph by Joseph Docker (ML PXA 941, f. 97) 
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even wilder country, is Edward Ogilvieôs 

Yulgilbar 
12

on the Clarence river. He was 

strongly influenced by his first impressions 

of Italian and Spanish villas, first seen 

when he was in his early forties in the mid-

1850s. He had lived on the property since 

droving cattle overland from the Hunter in 

1840 and thought long and hard before 

selecting his preferred site, and building his 

crenulated mansion (of which he was the 

architect) of local rough cast serpentine and 

sandstone.  

The garden as it is today still captures his 

original intentions with the dark hued 

mature exotic trees now fully grown to 

frame the view to the river, and the 

wonderful surprise of the little Temple of 

the Winds on the nearest hill, perfectly 

positioned off centre to the right of the 

main view. It ever there was an Antipodean 

setting for Tom Stoppardôs play, Arcadia, 

this would have to be it. 
13

This image by 

Grafton photographer, John Lindt depicts 

the same scene in the 1860s. 

Yulgilbar thus represents an extraordinary 

late example of the picturesque 100 years 

after it became de rigueur in England, as far 

away from the source as it was possible to 

be. 
14

Here is another image of Yulgilbar 

that illustrates the same device of creating a 

ówindowô through verandah columns to the 

bush beyond as we saw earlier in Augustus 

Earleôs image of the Wellington Valley.  

If we move back to the County of 

Cumberland and the Sydney district, there 

are many examples of houses and gardens, 

mostly of the pre-1850s era, which 

demonstrate at least a passing familiarity 

with the picturesque and late-18
th

 century 

styles of landscape design. Most of the 

larger John Verge-designed houses fall into 

                                                 

12 Garden at Yulgilbar, 2004. Photograph by Jennifer 

OôCallaghan 

13 Yulgilbar, c. 1860s. Photograph by J.W. Lindt (ML 

PXD 563) 

14 Verandah at Yulgilbar, 2004. Photograph by Jennifer 

OôCallaghan 

this category, sometimes complemented by 

extraneous additions to their views. 

Camden Park is one such example where 

the disposition of the immediate curtilage 

led, as part of Vergeôs original conception 

(and those of his clients James and William 

Macarthur), west of the house to the 

Mausoleum, a little temple-like structure, 

performing the same role in its position in 

the landscape as Yulgilbarôs Temple of the 

Winds
15

. On the main drive to the house, 

the Mausoleum is seen before the house 

itself comes into view, like a prelude which 

adds to the final surprise when the house 

itself finally appears
16

.   

By a happy accident of fate, the addition of 

the contemporaneous Mount Gilead 

windmill of 1836
17

 and 
18

the (late 1840s) 

spire of Mortimer Lewisô St John the 

Evangelist Church, Camden equidistant 

from the house on the same axis provide a 

lovely example to this day of picturesque 

sightlines in combination with the arcs of 

mature dense trees, including some fine old 

stone pines in the immediate foreground. 

Another Verge house with self-conscious 

picturesque allusions was Vineyard or 

Subiaco, facing the Parramatta river at what 

is now very un-picturesque Rydalmere and 

which today requires a dedicated effort of 

imagination to evoke its original state
19

.  

Conrad Martens arrived in New South 

Wales at just the right time in 1835 to meet 

the aspirations of his clients, of whom the 

extended Macarthur family were some of 

his earliest and most enthusiastic 

supporters. Martens was trained in the late-

                                                 

15 The Tomb, Camden Park, 1836. Watercolour by Conrad 

Martens (Private collection) 

16 Camden Park House, 1843. Watercolour by Conrad 

Martens (ML DG 473) 

17 The mill - Mount Gilead, Jan. 1919. Etching by Sydney 

Ure Smith (ML DLPe 146)  

18 Camden, N.S.W., c. 1920. Etching by Sydney Ure Smith 

(ML DLPd 478) 

19 Vineyard, Parramatta, 1840. Oil painting by Conrad 

Martens (ML 48) 
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18
th

-early 19th centuriesô English school of 

landscape painting which was imbued and 

underpinned with theories of the 

picturesque as defined by the Rev. William 

Gilpin and further developed by Sir 

Uvedale Price and Richard Payne Knight, 

amongst others. Here is Martensô 1840 

depiction of Vineyard, with the house like a 

classical white temple in the middle 

distance. 

The Martensô legacy of Sydney house 

portraits generally presented in similar 

manner has created its own indelible 

imprint on our consciousness. 
20

Tempe, the 

Verge house for Alexander Brodie Spark, 

was named by the owner for the beautiful 

valley near Mount Olympus in Greece. 

Spark and his friends shared a common 

intellectual background and used the same 

symbolism from classical sources when 

interpreting the new place of living. For 

example, Thomas Mitchell, Surveyor-

General of NSW and a great admirer of all 

things classical believed the Hunter Valley 

might (with appropriate man-made 

additions and assistance), one day become 

óa second Tempeô. He and Spark would 

have immediately understood these 

comparisons.  

Martens also provided visual imagery to 

match the imagination of Thomas Mitchell 

in his watercolours of Craigend, Mitchellôs 

self-designed house at the peak of the 

Darlinghurst Ridge
21

. The Doric verandah 

and portico columns were said to replicate 

those of the Parthenon and the tessellated 

pavement was copied from the ruins of 

Herculaneum. In its first sale notice, 

Craigend was described as óa splendid 

Roman villaô and Mitchell himself wrote 

that its site was óthe most picturesque hill 

about Sydneyô. 

                                                 

20 Tempe, Seat of A.B. Spark Esq. 1838. Watercolour by 

Conrad Martens (Private collection) 

21 Craigend, 1836. Watercolour by Conrad Martens (NLA 

nla.pic-an2390727) 

22
It is salutary to compare Martensô 

portraits of the house and its surroundings 

with 19
th

 century photographs. The 

watercolours depict a fantastic grand 

dream-like setting when compared with the 

more prosaic reality of the photographs
23

. It 

was almost certainly the artistôs enhanced 

and heightened version which was also in 

the head of the original owner. 

Of course, when we consider Sydney 

harbour and its all encompassing 

domination of any man-made structure in 

its vicinity, we never escape, nor wish to, 

its defining attributes of water glinting 

through angophoras, of the contrast of dark 

vegetation with white sandy beaches, and 

the golden glow of sandstone
24

. What is 

significant is how early these features were 

assimilated and adopted by European 

settlers as desirable elements to be 

integrated in their garden designs leading 

local variations of picturesque 

interpretations, some of which have 

survived to the present day, albeit under 

extreme threat from the all-pervasive 

boundary line developments we are now 

enduring. 

A couple more Martensô examples to show 

what weôve lost:
25

Rose Bay Cottage with 

its perfect nor-easterly position on the half 

marine 

villaô;
26

Elizabeth Bay House as it never 

was, another example of the artist reaching 

out to meet the first ownerôs and the 

architectôs imagination, complete with the 

three-sided columned verandah and a 

dominance of its setting which was never 

                                                 

22 Craigend, Darlinghurst, c. 1870s. Photograph by 

Charles Bayliss (ML SPF/366) 

23 Craigend, Darlinghurst, c. 1870s. Photograph by 

Charles Bayliss (ML SPF/371)  

24 View of Sydney Harbour from above Tivoli, 1864. 

Watercolour by Conrad Martens (ML DLPg 2) 

25 The Cottage, Rose Bay, 1857. Watercolour by Conrad 

Martens (National Gallery of Australia) 

26 Elizabeth Bay House, 1838. Watercolour by Conrad 

Martens (National Gallery of Victoria) 
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quite so dramatic in reality
27

; and 
28

two 

views of Rosebank, long gone from the its 

site looking north towards Woolloomooloo 

Bay from the Darlinghurst Ridge
29

. 

In all these examples, the basic raison 

dô°tre in the minds of the first creators was 

to mould the landscape in which they found 

themselves so that it conformed, not to a 

confronting sense of the unknown, but to 

their ideals of civilization as they 

understood it, and which they regarded as 

an integral, inseparable and inalienable part 

of their identities. The allusions to the 

picturesque in 19
th

 century Australian 

garden and landscape design were therefore 

quite simply acts of possession which for 

reasons of historical accident came in forms 

which nonetheless still have the power to 

seduce and delight us to this day. 

The other point in concluding is in some 

ways a cri de coeur: that we cannot 

consider built structures independently 

from their surroundings; that is it the 

combination of the two which creates the 

individual magic and indelible impressions 

and that both are intertwined and should be 

considered as whole if there is ever the 

opportunity to salvage or save any part of 

the whole. 

                                                 

27 Elizabeth Bay, 1858. Photography by William 

Blackwood (ML PXD 955, f.9) 

28 Rosebank é residence of James Laidley, 1840. 

Watercolour by Conrad Martens (ML 

DGV*/Sp.Coll./Martens/5) 

29 View from Rosebank, 1840. Oil painting by Conrad 

Martens (National Gallery of Australia) 
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óTRUE CALIFORNIA GARDENSéô AND THE AUSTRALIAN 

CONNECTIONS. 

John Adam. 

Introduction 

óéIn their native habitats.ô Theodore 

Payne, Los Angeles (1924). 

The research for this paper was undertaken 

in Los Angeles during December 2003 to 

March 2004 as the result of a joint New 

Zealand Fulbright Fellowship awarded to 

both the author and Matthew Bradbury to 

study the American career of landscape 

architect, Fred Tschopp (1905-1980). Fred 

Tschopp and Theodore Payne (1872-1963) 

are the key actors in this story about how 

indigenous Californian plants became 

valued by a circle of individuals in this state 

from both the silent movie and the museum 

world
1
 to forge a new regional identity over 

the first 30 years of the 20
th

 century. 

Theodore Payne employed Fred Tschopp 

(1905-1980) soon after his arrival in 

California and he then drew designs and 

supervised the planting for Payneôs clientsô 

gardens before Tschopp left for New 

Zealand.2 Here Tschopp preached and 

practiced a parallel use of indigenous plants 

of New Zealand! Payne began his nursery 

and landscape contracting career promoting 

the cultivation of the Australian Eucalyptus 

but it was in the fertile ground of the new 

indigenous South West regional garden that 

Payne made his contemporary reputation. 

Historian Ian Tyrrell surprisingly did not 

record Theodore Payne in True Gardens of 

the Gods.
3
 New Zealand research has not 

examined this plant history (Grey, 1984).  

Tschopp, after returning to California, had a 

brief business relationship with Payne, 

                                                 

1 One of Californiaôs first nurseries in 1850s, Warren and Sons, 

adopted a Horticultural Museum and Hall of Science to promote 

its product. See: Descriptive Catalogue. Warren & Sonôs Garden 
and Nurseries. 1853-54. 62p. (Sacramento and San Francisco). 

Also advertised in: Le Count & Strongôs San Francisco City 

Directory 1854. P17. (Alice Phelan Sullivan Library, Society of 
California Pioneers, San Francisco)  
2 H.Bosworth;  T. Eddy; D. E. Day; Scattergood; H.W. Schultz 

and Smith.  

3 Tyrrell, Ian. 1999, True Gardens of the Gods. Californian ï 

Australian Environmental Reform 1860-1930. University of 

California Press, Berkeley, Los Angeles, London, 313p. 

abandoned his regional native plant rhetoric 

and design template but Payne retained his 

business growing Californian plants and 

never abandoned his passion for the 

Australian Eucalyptus.
4
  

Fred Tschopp 

Fred Tschopp was born on 23 September 

1905 in Interlaken, Switzerland and 

immigrated to Los Angeles in 1925.
5
 His 

career began in Switzerland under the State 

or Canton, Schaffhausen, as a horticulturist 

and landscape architect.
6
 The academic 

subjects taught their included ómathematics, 

surveying, mapping, drafting, sketching, art 

and applied art, history, languages, history 

of landscape architecture, landscape design 

and construction, principles of city 

planning, plant materials, business 

accounting, pruning, fruit and vegetable 

culture and other liberal art courses such 

as politics, philosophy and economics.ô
7
 

Traveling to Los Angeles in Southern 

California in 1925 Tschopp found 

employment in the ólandscape departmentsô 

of both Paul J. Howard
8
 and the Southern 

California native plant specialist Theodore 

Payne (1872-1963).
9
 Numerous landscape 

design and construction commissions were 

completed by Tschopp for the clients of 

Theodore Payne it is documented in 

Tschoppôs business papers for nearby 

Pasadena and Beverly Hills. 

                                                 

4 Payne, T. 1956. Eucalyptus in California. Golden Gardens. 6p. 

5 Fred Tschopp Papers Auckland New Zealand (FTPANZ) - 

Resume of Professional Training, c1950s  

6 FTPANZ - Resume of Professional Training, 3.7.1970 

7 FTPANZ - Resume of Professional Training, c1950ôs  
8 The Howard family is written about in, Padilla, Victoria, 1961, 
Southern California Gardens, University of California Press, 

359p. 

9 i. óIn 1903 he (Payne) opened a store in Los Angeles selling 
seeds of native plants, and in 1915 he created a 5 acre (2 hectare) 

native plant garden at the natural history museum in Los Angeles 

(p175).ô Streatfield (1994) ii. Templeton (1963) 
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Tschopp left Los Angeles and visited New 

Zealand via Hawaii and Fiji shortly after his 

marriage to his wife Alice in the middle of 

1929. He actively sought and found 

employment at a difficult political and 

economic time for just over three years 

until November 1932, with the New 

Zealand Government in Wellington, three 

local authorities including - Auckland City 

Council, Mount Albert Borough Council 

(then a neighbouring Borough of Auckland 

City) and the Rotorua Borough 

Council
10

(some three hours drive south 

from Auckland).  

Tschopp was also juggling work between 

the local and central government work as a 

freelance landscape architecture consultant 

(?first in New Zealand) while he lived in 

Auckland and here his private archives 

record he designed and supervised the 

construction of at least six urban private 

gardens
11

 and one industrial landscape for 

Challenge Fertiliser Works at Otahuhu in 

South Auckland (the later using only New 

Zealand plants).
12

 Tschopp unsuccessfully 

sought employment in 1930 with the 

Christchurch City Council
13

 and a variety 

of New Zealand Beautifying Societies
14

and 

local councils.
15

 

In July 1931 Tschopp came to work 

initially ófor (a) period of a monthô on his 

most significant New Zealand project in the 

tourist town of Rotorua, created in the 

1880s.
16

 The decision to employ Tschopp 

                                                 
10 It was through (Sir) Victor Daviesô plant nursery business of 

Duncan & Davies Ltd, in New Plymouth that live New Zealand 
plant trade links to California had been forged which Tschopp 

knew about. 

11 FTPANZ, Garden plans prepared for N. L. Macky and John 
Alexander in Item 44 (Vol. I)  

12 FTPANZ, Planting List for Landscape Development at the 

Challenge Phosphate Works, Otahuhu, (30 April, 1931), Item 47 

13 FTPANZ. Tschopp may have heard of the newly appointed 

(English born) and recent Perth based Engineer, A. R Galbraith 

who was appointed in 1929, the same year as the appointment of 
a new Parks Superintendent Maurice L. Barnett. 

14 FTPANZ, Memorandum, 7 January, 1932, 1p. Item 47, (Vol. 

II) 

15 FTPANZ 

16 Rotorua District Council Archives (RDCA). Confirmation came 

on 30 June, 1931. Memorandum: Town Clerk, Rotorua Borough 

was made through a complicated set of 

political negotiations between the Rotorua 

Borough Council and the newly established 

Rotorua Beautifying Society. The first 

public indication of the completion of the 

report Borough of Rotorua Report on 

Beautification of Streets and Reserves, 

1931
17

appeared in a Rotorua newspaper 

report on the 14th September, 1931.
18

 The 

reports public release and a subsequent 

review of the reports key recommendations 

were soon being reported in the Auckland 

newspaper The New Zealand Herald.
19

  

Tschoppôs report was forwarded to the 

Town Clerk of Melbourne City Council. (I 

would like to hear from researchers who 

might find correspondence about Tschoppôs 

reportôs and possible influence) The 

Rotorua Borough Council sought a copy of 

the Melbourne óMetropolitan Town 

Planning Commission (1929)ô in exchange 

for Tschoppôs report.
20

  Before returning to 

Los Angeles Tschopp applied to work in 

Brisbane.21 

Theodore Payne 

óécreation of true California gardens a 

specialtyéô Landscape Dept., 1928. 

To attempt to understand why Tschopp 

bought to New Zealand a passionate and 

well argued use of New Zealand plants in 

all his surviving landscape designs we must 

return to Los Angeles to examine where he 

gained his knowledge about the South 

Western Californian regional landscapes. 

Before Tschopp came to New Zealand in 

1929 he worked for some four years with 

Theodore Payne who arrived some thirty 

years before him in Southern California, 

from northern England. Theodore Payne 

                                                                        
Council to Mr. Fred Tschopp, Mt Eden, Auckland, RBO-001-
0039  

17 RDCA, Borough of Rotorua Report on Beautification of Streets 

and Reserves, 1931, RBO-001-0040. ii. Valedictory. Mr. E. La 
Trobe Hill. RP, 11 April, 1949 

18 RMP, 14 September, 1931 

19 FTPANZ, NZH, 19 September, 1931 
20  Memorandum: 10 February, 1932, 1p. ARC RBC-013-0005, 

RDCA 
21 FTPANZ 
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(1872-1963) was óbought up in a Quaker 

familyô in Northamptonshire. He came to 

America through a visit to the Worldôs Fair 

in Chicago in 1893 at the age of 21.22  He 

worked as a gardener for the famous opera 

singer Madame Modjeskaôs ranch in 

Santiago Canyon, Orange County.23 Payne 

eventually ran a nursery business at times 

with partners such as landscape architect, 

Ralph Cornell (1890- 1972)
24

 and was a 

strong advocate for the growing of 

Eucalyptus trees ï which he propagated 

from óorchardô seed trees in his first nursery 

óSouth Main Streetô near Hollywood in Los 

Angeles. As his commercial practice of 

supplying huge quantities of Eucalyptus 

seed declined  he increasingly advocated 

through his broad membership of many 

state botanical, nursery and horticultural 

magazines of the growing of Californian 

plants, beginning from at least the 1910s.25 

Payne appears to have probably supplied 

the Los Angeles Water and Power authority 

in early 1900s with Eucalyptus trees when 

William Mulholland (?-1935) was 

employed to manage the new authority that 

would employ Fred Tschopp between 1938 

and 1970.
26

 Payneôs arguments for native 

plants in 1911 included, 

California has furnished some of the 

most valuable plants known to the 

horticultural world; many flowers and 

shrubs which we here pass by because 

they are wild, are cultivated and greatly 

prized in Europe, and we on the other 

hand prize anything imported from 

foreign countries. Many of these 

imported plants are not adapted to our 

climate and conditions and at best they 

need care and irrigationé 

é Many of our vacant town lots could 

                                                 
22 Munz, Phillip A., Theodore Payne. In. Lasca Leaves Autumn, 

pp. 74-77 
23 Ibid,  p.75 

24 Barnidge-McIntyre, Marie, 2000, óRalph Dalton Cornellô 

(1890-1972), In: Birmbaum & Karson, Pioneers of American 
Landscape Design, pp. 70-72 

25 Payne, T., 1910, óThe Culture of California Wild Flowers.ô, The 

Pacific Garden, Vol. 3 No 12, November, pp.10-11 

26 Memorandum: W. Mulholland to T. Payne, Los Angeles, 

September 23, 1909, 1p. Theodore Payne Papers, Rancho Santa 

Ana Botanical Garden 

be sown broadcast with wild flowers, 

producing little beauty spots for several 

months of the year. é
27

 

To understand where Payneôs knowledge 

about Californian plants was derived from 

we have to consider several of the most 

significant citizens of Los Angeles and San 

Francisco during the first quarter of 20th 

century. One was Charles Fletcher Lummis 

(1859-1928) who came from the eastern 

states and was first a journalist and a 

óboosterô of the cultural concept of the 

South West, folklorist, editor and 

photographer. Lummis established the 

óLandmarks Clubô which ópromoted the 

preservation of Spanish missions in 

southern Californiaô
28

 and built his circular 

(Arts and Crafts style) stone house (still 

standing 2004) and the still impressive Art 

Deco style Southwest Museum (located on 

a ridge overlooking the Arroyo Seco (a 

normally dry river bed, (meaning ódry 

washô in Spanish)) between Los Angles and 

Pasadena and just to the northwest of the 

city, in the 1910s.29 Theodore Payne by 

1924 lived across the nearby ridge in Los 

Feliz Boulevard and Lummis and Payne 

had common business associates, such as 

lawyer Henry W.OôMelveny,30 and clients 

in their worlds of the Museum of 

ethnological collections and tree and shrub 

nursery of living native plant collections. 

These plant collections were contributing to 

the óSouthwestô Museumôs own living 

landscape collection and collection of 

herbarium specimens and other forms of 

knowledge.  

Another friend of Theodore Payne was 

northern California botanist Will Linn 

Jepson (1867-1946)
31

 who was based at the 

                                                 

27 Payne, T. 1911, Californian Native Plants for our Gardens, In: 
Proceedings of Pacific Coast Association of Nurserymen, Ninth 

Annual Meeting, San Jose, pp. 83-90 
28 Snead, James, T., 2001, p.69 
29 www.charleslummis.com 

30Report: Payne, T., Suggested Bank Planting, Stone Canyon, Bel 

Air, 6p, Folder 1932: OôMelveny, Theodore Payne Papers, 
Rancho Santa Ana Botanical Garden 

31 Lenz, Lee W., 1977, Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Garden, The 

First Fifty Years 1927-1977, In: ALISO, Journal of Rancho Santa 
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Berkeley Campus of the University of 

California.  

Payne, Tschopp and Jepson probably knew 

the pioneer ecologist Dr Frederick E. 

Clements who was the ófirst Director and 

science advisorô
32

 at the Blakesley Botanic 

Garden (now called the Santa Barbara 

Botanic Garden) in 1926.33 Like 

Blakesley/Santa Barbara, Payne was 

associated with advising Mrs. Ernest Bryant 

about the first and second sites of the 

Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Gardens.34 This 

second site is where Payneôs business 

papers have been placed.   

Because of Payneôs circle of business and 

professional associations his knowledge 

was sought to design the new gardens of the 

Southwest Museum for Charles F. Lummis 

and he was briefly appointed (honorary) 

óAssist. Curatorô in 1914.
35

 

Payne was, along with involvement with 

the South West Museum landscape 

developments, commissioned to design the 

landscaped grounds of the new Museum of 

History, Science and Art (Natural History 

Museum of Los Angles County) located in 

Exposition Park near Los Angeles City
36

.  

This opened in 1915 when the Pan Pacific 

Exhibition opened to the world in the 

Golden Gate Park in San Francisco and a 

parallel Panama Exhibition opened in the 

far southern California city of San Diego.
37

  

A description of these newly planted 

gardens in Exposition Park was kept by 

Payne. It says in part, 

                                                                        
Ana Botanic Garden Claremont, California, Volume 9 No 1, 

pp.1-156 
32 www.sbbg.org/selections/what_we_do/research.html. 

33 Lenz, Lee W., 1977, Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Garden, The 

First Fifty Years 1927-1977, In: ALISO, Journal of Rancho Santa 
Ana Botanic Garden Claremont, California, Volume 9 No 1. 

156p.  
34 Munz, Phillip A., Theodore Payne, In: Lasca Leaves, Autumn, 
p.76 
35Letterhead: The South West Museum, (Memorandum, 2 

October, 1915) File: ó1920ô Box: T. Payne Correspondence & 
Personal Papers, Theodore Payne Papers, Rancho Santa Ana 

Botanical Gardens  

36 The Express 5/27/1916, Theodore Payne Papers, Rancho Santa 
Ana Botanical Garden 

37 Starr, Kevin, 1985, Inventing the Dream, Oxford University 

Press Inc., 380p.  

It is entirely unique in the history of 

California ï this wild garden at 

Exposition Park. It came into existence 

through the efforts of the 1915 

committee, which did so much towards 

the beautifying Los Angeles and vicinity 

during the great fair year. The county 

(of Los Angeles) appropriated the 

money for the work, the plan and 

execution of which was delegated to the 

originator of the idea ï Theodore 

Payne, an authority on California 

native plants and their propagation. Mr. 

Payne planned that the 5 acres should 

be planned according to natureôs own 

pattern, a pattern difficult for the 

average gardener to understand. é
38

 

Payne planted some ó230 speciesô of 

Californian plants on this site. Some still 

grow today and are almost forgotten, for 

there is no history about the landscape on 

the website for the Natural History 

Museum.39  

Payne retained in his extensive papers a 

copy of then-Canterbury, New Zealand-

based botanist Leonard Cockayneôs written 

New Zealand Plants Suitable for North 

American Gardensé for the Panama  

International Exposition held in San 

Francisco.40 Cockayne was visited in 

Wellington by Tschopp (Adam & Bradbury 

2004ii). 

Theodore Payne bought a new nursery on 

the Los Feliz Boulevard in 1924. Fred 

Tschopp was employed at this time. 

Payneôs catalogue for 1925-1930 details 

landscape services, repeated and illustrated 

descriptions about ótrue Californian 

gardens.ô This period seems to have been a 

boom time for Payne as he reports that his 

native plants are being sold out. One 

catalogue has a photograph of the new 

styled entrance to this nursery from the 

                                                 

38 Mabel Noyes Bacon, The Express, 27 May, 1916, In: Theodore 

Payne Papers, Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Garden, Claremont, 
Los Angeles 
39 http:/www.nhm.org/expo/expopark.htm 
40 Payne Foundation Papers, 10459 Tuxford Street, Sun Valley, 
Los Angeles.  A special thanks goes to the Payne Foundation 

Board for giving the author access to documents at the 

Foundationôs property and Ranch Santa Ana Botanic Gardens.  
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1925 (catalogue) that in 1924 had a cover 

óAnnouncing éten acre nursery...ô There 

was traffic congestion at his other South 

Main Street property in 1924. Payne reports 

lots of parking space at Los Feliz 

Boulevard. The South Main Street site was 

next door to a building that actors trained 

and performed in. Payne seemed to have 

stopped promoting / selling his Eucalyptus 

seed/trees about 1924. Payne described his 

business then as, 

éhaving the most extensive trade in 

this line of any firm in the United States, 

and supplying the largest planters here 

as well as exporting to many foreign 

countries are both true to name and of 

the very best stock obtainable... a trifle 

under 1800 pounds (collected one 

season). 

For a few species of which the seen 

cannot be obtained in California I am in 

direct communication with the most 

reliable authorities in Australia who 

collect the seeds for me in the native 

habitats.
41

 

I wonder if any Australian nurseries of 

gardeners imported any seed from Payneôs 

California sources? 

A close examination of Payneôs regular 

yearly catalogues reveals how he classified 

his nursery business for he separates his 

óNative Plantséô from his óeconomic and 

ornamental trees, shrubséô which he sells 

in parallel. He describes his native plants in 

terms of how they differentiate from the 

other, they óHarmonize surroundings, (are) 

adapted to climate, planted by nature óthe 

first of gardenersô ô. Payne makes it clear in 

his catalogues that his native plants have 

been bought into cultivation and ócivilized.ô 

His had some favourite plants, again 

quoting him in 1910 óand see the gnarled 

old sycamores, picturesque live oakséô.  

There is also evidence that there were other 

nurseries in Los Angeles that Theodore 

Payne may have been selling his native 

wildflower seeds to. Payne for example 

                                                 
41 Payneôs Garden Guide: Seeds, Plants, Trees, 1924, p.44, Payne 

Foundation Papers, Sun Valley, Los Angeles 

used Richfield Oil Company of California 

(who Fred designed a garden for one of 

owners ï T. Eddy
42

) to sell a series of small 

catalogues (one dated 1936) titled variously 

óWildflowers of Southern California.ô The 

colourful road maps list places where 

wildflowers grew in the wild that a car 

could travel to.43 

Conclusion 

The new 20
th

 century Los Angeles Museum 

and Botanic Garden were the natural home 

of Theodore Payne and provided him with 

the knowledge, patronage and values that 

he articulated in numerous papers and 

articles throughout his long life.44 Theodore 

Payne moved beyond the museum to design 

the first motorways
45

 and progressive era 

public parks in Pasadena using a regional 

palette of Californian plants.  

But what of Tschoppôs landscape and plant 

palette? He changed his regional landscape 

focus on the ónativeô after leaving Payne to 

work for the Los Angeles Department of 

Water & Power from 1938-1970 (Adam & 

Bradbury 2004i; 2004iii). Now as a 

modernist landscape architect he developed 

a strong functionalist approach in making 

public landscapes using plants, materials 

and technology for functional reasons and 

secondary to aesthetics (Adam and 

Bradbury, 2004i). These projects where 

what the Fulbright project attempted to 

document from archives and site visits in 

Los Angeles basin and we have published a 

record of those projects we have identified. 

It would be valuable to publish an inventory 

of the private and public landscapes that 

Payne, Cornell and Tschopp, and others 

trained by Payne (A. B. Barton, Dr. Carl B. 

Wolf) designed across the vast urban 

territory for over some fifty years in what is 

called the óCity of the Angelsô. 

                                                 
42 FTPANZ 

43 Payne, 1936, Wildflowers of Southern California, Theodore 

Payne Papers, Sun Valley, Los Angeles 
44 See especially Munz and Lenz 

45 Los Angeles News, 15 November, 1940, p.26. óNative Plants 

used to beautify new Los Angeles Pasadena Parkwayô, Express. 
Theodore Payne Papers, Rancho Santa Ana Botanical Gardens, 

Los Angeles 
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'BEST FIT' WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR SYDNEY GARDENS 

Peter Nixon  

What is "best fit"- and what does it 

mean for Sydney gardens? 

This paper is about plant selection and how 

plantings in old gardens made pre-irrigation 

had to survive on what fell out of the sky. 

This is what made them "best fit" their 

growing conditions including the vagaries 

of rainfall. It also points up how these 

plants invariably came from parts of the 

world with similar latitude in combination 

with using our own natives for reasons of 

durability and appeal. 

Thereôs no need for borrowed cultural 

baggage to inform our planting choices.   

The process of seeking "best fit" delivers 

our gardens from the mundane and 

moisture-dependant to energy charged 

spaces full of high designer appeal and 

great charm with the confidence of high 

durability. Thereôs no need to flavour them 

in northern hemisphere shades of Lloyd, 

Oudolf or van Sweden. The plants speak for 

themselves and ignite a feisty self-

assurance in the creator, as in the viewer, 

borne from a "sense of placeò that is so 

convincing the combination appears to have 

sprung from the ground completely 

unassisted and without a swish "style" 

moniker. The plants will simply be "right" 

for the garden they appear in. This is 

gardening your "latitude with attitude" such 

as William Martin does at Wigandia in 

north western Victoria with an "Australian 

Mediterranean" climate of frosty winters 

and long, hot, dry summers on an ancient 

volcanic cone of scoria. And as I do at 

Paradisus in Sydney with a sub-tropical 

warm, temperate coastal climate of brief, 

dry, frostless winters and long, wet and 

humid summers. Why is the "look" of these 

gardens made with this kind of planting so 

convincing - because of their high cohesion, 

using plant associations that "pop" well in 

combination having evolved from similar  

growing conditions ï whether native or 

exotic.   

Water problem ï Planting problem ï 

Availability answer. 

So itôs not so much the Water problem as 

the Planting problem. If the gardener canôt 

get the plants to avoid a water problem, this 

results in a stressed out and inappropriate 

garden space. So an answer to the water 

question in a gardening context converts to 

whether the gardener can find the right 

planting - it really is an availability answer. 

The question is how to find plants, no 

matter the proposed location of the garden, 

that have best fit durability and high 

designer appeal.  

óBest Fitô plantings 

A lot of nursery stock is grown in ideal 

northern aspects ï and not in the shade of a 

large tree ï a common difficulty in a 

garden.  About 75% of nursery stock dies 

within 12 months of planting.  ñBest Fitò is 

about gardening your latitude with attitude. 

Areas with warm temperate climates such 

as Sydney, often suit one suite of plant 

families.  It is hard to find a ñBest Fitò for 

domestic garden situations. 

East Coast wet sclerophyll rainforests from 

countries with the same latitude as South-

Eastern Australia provide useful plants: 

Southern China; Northern India; Bhutan; 

Mexico; California & Florida, USA; South 

Africa; Madagascar; South & Western 

Brazil; New Zealand, and Buenos Aires, 

Argentina for example. 

These suit Australiaôs East Coast from 

Rockhampton to Bega (not further north 

due to the monsoon; not further south due 

to not enough humidity).  The Western 

limit is where light frosts occur. 
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So what plants will grow well in this zone? 

Ruellia elegans, Acanthaceae ï an 

alternative to lavender as a long-flowering 

plant from November till March/April, also 

a good hedge; but turning mangy by 

January in Sydney; 

red cone/ spiral ginger, Costus barbatus, 

Zinziberaceae; has red flowers, spiralling 

stems, the backs of its leaves are like suede; 

blood lily, Scadoxus multiflorus ssp. 

Katherinae (syn. Haemanthus) ï needs a 

north-facing hot situation; 

Kalanchoe beharensis, from Madagascar, 

huge silver/rusty felted leaves, likes it dry 

and hot, not densely interplanted, or lush; 

Hereôs an example of a small back yard 25 

x 8m, with a brief winter and fierce 

summers: what to plant here? 

Begonia scharfii; 

Euphorbia cotiniifolia; 

giant Burmese honeysuckle, Lonicera 

hildebrandiana; 

honey flower, Melianthus major óCut Leaf 

Blueô; 

Agave attenuata with its large smooth 

leaved rosettes; 

ornamental bananas: Ensete ventricosum & 

Musa x óZebrinaô; 

Tabernaemontana sp., small tree with 

gardenia-like flowers, double; it needs 

winter sun; 

yellow oleander, Thevetia peruviana, likes 

it open and dry;Plectranthus saccatus & 

P.argentatus, like it dry and shady; 

 Inca lily, Hymenocallis speciosa; 

Grewia spp.; 

Dombeya spp.; 

Cestrum x newellii, red flowers, very tough; 

Cordyline x óNegraô is OK in the sun, gets 

to 3.5m tall; 

bromeliad, Neoregelia spp./cv.s ï sun hardy 

spp., N. richterii óGee Whizzô; 

bromeliad, Aechmia blancetiana ï gets to 

be a large plant; 

bromeliad, Vriesia spp. like the shade ï not 

for sunny places; 

golden elephantôs ear, Xanthosoma 

sagittiformis óAureaô; 

ornamental taros/elephantôs ears, Alocasia 

spp. 

New Zealand five fingers, Pseudopanax 

spp./cv.s do well here; 

And here, for a front garden, facing south: 

Viburnum odoratissimum óLustreô grows 

very fast, with large glossy leaves; 

Kalanchoe thrysiflora óFlapjacksô, good 

winter drainage needed; 

beefsteak plant, Iresine herbstii ï a good, 

quick hedge plant; 

Bushmanôs poison bush, Acokanthera 

oblongifolia, good in dry shade, oval shiny 

leaves, fragrant white flowers and olive-like 

fruit.

 

In the horticultural orbit, itôs not often you find a "planty end" Garden Designer who would 

rather spend his last ten dollars on a new plant in preference to buying lunch that day - Peter 

Nixon is one. He knows how to spot "the doer" from the dross, a good thing since leaving 

Ryde School in 1982 with a Certificate in Horticulture; his work over the past 20 years in 

residential commissions has relied on it and is the driving philosophy behind Paradisus, the 

name of his consultancy. Water-wise, dry shade, harsh west and high exposure have guided 

Peter toward the truth about "best fit" plant selection and establishment of the Designer 

Growers Network.  
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 WATER AND THE VAUCLUSE HOUSE GARDEN 

Dave Gray 

When I was first asked to address the 

Society on the effects of the drought at 

Vaucluse House, I saw it as an opportunity 

to inform and reassure people that you 

neednôt be too despondent when all around 

are tell-tale signs of enforced neglect. 

Plants are exhibiting various shades of 

brown; lawns are deteriorating to chaff and 

dust; trees looking to the heavens for any 

sign of respite, however brief, and in 

general the whole garden is rushing 

headlong towards permanent wilting point - 

the worst-case scenario for any plant. A 

time when no matter how much water they 

receive it is, alas, too late. 

The garden at Vaucluse was a long way 

from this point when in February this year I 

decided that I should visit my ailing father 

in England, for nearly 5 months. I 

witnessed the arrival of spring in Kent ïthe 

garden of England, and saw the coming and 

going of Laburnum, Wisteria, Ceanothus 

and horse chestnut. The mustard and rape 

fields were glorious yellows and the hedge 

rows an absolute kaleidoscope of colour. If 

you have not had the opportunity to marvel 

at the verdant greenery of English fields 

then you have missed out on some of 

natureôs most wonderful scenery. 

Imagine then my apprehension in returning 

to this sun burnt country where all my 

correspondence had informed me of an 

almost total lack of rain. Vaucluse House 

lies in a small sheltered bay that extends 

into a small valley dotted with rocky 

outcrops of Hawkesbury sandstone. It is not 

unusual for us to receive slightly more  

rainfall than adjacent areas and so I 

considered that the report of lack of rain 

was possibly not as dire as one might 

imagine.  

I arrived back in Australia at the end of July 

and took a long stroll around the garden 

that Iôve maintained for the last 14 years 

and was unexpectedly surprised. Sure there 

were signs of stress but it was not half as 

bad as Iôd have thought. This extraordinary 

weather pattern that has engulfed our region 

for the last 2 years has obviously caused a 

great deal of concern for many gardeners 

but I wasnôt convinced that we should be 

panicking just yet. 

Were it not for the actions of my dedicated 

staff I could have come back to far worse. I 

take this opportunity to thank them all for 

their efforts.  However, let us start at the 

beginning.   

Approximately 2 years ago the Historic 

Houses Trust held a public program in 

conjunction with Sydney Water. It was free, 

so well attended, and focused on managing 

your garden with little water use. The 

representatives from Sydney Water were 

particularly impressed by the example we 

were setting for the residents of the affluent 

suburb of Vaucluse. Our lawns were really 

suffering from a lack of water and yet the 

gardens and verges surrounding us were as 

green as the fields of Kent.  

Water restrictions to most Vaucluse 

residents were simply a case of unplugging 

the $20,000 irrigation system, a process that 

did not seem too popular at the time. 

Sydney Water had a range of statistics that 

explained how most of us erred on the side 

of caution and that in fact our plants 

whether they be native or exotic did not 

require the copious amounts of water we 

supplied. 

Our aim was to show those in attendance 

that it was possible to keep your garden not 

only alive but relatively verdant by 

employing some time-worn water 

conservation measures.   

Allowing lawns to die back was not popular 

amongst the many folk who choose 

Vaucluse as a site for their wedding but as 

the grass completely recovered with the 

next onset of rain so the lawns became the 

focal point for this program.  Between the 

first site inspection and the actual program 

the formal lawns were transformed from 
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dust bowls to a thriving thatch of couch by 

the lightest of sprinkles. Couch was an 

early introduction to the colonies and was 

happily growing at Elizabeth Farm under 

the name of Indian Dhoub. Surely there was 

no doubt as to its resilience ï so what if it 

had to endure a few months of hardship ï it 

had done so in the past.  

We were also extremely fortunate with our 

timing in scarifying and hollow tine spiking 

of both formal lawns. Scarification is a 

process where the dead thatch of the turf is 

removed by mechanical means enabling 

any amount of rainfall easier penetration.  

Hollow tine spiking removes small cores of 

turf and soil decreasing the effects of 

compaction. Suitable topsoil is then spread 

over the lawn to fill these holes. The 

moment we had completed these tasks we 

received a heavy downpour. We were lucky 

but you do make your own luck on 

occasions.  

But what of the garden beds and kitchen 

garden?    

The conservation of the Vaucluse House 

Estate centres on the occupancy of William 

Charles Wentworth and his family between 

the years of 1827-1862. This coincides with 

the worldwide hunt for even more exotic 

species to be introduced to the thriving 

gardens attached to such properties.   

Obviously some of these species would not 

tolerate the harsh conditions that Australia 

provides and would have been weeded out 

through a process of trial and error.  Those 

that did adapt can be seen in many gardens 

today and it is these primarily that are 

struggling faced with harsher conditions 

that this current weather pattern brings.  

Abelias, buddleias, camellias and azaleas 

have proven themselves hardy over many 

years, although I personally consider the 

growing of azaleas in the Sydney climate 

not worthy of the effort - more for their pest 

and disease susceptibility than their 

hardiness.  Deep watering and the addition 

of soil wetting agents such as Wettasoil 

have assisted the gardening team in their 

quest to keep these plants alive and the 

results were particularly noticeable on an 

Odontonema that really did not look like it 

was going to survive. Shrubs such as Abelia 

have been aided in their recovery by the 

introduction of Wettasoil particularly in the 

vicinity of the drip line. 

The Eastern garden bed of the pleasure 

garden contains two specimens of Magnolia 

grandiflora well over 100 years old which 

were beginning to show symptoms of stress 

during the summer. These trees are too big 

to water and should be attached to ground 

water in any case.  Nonetheless, it was 

distressing to see them suffer.  

The introduction of soil wetting agents, 

removal of dried, impenetrable leaf litter 

and the incorporation of more suitable 

mulch have completely transformed them.  

It is important to stress that mulch is best 

applied after a heavy downpour, although 

that may sound like a contradiction in times 

of drought, if a downpour does occur as it 

did in our case then immediately applying 

mulch will assist in the soilôs ability to 

maintain moisture for a longer period.  

Mulching is a godsend for many gardeners, 

not only for inhibiting water loss through 

evaporation but also in the added bonus of 

supplying the soil with essential nutrients 

required for healthy plant growth. 

Indicator plants play a vital role in 

determining which areas of the garden are 

particularly dry.  Plectranthus, Acanthus, 

Ligularia and even Hydrangea very readily 

display signs of wilting when confronted 

with extremely dry conditions.  This can 

help the gardener determine where to apply 

water during the next period of legal water 

usage.  It is true however that these plants 

display these characteristics as a means of 

minimizing water loss through transpiration 

and often recover very quickly. Probably 

the most obvious indicator plant is the busy 

lizzy but Iôm uncertain whether we want to 

save them at all! 

Fortunately the winter months also give us 

the added bonus of pruning.  Although this 

would not be seen as a means of assisting 
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plants through a dry spell, the removal of 

dead, diseased and dying wood certainly 

helps in reducing any further stress on the 

plants. 

The kitchen garden is another story 

altogether.  Under the drought conditions it 

could be deemed futile to continue to 

produce food crops but the early settlers 

could not afford the luxury of choice and 

nor could the Vaucluse House Estate.  Our 

biggest public program ï The Kitchen 

Garden Festival ï was scheduled for March 

2004 and been organized many months in 

advance.  

Three festivals had preceded it and it was 

important to maintain the momentum 

however difficult that might be.  The water 

conservation strategies employed for use in 

the pleasure garden were used along with a 

couple of minor adjustments.  The site for 

the kitchen garden is on a reasonable slope 

and therefore water tended to run across the 

top of it.  Two of my staff had previously 

experimented with containing the water 

with a series of mounds at the ends of the 

pathways between the vegetable rows.   

I had my doubts about their effectiveness 

and their historical accuracy however when 

I was shown evidence that the Victorians 

stemmed the flow of water by similar 

means I was convinced.  The kitchen 

garden even now looks very impressive and 

is absolutely full of a wide range of 

vegetables; the recent rains of late July and 

September have only improved their 

appearance. 

The rough lemon hedge that surrounds the 

kitchen garden has been plagued with 

phytophthora ï a soil-borne fungal disease 

that eventually kills the plant.  A number of 

lemons died because of this and not the 

drought, however Wettasoil and hours of 

hand watering by garden staff saved most 

of the hedge from water deprivation. 

The next problem that drought can bring 

may come as a surprise to the unwary 

gardener.  Plants have undergone months of 

drought conditions and then receive a heavy 

downpour.  The availability of ground 

water and the stress created over the past 

few months can result in large limbs 

snapping off.  Trees are particularly 

susceptible to this and it is one of the 

hazards of managing a large public space.  

Time should always be allocated to inspect 

trees and large shrubs after heavy rain to 

ensure that safety standards are not 

compromised.  

Vaucluse House has just held a public 

program celebrating the Wisteria growing 

on the columns at the front of the house. It 

was well attended and we received many 

comments on how green the garden was.  I 

must stress that this has been achieved 

through the dedication of my staff and with 

very little water use.  

We are extremely lucky to be in an area that 

has the benefit of extra rainfall and in no 

way do I make light of the fact that others 

will be suffering devastating effects to their 

gardens however if the example that we 

have set can encourage others not to be too 

frivolous in the use of water then the effort 

was worthwhile.  I only wish that the water 

saved through our efforts could be utilized 

at other trust properties such as Elizabeth 

Farm, Parramatta.  

I hope this has given you the confidence to 

not worry excessively about your own plant 

collection and perhaps given you some 

ideas of how you can assist your garden 

recover from what Iôm sure will be an 

increasing threat.  

Dave Gray qualified in horticulture and worked as a gardener in the United Kingdom. After 

moving to Australia he worked for the Royal Botanic Gardens, Sydney, prior to taking up the 

position of Head Gardener for Vaucluse House in 1989. Since then he has been responsible 

for the on-going restoration of gardens and grounds at Vaucluse House and the reconstruction 

of its kitchen garden. He recently progressed to the position of Head Gardener for the Historic 

Houses Trust of NSW. 
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CHARLES FRASER, 1791-1831: FIRST COLONIAL BOTANIST, FIRST 

SUPERINTENDENT, SYDNEY BOTANIC GARDENS 

Gillian Davies with Christine Carwardine 

Charles Fraser was born in humble 

circumstances in Scotland and arrived in 

Australia as a foot soldier in 1816. 

Governor Macquarie appointed him 

Colonial Botanist to John Oxleyôs 

expeditions of 1817, 1818 and 1819. He 

was made Superintendent of the 

Government Gardens in Sydney in 1820, 

and over the next eleven years established a 

renowned Botanic Garden, corresponding 

and exchanging plant material with major 

botanic institutions throughout the world. 

He also accompanied other major 

exploratory expeditions and undertook 

research.  

Early years 

Charles Fraser was born in 1791, the year 

the first free settlers arrived in Australia. 

His christening on 18 April is recorded in 

the parish records for Blair-in- Atholl, 

Perthshire, Scotland, as being the son of 

James Fraser and Wilhelmina Rattray.
1
  

Blair at that time was the name of the 

extensive estates of the lairds, the Dukes of 

Atholl, some 16 000 acres. The second 

Duke and in the 1790s the fourth Duke, 

known as the Planting Duke, is said to have 

had twenty million trees planted, known as 

the Forest of Atholl. Thus the larch sent to 

Fraser by the Duchess in 1823 and 

surviving sickly in the Gardens (on the1828 

Plant List) would have been a nostalgic 

tree. A James Fraser, probably his father, 

was a tenant at Old Blair between 1779 and 

1800
2
. Rural tenants in Scotland at that time 

were suffering deprivation and insecurity 

                                                 

1 a) Parish records for Blair Athol, Perth, Scotland. Batch 

/Film no.C 113344, Serial Sheet 1785 p. 6 814  Mormon 

Church Family History Centre, London  

b) Ida Lee Marriott, Early Australian Explorers 1925, 

p.594, quotes Allan Cunninghamôs Journal (ACJ) of 1828 

Expedition as naming Rattray Plains for Fraserôs family  

2 Personal communication to C.Carwardine from the 

Archivist at Blair Athol Castle   

from the early Highland Clearances
3
 and 

everyone lived in constant fear of invasion 

by Napoleonic forces. Many Highland 

Regiments were raised to fight the French. 

Fraser started work as a gardener and was 

said by Alexander Macleay to have gained 

his education in some of the best gardens in 

Scotland. His practical horticultural skills 

were first learnt at Blair Castle where even 

the Kitchen Garden had been landscaped 

with an ornamental lake and numerous lead 

statues.
4
 Thus he grew up with gardening 

on a grand scale. 

Fraser had knowledge of the Edinburgh 

Gardens, with its Superintendent William 

McNab, where he would have seen the 

Australian collection and possibly some of 

Robert Brownôs Australian herbarium 

specimens. He also knew the Glasgow 

Botanic Gardens, corresponding with 

Stewart Murray its Superintendent, all his 

life. Once Fraser was established at the 

Sydney Gardens, correspondence developed 

with William Jackson Hooker
5
, then 

Professor of Botany and Director at 

Glasgow, who in time became a friend, 

supplying him with books, magazines and 

even local newspapers. 

Soldier 

Fraserôs first arrival in Australia is recorded 

in the 1822 Muster as on the Windham
6
, 

which arrived in February 1814 from 

London with the Headquarters of the 46
th  

Regiment of Foot commanded by 

Lieutenant-Colonel Molle, the designated 

                                                 

3 John Prebble, 1963, Highland Clearances London  

4 Tim Buxbaum, 1989, Scottish Garden Buildings 

Edinburgh, pp. 17, 36 

55 W.J. Hooker - first Director of Kew Gardens from 1841-

65. His son Joseph Dalton Hooker followed him as 

Director there  

6 J.S.Cumpston, 1977, Shipping Arrivals & Departures 

Sydney 1788-1825 Canberra  
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new Lieutenant-Governor. He probably left 

with the Windham on 8 April for Van 

Diemenôs Land, bound for Ceylon and 

India with the 73
rd

 Regiment.
7
 It is certain 

that Fraser returned to England, as he 

enlisted in the 56
th

 Foot at the depot at 

Sandown, Isle of Wight, on 8 June 1815. 

However on 21 July only a few weeks later, 

he was transferred óto embark for NSWô
8
 

and finally arrived as listed in the 1828 

Census on the second voyage of the 

Guildford April 1816. This transport came 

from Cork carrying 221 male prisoners 

under the guard of the 46
th

 Foot Regiment
 
.
9  

Fraser was not then on that Regimentôs pay 

lists, nor those of the 56
th,  

or 73
rd 

. He 

seemed determined to get to New South 

Wales, although guarding convicts was 

considered a very lowly occupation 

amongst the Military, only performed by 

those who were unfit.
10

  

On 6 November 1816 Fraser officially 

joined the 46
th 

Foot
11

, and when they left 

for Madras in August 1817 he transferred to 

the 48
th

 Foot in order to stay in the colony. 

It is evident that he did little soldiering, but 

was retained on Regimental Lists merely as 

a means of remuneration.
12

  He was still 

paid by the Military whilst on expeditions 

between 1817 and 1820, though the pay 

was small; for instance in 1820 it was 

raised for the June quarter from £2-5-6 to 

£2-6-0. During the last quarter of 1819 and 

the first quarter of 1820 Fraser was in 

hospital for sixty-eight days
  
possibly with 

the severe ócatarrhal feverô (influenza) 

which was raging at the time, causing many 

deaths. In January 1821 he was officially 

discharged from the 48
th

 óto the order of 

Maj. General Macquarie the Governor of 

                                                 

7 Historical Records of Australia (HRA) series 1 vol. VIII 

p.42 

8 War Office records (WO) 12/ 6560 

9 Cumpston 

10 named on Casualty Lists WO 25/ 1287 

11 WO 12/ 5810 

12 Muster rolls WO 12/ 5810, 5969, 5970, 5971, 5972 

(Kew public Records Office) 

the Forces N.S.Wô, still a private. Though 

undistinguished, this military service stood 

Fraser in good stead. In the early years of 

exploration leaders were pleased to have 

this óbotanical soldierô
13 

with them. Later it 

meant that he knew personnel at every 

military depot and government settlement. 

Colonial Botanist 

Earl Bathurst, the Colonial Secretary in 

London, had been urging Macquarie to find 

someone with botanical knowledge to 

accompany expeditions. Thus Fraser, on 

becoming known to the Governor, was 

ordered to accompany Surveyor John Oxleyôs 

expedition then being fitted out to further
 

explore the Bathurst region and the Lachlan 

River system
14

, looking for the anticipated 

inland sea or a great western river.  

Allan Cunningham was at this time in 

transit from Brazil, having been sent out by 

Sir Joseph Banks, unknown to Macquarie. 

When Cunningham arrived in December 

the Governor suggested that he also 

accompany the expedition. He became 

termed the Kingôs Botanist and Fraser, 

designated the Colonial Botanist was sent 

in the advance party to set up a depot on the 

Lachlan River. Allan Cunninghamôs 

Journal for 27 April 1817 notes óFraser had 

been Before on those Hills, in pursuit of the 

Flora to which he is very much attached, 

during the period of time he had been at this 

depot of about one monthô, and terms him 

collector for Lord Bathurst. This journal 

states later that they were well armed 

against the Aborigines and had a ópainfullô 

[sic] time.  

Despite being well provisioned with tents, 

horses and boats, they suffered many 

hardships from lack of drinking water, short 

rations and rough country with bogs. All 

they found inland were impassable 

marshes. Fraser had signed to the effect that 

                                                 

13 John Oxleyôs report of 1817 Expedition, in Lionel 

Gilbert, 1986, The Royal Botanic Gardens Sydney, a 

History 1816-1985, Melbourne, p.30 

14 George Evans had begun exploration of the region in 

1815 
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he would give any assistance required
15

,
 
but 

he may not have foreseen that that would 

include opening fresh burial mounds for 

anthropological study. 

The exploration lasted eleven weeks 

starting on 27 April and ending on 11 July 

at Bathurst; discovering the beautiful 

Wellington Valley on the return journey. 

Fraser had to collect in triplicate for his 

patron Earl Bathurst, as collections were 

needed for gifts to European royalty and 

other botanic gardens. Cunningham was 

bound to collect exclusively for Sir Joseph 

Banks and Kew Gardens. Together the two 

botanists collected over 450 new species. 

It was fortunate for Fraser that Cunningham 

was on this expedition as the latter was well 

trained, having worked for five years in the 

office at Kew helping William Aiton 

catalogue the living collection for a new 

edition of Hortus Kewensis. There he had 

met Robert Brown and he owned a precious 

copy of his Prodromus
16

. Fraser and 

Cunningham were both 26, and though 

Cunningham had had a better, classical, 

education they worked well together, 

forging a lifetime friendship. Cunningham 

did not have Fraserôs robust health of that 

time, so often Fraser would collect and 

Cunningham would classify, especially 

when the latter was laid up by his recurrent 

óagueô
17

. Cunningham must have found 

walking the last 750 miles of the 

expedition, as they all did except Oxley 

who rode, especially exhausting. 

Fraser always had a friendly relationship 

with Macquarie; Cunningham however had 

complained to Joseph Banks about the 

                                                 

15 Governor Macquarieôs Instructions for 1817 Expedition, 

22 Feb 1817.  SA Colonial Secretaryôs In-Letters (CSIL) 

reel 6068 /4/1814 p.7-9, 27. Gilbert, p.29 

16 Robert Brown, 1810,  Prodromus Florae Novae 

Hollandiae et Insulae Van Diemen (de Jussieu 

classification text). Cunninghamôs brother Richard had 

hand-copied it 

17 Allan Cunninghamôs Journal for May 1817 - a violent 

ague originating in a cold that made him unable to move 

for five days. He suffered recurrent fevers with ulcerated 

throats and hepatitis. He may have contracted malaria in 

Brazil 

small assistance he was given. Indeed 

Cunningham was envious when he met 

Fraser by chance on the hills behind 

Parramatta collecting red cedar seedlings in 

1822 with óa government cart and two 

horsesô,
18

 as he had neither. In 1819 he had 

written contemptuously that Fraserôs 

appointment might as well have been for 

the purpose of providing theô more opulent 

nurserymen near Londonô, whilst at the 

same time defending him against 

allegations of having distributed specimens 

wrongly
19

. In that year also he wrote that 

Fraser was ópossessed of a naturally strong 

retentive mind worthy of a better 

educationô
20

. 

Oxley was pleased with both his botanists, 

his report noting that the óextensive and 

valuable collection of plants found by Mr 

A. Cunningham, the Kingôs Botanist, and 

Mr C. Fraser, the Colonial Botanist, will 

best convince Your Excellency, [of] the 

unwearied industry and zeal bestowed in 

the discovery and presentation of them; in 

every other respect they also merit the 

highest praiseô.
21  

Payment to Cunningham 

for this expedition was £50-0-0 

Remuneration, and to Fraser £75-0-0 

Donation
22

, Fraser being deemed to have 

the greater expenses. 

Fraser joined Oxleyôs second expedition the 

next year, 1818, being the sole botanist as 

Cunningham was with Phillip Parker King 

charting the north west coast of the 

continent. He was made responsible for 

collecting ósimple medicines of the kinds in 

most frequent useô, ópatent preserved meatô 
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19 AC to Banks, 29 Mar 1819 Cunningham papers, 
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22 The trustees of the Police Fund in account with DôArcy 

Wentworth Esq. Treasurer for the quarter ending 31st 
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and ópatent soupô
23

. This time they followed 

the Macquarie River downstream to yet 

more marshes and worse, quick sands, 

returning over the Great Divide to emerge 

at the coast near Port Macquarie.  

To cross the many headlands on the 

southern return journey they carried a heavy 

wooden boat, which they had providentially 

found, many miles on their shoulders.  

Eventually they reached Newcastle in an 

exhausted state, one man having been 

speared by Aborigines. Oxley noted that on 

the return journey the saddlebags were 

chiefly full of botanical specimens, more 

than 700. This expedition departed from 

Bathurst on 5 May, ending on 5 November 

at Newcastle. Fraser was later paid £25-0-0 

for óExertions and Attentive discharge of 

the Dutiesô. Many painstaking months 

ensued for him as he dried, assembled and 

packed the various collections to send off, 

although sadly the Lady Castlereagh by 

which part of the consignment was sent in 

1818 was wrecked.  

Oxleyôs third Expedition started in May 

1819 with Fraser joining him in the Lady 

Nelson sailing to Port Macquarie where 

Philip Parker King and Cunningham on the 

Mermaid were to chart the harbour. The 

lower reaches of the Hastings River were 

explored in two small boats until they were 

stopped by rapids after about twenty 

miles
24

.  Subsequently the Mermaid went 

on up the coast whilst Oxleyôs party 

returned.  Botanically this was equally 

successful as demonstrated by the three 

cases of live plants that were sent in the 

Shipley, one each for the Emperor of 

Austria, Prince Leopold of Cape Colony 

and Earl Bathurst. On board the Surrey 

were shipped three separate papers of 

identical seeds to the same destinations. As 

further insurance against total loss by 

shipwreck, another collection was sent by 

                                                 

23 Letter 30 April 1818 Campbell to DôArcy Wentworth, 

reel 6006; 4/3498, p196 

24 Marsden Horden, 1997, King of the Australian Coast 

Melbourne, pp.160-162 

the Dromedary. The artist John Lewin 

illustrated flora from this expedition, Fraser 

being deputed to select some of the 

paintings for Earl Bathurst. 

In late 1819 and early 1820 Fraser was 

ostensibly in the garrison at Hobart Town, 

but apart from his time in hospital, he spent 

much time collecting. He accompanied 

Commissioner Bigge on his tours there and 

from October to December 1820 

accompanied him to the Bathurst region 

with Oxley. From there they rode through 

Taralga to the Goulburn Plains district and 

on to Lake Bathurst to join Governor 

Macquarieôs óVisit to the Southern 

Districtsô
25

. Fortunately these were the best 

wildflower collecting months.   

Fraser stated that he had been placed óin 

charge of all the Exotics in the Gardenô at 

the termination of Oxleyôs second 

Expedition, in late 1818, and that his formal 

appointment as Superintendent bore the 

date 1 January 1820 ówith a salary of 5 

shillings per diemô plus a single ration
26

.  

After Fraserôs official ratification as 

Superintendent on 1 January 1821, for a 

couple of years he only collected in NSW. 

However in 1823 he managed a short visit 

to Van Diemenôs Land enabling another 

plant cabin
27

 of Hookerôs favourite 

cryptogamous plants to be sent.  

Fraser had a dramatic escape in 1826 when 

on H.M.S. Larneôs voyage to Van Diemenôs 

Land, the Bay of Islands (New Zealand), 

Phillip Island and Norfolk Island. This was 

an altogether unsatisfactory trip as the ports 

of call were too ófleetingô for collecting, 

and then the shipôs boat overturned coming 

in to Norfolk Island.  Apart from fearing for 

his life as he could not swim, he lost his 

most precious possession, his Brownôs 

Prodromus essential for classifying his 
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specimens. On leaving the Island óa sea 

struck me, and carried away all my 

Botanical and Geological specimens, 

shoeséô
28

 
 
(Tragically John Maclean his 

second assistant drowned there on 15 

February 1840, aged 43). 

Early in 1827 he was again in Van 

Diemenôs Land though the major 

expedition was with Captain James Stirling 

to western Australia to determine a site 

suitable for settlement. The Swan River 

area was favoured and Fraser described it 

rather over optimistically as aô terrestrial 

paradiseô
29

. One of the landmarks of the 

River was named Frazer Point for him. On 

his return he was able to send off an 

important case of western flora, so different 

from eastern flora.  

Fraser joined another major expedition in 

1828 with Captain Patrick Logan and 

Cunningham, to explore the Logan and 

Brisbane Rivers at Moreton Bay and also to 

lay out the New Garden there, which later 

became the Brisbane Botanic Gardens.  

In his journal are remarks on the geology of 

the rock formations, descriptions of 

strangler fig seeds and the method of 

placing bones in an Aboriginal burial tree. 

These indicate that his interests were wider 

than just botany. There were as well 

comments on óPandanus paniculata, here 

called Bread Fruit. The natives eat it with 

avidityô. In this Journal, Fraser relates 

accompanying Captain Logan in the ascent 

of Mount Lindsay (now Mt. Barney) when, 

ówe putt [sic] off our shoes and leaving the 

rest of the party behind climbed on past a 

dreadful chasm, a dreadful labyrinth of 

enormous rocks and experienced a frightful 

time, holding on by our own great toesô
30

. 
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Then Captain Logan abandoned him and 

climbed on, leaving him to make the 

perilous descent alone, keeping his 

collecting bags safe.  Several geographical 

features were named for him by 

Cunningham during this journey, notably 

Mount Fraser and Rattray Plains (see
1
). 

During this expedition Cunningham and 

Fraser collected seedling rainforest trees 

which Fraser planted out in the Sydney 

Gardens where, at the southern end of the 

Palm Grove, they have grown into massive 

canopy trees.  

Whether this expedition was the cause or 

not, Fraser experienced painful ill-health in 

1829, such that he joined no expeditions 

and employed William Baxter as a collector 

in Western Australia. This man, well-

thought of by W. J. Hooker, proved 

unsatisfactory as he did not prepare 

specimens properly and complained that he 

had ónot near enough to eatô
31

 which was 

the reason why he could not carry many 

specimens. Fraserôs Assistant Maclean was 

also collecting that year, in New Zealand, 

the Sandwich Islands and Tonga.  

On 15 May Fraser was allowed six days 

leave to collect in the Blue Mountains. 

Collecting trips afforded him a respite from 

the constant administration, and, under 

Darling, from the constant paperwork. In 

1828 and 1829, Fraser joined Captain 

Charles Sturtôs expeditions to the 

Macquarie, Darling and Murrumbidgee 

Rivers, although botanically these were not 

useful.  

Fraserôs collections are held at Kew, 

Oxford Herbarium, Natural History 

(formerly British) Museum, London, and 

Sydney Herbarium. 

Superintendent 

The Government Gardens growing fruit 

(especially apples, figs and peaches) and 

vegetables were principally at Rose Hill 

from 1789 to about 1810. Robert Brown 
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used the area as a depot for new plants to be 

sent to Banks until his departure in 1805, 

although George Caley, Banksô next 

collector who left in 1810, only reluctantly 

accepted responsibility for it 
32

. 

At Farm Cove, on the original areas cleared 

in 1788, Governor Bligh had already started 

using part as a Government Garden.
  

However, most areas were leased out, 

principally to Nicholas Devine who had 

Old Farm of some eight acres until 1816.  

The Gardens were not enclosed until after 

the completion c.1816 of the sandstone wall 

dividing the Lower Domain from the 

Garden, together with low walls, paling 

fences and a ditch on the other sides. Mrs 

Macquarieôs carriageway round to her 

Chair, was begun in 1813 and completed on 

13 June 1816, which is taken as the 

Foundation date of the Gardens. The row of 

swamp mahogany, Eucalyptus robusta, was 

planted north of the wall that year and a 

row of English oaks, Quercus robur, along 

another sandstone wall behind the Hospital 

the following year.  

Fraser may have assisted with the planting 

of several Norfolk Island pine, Araucaria 

heterophylla, in these years. One planted at 

the junction of two main paths, became 

famous as the Wishing Tree. In the early 

days the area now known as the Middle 

Garden consisted of the propagating 

ground, and the Kitchen Garden of the first 

Governors, laid out in rectangular beds. 

This had been the site of the First Farm 

where the grain was sown in 1788.  In 1816 

there were four buildings south of this 

region
33

. One of these a little north of where 

the Levy Fountain now stands, was Fraserôs 

home, which Allan Cunningham also 

occupied after renovations and where he 

died.  

On 4 September 1821 Fraser accompanied 

Macquarie and Captain John Piper to mark 
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out twenty acres at Double Bay on fertile 

soil for a propagation annexe to the 

Gardens. Unfortunately this was never 

brought into production, though in the 

1850s this area became Michael [father of 

William, Curator of Melbourneôs Botanic 

Garden] Guilfoyleôs Exotic Nursery. 

The Gardens were óimperceptibly 

developedô as Alexander Macleay put it, 

with the addition of five acres by Governor 

Brisbane in 1825, to the west of the creek. 

This area, already cleared by 1816, was 

known variously as the Experimental or 

Indigenous Garden and was planted with 

the rainforest tree collections.  

The present Lower Garden, north of the 

Macquarie Wall, was brought into 

cultivation in 1829 in response to Fraserôs 

request for additional land óin front of the 

gardenô needed for óthe great increase of the 

collection of plantsô. This area was fenced 

off from the rest of the rocky foreshore and 

was designed in curves apparently after the 

plan of the Glasgow Botanic Gardens. To 

prepare this ten acres required óconsiderable 

planning and plantingô
34

 and a new 

constable to move on the camps of 

Aborigines and the óvagabondsô who lived 

there and lit fires.  It was intended to be a 

place for more tropical plantings. A 

weeping lillypilly, Waterhousea floribunda, 

was planted there, a plantation of bananas, a 

small palm grove and a tropical bed; some 

of these survive. This brought the area of 

the Gardens as distinct from the Domains, 

for which Fraser also had responsibility,
35

 

to a relatively modest twenty-four acres.  

The work force was never adequate, 

principally being convicts. After 

completion of the Hyde Park Barracks in 

1819, these untrained and unwilling men 

were marched out for the dayôs work, often 

in chains. It is amazing that only one 

convict is recorded in the Police Court 

reports as having been prosecuted by Fraser 
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for threatening him
36

.
 
In 1821 there were 

only eleven men allotted and in 1828, 

seventeen plus Invalids convalescent from 

the Hospital who swept paths and Orphan 

Boys who proved more trouble than they 

were worth.  

By 1831 there were thirty-seven men on the 

payroll. As the workload increased, Fraser 

was allocated Assistants. The first, Michael 

Graham, was appointed in 1825 and arrived 

at an opportune time when Fraser had 

dislocated his shoulder in a fall from a 

carriage that caused him great pain on 

writing
37

. Graham went to Moreton Bay in 

his stead with Brisbane and Cunningham. 

On Grahamôs departure in 1829, John 

Maclean took over at a time when, under 

Darling, the paperwork threatened to 

overwhelm him.  

The Duties (in the 1822 Blue Book) of the 

new Superintendent were to cultivate and 

distribute Exotics, collect and distribute 

native plants and seeds and to propagate all 

these plants, especially fruits and grasses. 

Fraser carried these out faithfully. Thus the 

early work was growing and trialing food 

plant such as grapes, coffee, olives and 

sugar cane, and even the opium poppy for 

the Colony. In the Sydney Gazette there 

were often notices such as ósettlers are 

again invited to accept layers and seeds 

(olive) of which Mr Charles Fraser has an 

abundant supplyô.
38

  Later work was 

expansion into the cultivation of economic 

plants. Indeed Fraser was awarded the 

Lesser Gold Medal of the Royal 

Agricultural and Horticultural Society of 

NSW in 1826 for óexperiments in 

distillation of eucalypt oil and in the culture 

of colonial cotton from the Sea Island seed 

during the past yearô.
39

 Trials of flax were 
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less successful. Trials of grass seed for 

pasture was an important aspect of the work 

with the approved seed continually being 

sent out to the developing government 

agricultural farms such as Grose Farm, 

Longbottom, Emu Plains and Wellington 

Valley.  

Fraser had a good relationship with each of 

the three Governors he worked under. He 

had a special rapport with Governor 

Macquarie, and was even granted on 4th 

September 1821, 500 acres of land with 

three convicts to work it
40

. Although this 

was not taken up, it acknowledged his 

status. No doubt Governor Brisbane, who 

was given strict instructions on economy, 

did not approve it. Indeed Brisbane refused 

one of Fraserôs first requests, in 1822, for 

funds for a much-needed glasshouse for 

propagation.
41

  Since Brisbane took up 

residence at Parramatta, only coming to 

Sydney twice a week, he did not concern 

himself greatly with the Gardens. Brisbane 

noted in 1825 however that Fraser had 

introduced 3000 new plants.  

Darling, who arrived that year was very 

meticulous in his administration and 

tightened up procedures considerably. He 

resided in Sydney and kept a close eye on 

everything
42

. Fraser was a favourite with 

Mrs Darling and appreciated her painting 

and love of flowers. He did not even resent 

her treating him as a head gardener, 

requesting him to give presents of fruit or 

vegetables to visitors. Departing Governors 

recommended him to the patronage of the 

next
43

. 
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Seed sending and exchange of plant 

material, was always considered important 

by Fraser. After each collecting expedition 

plants would be sent, often at his own 

expense, which was sometimes only 

reimbursed years later. In 1825 his salary 

was increased by 2/- per diem [two shillings 

per day] plus quarters to cover the past cost 

of sending seeds and of travel. In a letter to 

the Colonial Secretary on 13 December 

1829 he requested an increase in 

remuneration, estimating that he was owed 

at least £150 for expenses of traveling, 

sending seeds and for clothing. He gave as 

an example [I was] óobliged to use that 

clothing as bags for their [plants] 

conveyance, and every ascent of Mount 

Wellington cost me an entire new suitô.
44

 
  

Governor Darling granted him an increase 

in salary to £200 annually and 

reimbursement of the £150, citing his 

qualifications as a botanist and his 

ómeritorious services as Superintendent of 

the Colonial gardens for more than 12 

yearsô.
45

 Sadly, the former amount was not 

ratified in England.  

Apart from his regular consignments 

overseas, he gave plants and seeds to the 

French naturalists on board visiting ships, 

such as to those on the Thetis in 1825
46

 and 

on LôAstrolabe in 1826. Fraser was publicly 

criticised for this for it was thought he gave 

too freely and the motives of the visiting 

French were always treated with suspicion. 

However from the botanical perspective, 

French naturalists were the first to publish a 
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Also 

M. Thouin of the Jardin des Plantes
 
in Paris 

had sent many plant introductions to the 

Gardens between 1817 and 1824.  

Fraser advised in 1828, on request from 

Darling, that he had sent a total of twenty-

eight boxes of seeds together with living 

plants to the Botanic Gardens of Glasgow, 

Edinburgh, Liverpool, Manchester, 

Marseilles, Batavia, Mauritius, Ceylon, 

Calcutta and Hamburg and the Horticultural 

Society of London: also to private gardens 

such as to the óDuchess of Atholô, to 

Drummond and Co. (Bankers) plus to many 

individuals in exchange. Within the colony, 

seeds were sent on request to the 

settlements at Norfolk Island, Port 

Macquarie, Fort Wellington, Fort Dundas, 

and King Georgeôs Sound amongst others.  

Increasingly Fraser was involved outside 

the Gardens, as in 1829 when he was 

supervising the planting of Norfolk Island 

pines, Araucaria heterophylla, around the 

monument to Comte de La Perouse at 

Botany Bay, where only one remains to-

day. Fraser undertook duties for the Mineral 

Surveyorôs Department, where he was 

known as a sound judge of land and of 

geological formations
48

, and was later a 

member of the Board of Survey. 

1830 was no less busy, and in the bi-annual 

report, the only one actually written by him, 

he stated that twenty-six cases had been 

sent to Britain in the last eighteen months. 

Requests continued to pour in. Emily 

Morrisset, wife of the Commandant on 

Norfolk Island, was asking for fruit seeds 

even whilst she wrote of Fraserôs late ill 

health. Apparently he was getting relief 

from his rheumatism at this time by rubbing 

his joints with Eucalyptus globifera oil
49

. 

That year he was given a cutting of the 

                                                 

47 1804 and 1806 Labillardiere, pub. Novae Hollandiae 

plantarum Specimen -  Jill Duchess of Hamilton and Julia 

Bruce, 1998, The Flower Chain, Sydney, p.139 

48 Memorial of A. Riley 7 Aug 1829. Riley papers, 

Documents of NSW 1824-1837, SA A108, p.119 

49 SG 28, Aug 1830 óEucalyptus globiferaô = ? E. globulus 
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weeping willow Salix Babylonica that grew 

near Napoleonôs tomb on St. Helena which 

he planted on an island in the Upper Pond, 

not far from the present obelisk for his 

friend Cunningham. At this time he was 

supervising a road being made from the top 

of Bent Street, roughly where the Cahill 

Expressway now runs, round to Mrs 

Macquarieôs Chair (Ansons Point). For this, 

on 20 September he requested additional 

equipment  - axes, grubbing hoes, spades, 

tomahawks, a handcart and also for the use 

of strong men and a horse and cart, for the 

removal of rocks.  

Sadly, in February 1831 Allan 

Cunningham, his good friend and colleague 

returned to England in poor health. The 

year was even busier; seed sending 

escalated and Maclean wrote the July report 

due to preparations for the opening of the 

Lower Garden on 20 July causing an 

increased workload. 

Correspondence and Journals 

As early as 1819 Fraser sent a request to 

W.J.Hooker through Governor Macquarie, 

for botanical books
50

. These arrived in 1820 

and formed Fraserôs library with which he 

could attempt classification of his new 

collections. Some knowledge of Latin was 

necessary to use them. Other books sent by 

Hooker later included his own De Regii 

Vegetabilis Systema Naturale in 1825, with 

a personal inscription. 

Little correspondence is known before 

1823, although there is an excited letter in 

1818 describing the discovery of an 

óAmarylisô (Crinum)
51

. There were 

notifications in the Sydney Gazette 

concerning Fraserôs movements, salary and 

subscriptions to causes, from 1817 

onwards. He wrote there an impressive 

                                                 

50 óHortus Kewensis with Epitomeô, pub. W.T. Aiton, 

London, 1810-13; Prodromus Florae Novae Hollandiae et 

Insulae Van Diemen, Robert Brown 1810; Synopsis 

Plantarium, C.H.Persoon, Paris, 1810: HRA, X p.84, 136, 

138 

51 Gilbert, p.83: CF letter 26 May 1818 describing this 

plant and its attributes for horticulture. SA reel 6009; 

4/1818, p.1, 3 

account of the Wellington Valley on 10 

April 1823, being described as óthe 

Colonial Botanist, éwhose researches in 

these colonies are too well known to require 

eulogium from our penô.  

In the Sir William Hooker Correspondence 

book at Kew there are fourteen letters 

written by Fraser between July 1823 and 

Sept 1831, whilst Hooker was still at 

Glasgow.
52

 He was an avid collector of 

plants for his herbarium and delighted to 

receive new and interesting specimens from 

Australia. Most of Fraserôs letters to him 

are lists to accompany the seeds and dried 

plants, or cabins of live ones, which he was 

dispatching. There is little of a personal 

nature apart from the account of being 

shipwrecked at Norfolk Island. Through his 

correspondence with Hooker he acquired 

further contacts, such as Dr Charles Telfair, 

surgeon-botanist, the Supervisor of 

Pamplemousses, the Botanical Garden of 

Mauritius. Requests to Fraser such as óif 

you can spare Mrs Telfair any of your 

Moreton Bay shells she will be much 

obligedô, and personal remarks such as óI 

was glad to hear by the óLedaô your health 

is much re-established long may it continue 

for the advancement of science and the 

happiness of your friends among which 

there is none more sincere than Iô
ô 53

  were 

frequent. 

The Correspondence Books held in the 

Royal Botanic Gardens Sydney start in the 

year 1828, earlier material not having 

survived. Fraserôs residence was described 

by Allan Cunningham as ómost probably 

intended as a vegetable room or seed room 

and not to be a dwelling houseô.  

Despite these limitations Fraser wrote and 

kept numerous records. He first wrote a 

óList of Plants Cultivated in Government 

Gardens Sydneyô in 1820, for 

Commissioner Bigge
54

. Lists of óForest 

                                                 

52 Appointed to Glasgow 1820, took his herbarium and 

correspondence to Kew 

53 Telfair to CF, 1829 

54 Bigge, Appendix, ML, BT box 21, p.3662-81 
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Trees, Vegetables and Herbs and Fruitô, in 

the Botanic Gardens were written in 1827. 

A letter from Charles Fraser together with 

the latter was published in John Claudius 

Loudonôs Gardenerôs Magazine in Britain. 

Apparently the citrus fruits had suffered 

badly from an eight months drought but the 

European fruit trees were relatively 

unaffected. Olives and grapes (seventeen 

varieties) were growing well. Altogether 

fifty-seven different kinds of fruit were in 

cultivation. Ornamental trees also were well 

established including oak, ash and elm as 

well as native flowering trees.  

In 1828 when bad health kept him in 

Sydney, he compiled the significant óList of 

Plants growing in the Gardensô
55

. It detailed 

the year of introduction, the donor, and the 

plantôs current state of viability.  In 1830, 

1831 and 1832 (posthumously) Fraserôs 

óMemoranda of Australian Fruits and 

Vegetablesô was published in the Australian 

Almanack with cultivation advice. 

Two Journals that Fraser wrote were also 

published in England, concerning the 

expeditions to western Australia in 1827, 

and to the Brisbane and Logan Rivers in 

1828. They appeared in two 1830 issues of 

W.J.Hookerôs Botanical Miscellany which 

were compiled to contain óFigures 

[illustrations] and descriptions of such 

plants as recommend themselves by their 

novelty, rarity or historyô. The Journals, the 

second nearly ten thousand words, are no 

small achievement. Fraser describes the 

route, the plants encountered and some 

geological features. Hooker complimented 

him on both, commenting on the 

improvement of the second over the first.  

There were repercussions arising from the 

Swan River Journal. In a letter from King 

Georges Sound, Robert Davis of the 

military garrison wrote:  

óI am sorry to tell you that your 

Botanical Report of Swan Port is not at 

all relished by the newcomers. Some of 

them, I think, would have no mercy on 

                                                 

55 RBGS letterbook, A1 

you. They all expected to find the 

country fertile, to a degree in every 

sense of the word Paradise.
56
ô   Fraser 

was tactfully defended by Hooker, as 

noted in the Sydney Gazette of 25 May 

1830: óThe barren deserts so justly 

complained of by all who have seen 

them did not fall under Mr Fraser's 

noticeô. 

There are many letters to Fraser from 

Alexander Macleay, Colonial Secretary in 

the Colony from 1826, who was also a 

patron of science. The Colonial Botanist 

was directly responsible to him. 

The Man 

From the Description Book of the 46
th

 

Regiment of Foot at Attestation in 1815, 

when his age was given as 24 we know that 

óCharles Frazer was 5ô 7İò tall, with a 

brown complexion, grey eyes, brown hair 

and a long faceô.
57

 No depiction of  Fraser 

is known, but there are many descriptions 

of him at work. On the 1817 Expedition 

Cunningham remarked on his 

óindefatiguable [sic] zealô and Oxley said 

that he had óindefatiguably[sic] 

endeavouredô. Even Commissioner Bigge 

was impressed in 1819, mentioning 

ózealous exertionsô
58

. 

Fraser was a Scottish highlander, which 

accounts for his physical hardiness on the 

early expeditions. Botanists, explorers, 

surveyors and governors all appreciated his 

company and his devotion to botany and to 

his Gardens. He never got lost and was 

good with the convicts. He learnt early on 

how to avoid confrontation with the 

Aborigines, whose customs he respected. 

                                                 

56 R. M. Davis to CF, 5 Oct 1829, continues but they are 

now satisfied that sand and sand, and sand is everywhere 

to be found. Biographical Notes Concerning the Officers 

in Charge. 1 Charles Fraser (in J.H.Maiden, 1902, SBG 

Magazine)  

57 Public Records Office (PRO), Description Book for 46th 

Foot, 1815, Kew, pp.79-80. All Frasers and Frasiers were 

denoted as Frazer by the military 

58 J.T.Bigge, 1823, Report of the Commissioner of Enquiry 

on the State of Agriculture and Trade in the Colony of 

New South Wales, London, p.93,94 
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He was simple, direct and known for his 

good nature. Indeed he seems very long-

suffering of the various demands made 

upon him, which subsequent 

Superintendents such as Richard and Allan 

Cunningham, resented. What he really 

disliked were reports. In 1828-9 there were 

repeated complaints from the Colonial 

Secretary of Requisitions not being in 

sufficiently óminuteô detail
59

 or that the 

annual Estimate of Stores sent had 

óvagueness of formsô
60

. This may have been 

due to overwork, illness or the absence of a 

clerk. The half-yearly reports were 

especially onerous. 

Fraser was not particular about finances 

either. He died in debt, intestate, having 

been generous to others by supporting their 

causes. As a staunch Calvinist Presbyterian, 

he donated £5 (two weeks wages) in 1824 

towards the erection of a new Scots Kirk
61

.  

He always kept the Sabbath and was 

shocked by the immoral behaviour of the 

convict women in Van Diemenôs Land
62

.
 

He never married, nor had children as far as 

is known. He did however enjoy female 

companionship, as noted by Baron 

Hyacinthe de Bougainville in his diary for 4 

August 1825 ómet Mr F and a beautiful 

woman alone walking along Mrs 

Macquarieôs carriagewayô.
63

 

In September 1831, Surveyor-General 

Major Thomas Livingston Mitchell was 

taking an expedition to the interior but 

declined taking Fraser because he refused to 

give an undertaking not to keep a journal. 

Fraser took off instead to his loved Bathurst 

region for November and December on his 

last fatal collecting expedition. He was 

returning from the hot dry two months 

when he had a stroke at Emu Plains, dying 

at Parramatta on 22 December 1831. His 

burial at St. Johns Church on Christmas 

                                                 

59 RBG letterbook A1, letter 14 April 1828 

60 RBG letterbook A1, 20 October 1829 

61 SG 5 February 1824 

62 1826 Journal [unpub.] in Letterbook A1, RBGS 

63 Riviere, p.84   

Day was by Reverend Samuel Marsden, 

with whom he would have had very little 

rapport, and had to be paid for by friends 

due to his insolvency. 

Charles Fraserôs Obituary in the Sydney 

Gazette of 31 December 1831 implied that 

he had few close friends, despite his 

numerous acquaintances. There would have 

been few of his ilk, rising from gardener to 

soldier to Colonial Botanist and 

Superintendent. He had come a long way. 

He certainly did have some good friends, 

such as Allan Cunningham with whom he 

had shared so much over the fifteen years 

since they both arrived in 1816. He was not 

a dour Scotsman. Everyone in Sydney knew 

óCharly F.ô as being ófull of anecdote and 

observationô. The tributes to him were 

warm and appreciative: óThere have been 

few men less beholden to schooling who 

have displayed so cultivated an 

understanding and so enlarged the branch of 

natural philosophy to which his pursuits in 

this country were principally devoted.ô 

On his tombstone,
 
now worn and broken 

with its inscription just legible, details were 

still incorrect- 

Sacred 

To the Memory of  

MR CHARLES FRAZEIR  

Late Colonial Botanist 

Who departed this life 22
nd

 of December 

1831.     Aged 43 years.
64 

Charles Fraser deserves to be remembered 

for the important part he played in early 

Australian botany and horticulture. He has 

never been accorded much prominence 

perhaps due to his close association with 

Allan Cunningham.  Although not trained 

scientifically, his enthusiasm and skills 

ensured his success. He discovered many 

new plants and aided the survival of others. 

J.H.Maiden listed 29 plants named for him, 

                                                 

64 Judith Dunn, 1823, The Parramatta Cemeteries, 

St.Johnôs, Parramatta District Historical Society (gravesite 

is at 3C/9). Stated age in the obituaries as 44 and that 

given in the burial records as 45 are also incorrect. He was 

40. 
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and several remain such as Boronia fraseri, Ficus fraseri, and Lomatia fraseri  

 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

Julian Holland and Allan Correy for reviews, Lionel Gilbert.  

 

Dr Gillian Davies, qualified with LRCP, MRCS and MB.BS in England 1961, came to 

Australia and worked as a country GP whilst bringing up a family. When nearing retirement, 

Gillian did the full-time Horticultural Certificate course at Ryde TAFE.  

Gillian has been  Volunteer Guide at the Royal Botanic Gardens Sydney since 1990. With 

fellow guide, Christine Carwardine BA she has researched the life of Charles Fraser - and 

wrote his entry in the Oxford Companion to Australian Gardens 2002. 



50 

CONFERENCE AFTER DINNER SPEAKER 

Peter Valder 

It seems a shame to ruin a perfectly good 

evening when everyone is enjoying 

themselves by getting up and speaking but 

the organisers of this splendid conference 

have insisted upon it. So I thought I would 

take the opportunity to say a few words 

about my own garden history since, alas, it 

now spans quite a long period of change in 

Australian gardens and gardening.  

I was born and brought up at Mount Wilson 

in the Blue Mountains of NSW.  Like 

Mount Macedon and the Adelaide Hills, 

Mount Wilson got settled in the 1870s as a 

sort of hill station where people went for 

the summer and where they developed large 

gardens with conifers, rhododendrons and 

so on amongst tall tree ferns left behind 

after the eucalypts had been felled. 

And although these gardens were based on 

British models of the time, which was what 

their creators had been brought up with, 

they were Australian gardens, influenced by 

their surroundings, the bright light, the dry 

summers and lack of water. And they were 

populated by Australians, cicadas, possums 

and hordes of native birds which found 

there fruits, seeds and nectar in an 

abundance they had not previously 

experienced.  

Most local garden owners saw no need for 

native plants since they were all there to 

enjoy on the other side of the fence. And 

when they all caught alight, as they did 

from time to time, being surrounded by 

cleared land and non-inflammable exotics 

was a great comfort.  So in a way we had 

the best of both worlds and as a small child 

this early engendered in me a love of both 

the native and introduced plants. 

Our garden and those of our neighbours 

were looked after without any machinery 

other than hand-propelled mowers. In fact 

most of our garden was scythed two or 

three times a year. And we used only 

natural sprays and insecticides, such as 

sulphur, tobacco dust and derris dust, and 

natural fertilizers, such as blood and bone 

and the manure from our chooks, horses 

and cows. And we raked up the leaves in 

autumn and made compost, or leaf mould 

as it was called in those days. 

Much the same applied in the city. We 

usually went to Sydney a couple of times 

each year and the garden there I remember 

most about was my great auntsô garden in 

Mosman in the 1930s and ó40s.  

They grew a mixture of Australian and 

introduced plants and had a vegetable 

garden, a compost heap and a fowl yard. If 

any fertiliser was bought it was cow or 

horse manure, although they collected quite 

a lot of the latter free from the street, 

deposited by the horses of the milkman, 

baker, greengrocer, butcher etc who all 

came round in those days.  

Another characteristic of the garden, in fact 

of most gardens of the time, was that there 

were no ornaments apart from the giant 

clamshells under each tap, which served as 

birdbaths. And the pots they used, whether 

large or small, were either terracotta or 

concrete and made in Sydney in simple 

styles. Their garden was largely self-

supporting and ecologically correct, as we 

might say, although one wonders about the 

clamshells.    

Of course they watered the garden out of 

the tap. In this regard, however, I would 

like to point out that with Mosmanôs 

average annual rainfall of about 50 inches 

(125 cm) an enormous amount of water fell 

on their block. Assuming half the land was 

covered by the house, paths and the fowl 

yard, this meant that if they had been able 

to collect all the rainwater they would have 

had enough to give the garden 100 inches a 

year or 2.5 metres, about 2 inches or 5 cm a 

week and they wouldnôt have needed any 

from elsewhere - worth thinking about. 

Anyway their garden, too, was definitely 

Australian. You couldnôt have found it 

anywhere else. My great aunts knew 
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nothing of gardens in other countries. They, 

like my family and me, obtained their 

advice from Australian gardening books 

and periodicals in which the few 

illustrations were in black and white, and 

we and my great aunts and others actually 

read the text. The plants we grew, many of 

them developed by Australian breeders, 

were grown from seed or bought from local 

and interstate nurseries, often ordered from 

mail-order catalogues or advertisements in 

newspapers and magazines.  

On the whole most people just did what 

they liked not consciously affected by the 

outside world.  Few people could afford a 

garden designer, only the rich travelled 

abroad, transport was by sea and very slow 

and, there was no television.  Then there 

was the war and we were more or less cut 

off anyway. 

All the same, as I grew older, I began to 

read more and more about gardens, plants 

and the plant hunters, mainly in books and 

periodicals published in Britain. I was a 

particularly dreadful youth and I found that 

there was a great deal of unintended 

humour in British garden writing. For 

example, a description of the royal 

Horticultural Societyôs garden at Wisley 

began On entering one is immediately 

struck by the bold masses of alyssum and 

aubrietia. What were these women doing 

there and why hadnôt someone moved them 

on?  

Another great source of entertainment for 

the adolescent mind was the strange use of 

the word truss to describe a cluster of 

flowers. There used to be a marvellous shop 

in George Street, Sydney, called Redmond 

Fuss, Surgical Appliances, the window of 

which was packed with trusses and various 

other pieces of equipment for ameliorating 

the condition of those with hernias and 

other physical challenges. All this appealed 

greatly to my darker side and that of my 

youthful colleagues.  

So I couldnôt remain altogether unmoved 

when in the report of the RHS 

Rhododendron Show for 1953 it said In 

Class I The Earl of Stair won first prize for 

óa well-formed trussô of falconeri. Class 2 

was even more exciting as the Dowager 

Marchioness of Londonderry had won it 

with enormous well-filled trusses of this, 

that and the other.  

Nearly all the remaining prizes went to Mr 

Edmund de Rothschild, Lord Aberconway, 

Mrs Walker-Heneage-Vivian, Mr Olaf 

Hambro, the Duchess of Montrose, Lord 

Digby, Sir Giles Loder, and The 

Commissioners for Crown Lands (the 

Queen really). And in case you are feeling 

sorry for those prize-winners in the list I 

have just read out who didnôt have a title, 

thereôs really no need to. Mrs Walker-

Heneage-Vivian, who no doubt was a 

charming woman, had not just two but three 

names joined by hyphens and was married 

to an admiral. And Mr de Rothschild and 

Mr Hambro must have been given a certain 

confidence by the backing of their family 

banks. No doubt they could have bought 

and sold the lot of them if they had felt so 

inclined.  

I soon began to realise what a privileged 

world it was that I was reading about and it 

was a fascinating insight into the 

machinations of the British class system. If 

Gilbert and Sullivan had still been alive 

they would have had a field day. 

In 1954 I ended up actually going to 

England to study. This I suppose had the 

unfortunate effect of strengthening, for the 

time being at least, the influence of the 

British on my gardening outlook. In many 

ways the most extraordinary adventure I 

had while there was going on a week long 

tour of Scottish gardens organised by the 

National Trust for Scotland in early May 

1955. It turned out to be a bit like the 1953 

Rhododendron Show on wheels. 

Anyway I went to Edinburgh and fronted 

up to the bus. It may have been because, 

unlike the other passengers, I didnôt have a 

title, wasnôt married to an admiral or a 

general, and didnôt have a hyphen or, even 

worse, was Australian, that I was given the 

most dangerous seat right at the front, from 

where you could have fallen to your death 

down the steps onto the road, next to Miss 
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Balthazar, who likewise had none of these 

advantages, was Armenian and introduced 

herself by telling me she was a Man of the 

Trees.  

Off we all went. One day we got on a ferry 

and went to Brodick and I was able to see 

the wonderful plants grown by the Duchess 

of Montrose from which her prize-winning 

entries had come. On another we went to 

Bargany, the home of Admiral Dalrymple 

Hamilton, where the chief excitement was 

that the Marquesa de Casa Valdes, the 

president of the Madrid Horticultural 

Society, went off to see the walled garden 

with Mr Beresford and they got left behind 

when no one noticed that they hadnôt come 

back. Our loquacious bus driver 

mischievously suggested that they mightnôt 

have gone to see the walled garden at all. 

The next day we went to Lochinch, where I 

was able to see both the Earl of Stair and 

the plant of R. falconeri from which the 

well-formed truss that won Class I in 1953 

had come. The Earl and Countess of Stair 

had emerged, swathed in tweed, from one 

of those enormous chateau like houses, 

filled with antlers and the heads of dead 

animals, that people have in Scotland, and 

got into a chauffeur-driven Morris Minor in 

which they proceeded slowly round the 

estate while we all followed on foot. After 

that we adjourned to the rose garden to 

collect and eat a boxed lunch. The 

distinguished tourists rushed the hamper 

containing the boxes as if they hadnôt eaten 

for weeks.  

I felt a bit sorry for an older woman for 

whom this stampede was a bit too much of 

a challenge. She was a bit ricketty, so I sat 

her down on a rug while I joined the fray 

and got us each one of the boxes.  She and I 

got on quite well after I shifted round to the 

side of her better ear, and in the course of 

the conversation it emerged that she was the 

Queen Motherôs eldest sister. So I felt I was 

at last getting a foot on the ladder. 

After lunch the Stairs came on with us to 

Logan, from where I presume Mr Hambroôs 

prize-winning specimens had come. While 

we were there one of the people in charge 

asked if anyone would like to go down to 

the seashore to see the tame cod. The only 

person who wanted to was Lord Stair and, 

as no one seemed anxious to go with him, I 

said I would. We went down a path lined 

with self-sown primulas to a rocky shore 

where masses of thrift and other native 

plants were in bloom. Well worth seeing. 

There was a little whitewashed cottage 

there with a roof made of flat stones and 

Lord Stair went up to the door and banged 

on it with his walking stick. It was opened 

by a little old man who was actually 

tugging his forelock, the only time in my 

life that I have seen such a thing. Lord Stair 

asked, demanded really, to be shown the 

cod and the man tugged his forelock again 

and went and got a tweed cap and a 

penknife and prized some limpets off a rock 

and gave them to Lord Stair to hold out into 

the water to feed the cod. Dreadful looking 

things they were. When his lordship had 

tired of that he got up and strode off 

glancing back at me to say Give the fellow 

something. It was then I realised that people 

in his position rarely had the experience of 

having to touch real money. And I suppose 

he had been brought up at one of those 

boarding schools where you werenôt 

allowed to put your hands in your pockets 

anyway, so it was up to me, an 

impoverished student, to deal with it. I 

watched my position more carefully from 

then on. 

As a result of all this excitement and of 

having drunk the bottle of coca cola that 

came with the lunch, once we were back in 

the garden at Logan I had occasion to hang 

back a bit from the main party and 

withdraw to the interior of a large 

rhododendron. Apparently I was not alone 

in this activity as, when I emerged, I heard 

rustlings inside a neighbouring specimen 

from which there materialised a woman 

who up to this point had not been on the 

tour.  

On engaging me in conversation, she 

rapidly came to the conclusion that I was 

Australian. Nearly went there myself during 

the war, she said, had the girls all packed 

up and ready to go but at the last minute we 
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decided against it. óOhô, I said, ówhere were 

you going?ô Sydney, she said, I had a 

brother who had a job out there. óOhô , I 

replied, ówhat did he doô. He was the 

governor. óOhô, I said.  

It turned out that the brother she was 

referring to was Lord Wakehurst.  Like so 

many people who havenôt been to Australia, 

she assumed that its only about 5 miles 

square and has population of about 100 and 

that I must know all of them intimately. So 

when we caught up with the others she 

introduced me to her sister and various 

other notables saying You must meet Mr 

Valder, heôs a friend of John and 

Margaretôs. 

I decided that there was no point in 

explaining that the closest I had got to Lord 

Wakehurst was when he presented me with 

a prize at one of my schools annual speech 

days. Anyway, as a result of my new found 

status I was asked to join them all at dinner.  

They were most friendly and attentive and 

it seemed not to occur to them for a 

moment that I didnôt lead the same sort of 

life as they did. Lady Somebody-or-other 

told me about the marvellous tiger shoots 

the Nizam of Hyderabad used to have at 

which Indian servants handed drinks up to 

you on your elephant on a silver tray. 

Someone else told me what a terrible 

business it had been in 1953 waiting in the 

abbey for the coronation to begin, 

particularly with regard to the worry about 

lavatories. Unanimous sympathy was 

expressed for a unfortunate family whose 

son and heir had refused to hunt, shoot or 

fish; and the Marquesa de Casa Valdes 

(óDoloresô to her friends) told jokes in 

French at which all the others laughed 

loudly, though I suspected they understood 

no more of them than I did. She also told 

me, in English, what a business it had been 

getting to Switzerland each year during the 

war for her holidays at some place where 

she had won a bucket of raspberry jam in a 

tango competition.  

Armed with all this astonishing 

information, I sank into bed exhausted, 

returning to the real world a couple of days 

later to resume my studies. 

Back in Australia gardening had gone on 

calmly and gently until about his time, a 

time when one might have imagined a 

typically Australian style would have 

evolved, appropriate to our climate, our 

light, our houses, our outgoing 

personalities, our lifestyle, our bright 

colours, our landscape, and our flora. But 

the world was about to be brought to our 

door. Immigration, television and air travel 

all arrived. Colour photography and 

printing improved and gardening books 

appeared for people to look at rather than 

read. The big publishers adapted their 

blockbusters for the southern hemisphere 

by doing little more than changing 

December to June, and ever since we have 

been assailed annually with books of the 

every plant in the world in colour genre, 

every rose, every camellia, to say nothing 

of The Secret Gardens of Venezuela, The 

Bosnian Womanôs Garden and so on. 

Once air travel became firmly established, 

people began to go on garden tours to 

Britain, France, Italy, Japan, China and the 

United States and to return with óideasô. 

And gardening experts began to be brought 

from abroad to tell us what to do and, 

amazingly, people still flock to hear them in 

way they rarely do for their Australian 

counterparts. 

At the same time the range of plant material 

available here began to shrink. The local 

breeders and specialists have largely gone. 

The garden centres have taken over and 

there, if a plant doesnôt move quickly, it is 

discarded forever. And they import every 

imaginable garden ornament from every 

imaginable country. You can even get the 

entombed warriors. 

Encouraged by books, magazines and 

garden makeovers on television, we now 

have endless unsuitable styles from which 

to chooseðcottage gardens, what I call the 

English personôs garden, along the lines of 

Sissinghurst, the over careful use of colour, 

gardening with grasses, meadow gardens, 

strange water featuresðthereôs no end to it. 
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Then thereôs the Tuscan garden, not like 

any real Tuscan garden, not like anything 

really, the Mexican garden, another worry, 

the box edged derivatives of the 17th 

century French garden, the Santa Fe garden, 

whatever that might be, to say nothing of 

the Balinese garden and the Moroccan 

garden. Japanese gardens have fortunately 

remained a specialist taste and, even more 

fortunately, Chinese ones are hard to find.   

And of course you can always have a 

formal herb garden or, even better, a 

potager. Whatever happened to my great 

auntsô good old vegetable garden. 

So all in all it seems to me that our gardens 

have become less distinctive and less 

Australian in the 60 years since WWII than 

they were in the 19th century and the first 

half of the 20th. You could easily take the 

view that an Australian style of gardening 

had the cards stacked against it from the 

word go. The settlers were European and, 

unlike those who went to North America, 

they came to a country with a climate and 

plants vastly different from what they had 

left behind. Not only that but the 

indigenous people had no agriculture, no 

cultivated plants and, apart from the dingo, 

no domesticated animals. So there was 

nothing that could be taken over and 

adapted. Everything had to be brought from 

elsewhere. 

Now you might say that, since many of our 

native plants are so charming, why didnôt 

people immediately make the most of them. 

Well I think it was probably because it was 

too difficult. They donôt transplant easily, 

many of them are short-lived or 

inflammable, and most of them are not well 

adapted to garden conditions. In most other 

parts of the world people had been selecting 

and breeding plants amenable to garden 

cultivation for hundreds, even thousands, of 

years and using them in gardens of various 

indigenous styles. Here, though, things 

were quite different. Only recently has this 

side of it begun to be addressed and now we 

are getting many more Australian plants 

developed and selected for their suitability 

for gardens. 

And we do seem at last to be recognising 

our situation. For a start we should be wary 

of copying foreign styles. Then if, 

preferably with the aid of at least some 

advice from a qualified professional, we 

stick out for simplicity and lack of 

pretension and make use of plant material 

suited to whatever climate we find 

ourselves in, surely we can produce 

imaginative and original gardens, well 

suited to our bright skies, our low rainfall, 

our houses, our lifestyles, and our 

personalities. And who knows where that 

may lead. 

Anyway my garden experiences over the 

years have given me great pleasure and 

brought me many friends. Finally, I am 

thoroughly enjoying this conference and 

heartily congratulate the organisers.   

Thank you very much.  

 

Educated in agricultural science and botany at the universities of Sydney and Cambridge,  

Dr Peter Valder worked as a plant pathologist for the NSW Department of Agriculture and 

as a mycologist for the University of Sydney's School of Biological Sciences until 1988. He 

has been an office bearer of the Linnean Society of NSW and the Australian Institute of 

Agricultural Science. Peter has long been involved in popularising plants, gardens and 

horticulture in general, making appearances on radio and television, lecturing and writing for 

magazines.He wrote and presented a film on Australian plants A curious and diverse flora, 

first shown at a 1981 International Botanical Congress in Sydney, followed by a lecture tour 

of universities and botanic gardens in Canada and the USA. Peter continues to be in demand 

as a speaker both locally and overseas. Between 1950 and its sale in 1992, his enthusiasm for 

and reworking (with friend Professor Richard Clough) of his family's former garden 

"Nooroo", at Mount Wilson in the Blue Mountains, led him to travel extensively through 

Southeast and Northeast Asia to collect plants suited to Australian conditions. Nooroo has 
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become one of Australia's best known gardens, both for its design and its remarkable 

collection of plants, many collected in the wild and imported, or propagated from old Blue 

Mountains gardens. The establishment of a small nursery there spread its plant material to 

gardens across the Blue Mountains, Southern Highlands and Sydney. Nooroo's opening to the 

public since 1958 has made it influential in the phenomenon of open gardens in Australia, 

proving a highly successful funds and awareness-raising tool.  

Peter first visited China in 1980 and since 1994 has made 10 more trips, principally to see and 

photograph gardens and garden plants. He has also travelled to European, American and New 

Zealand gardens on the wisteria trail. In 1995 he produced Wisterias, the first book in any 

European language on this genus, which resolved many of its nomenclatural problems. In 

1999 followed The Garden Plants of China, documenting the history, use and symbolic 

significance of over 400 plants grown in Chinese gardens. This book was chosen as the 1999 

Gardening Reference book of the year by the Garden Writers' Guild in the UK (the equivalent 

of an Oscar), the Book Laurel (book of the year) and Gold Laurel (outstanding achievement 

of the year) by the Horticultural Media Association in Australia, and the American Library 

Association's Choice award as an outstanding academic title. In 2002 came its companion, 

Gardens in China: broader in scope, and more up to date than other such books, it includes 

gardens rarely mentioned and a selection of numerous botanic and public gardens established 

since 1949. The AHMA and the ALA have again bestowed the same awards on this book.  

Peter has been on the committee of the Friends of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Sydney since 

its inception in 1982. In 1995 he was made its first Honorary Horticultural Associate in 

recognition of his generous gifts of plants and voluntary work. In 1996 he was awarded the 

Medal of the Order of Australia for services to botany and horticulture in this country. 
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BRINGING THE BUSH BACK TO THE CITY: THE RE-GREENING OF 

LANE COVE NORTH IN THE EARLY 1970S 

Barbara Louise Buchanan  

Abstract 

The regenerative power of modern 

landscape architectural principles to re-

green cities was first demonstrated in 

Australia in the early 1970s in Lane Cove, a 

quiet residential suburb on the lower North 

Shore of Sydney. During the 1960s parts of 

the municipality had been engulfed by 

home unit development which removed 

mature trees and destroyed the scale and 

fabric of the streetscapes. In Lane Cove 

North, the area of most concentrated 

development, busy through traffic and a 

ghetto of three storey walkups brought a 

loss of privacy, open space and a sense of 

belonging. In 1969, under the guidance of 

chief planner and engineer Jack Hartman, 

Lane Cove Council became the first council 

in Australia to employ a landscape 

consultant, Harry Howard. Throughout the 

1970s, working closely with supportive 

council staff and aldermen, Hartman and 

Howard developed and implemented a 

highly successful and practical approach to 

the re-greening of Lane Cove, with Lane 

Cove North as its centre piece. Their 

innovative approach involved strict 

landscape codes enforced during the 

approval process, the recovery of open 

space by purchasing properties and closing 

streets (among the first in Australia), the 

redesign of existing parks, the planting of 

parks, streetscapes and building frontages 

using only local and native plant species,  

and the reconnection of this whole system 

to remnant urban bushland. Within a short 

time Lane Cove Council became a role 

model for a number of other councils in 

Sydney and NSW who came to see the 

pioneering work that was being done.  

Despite more than a seven-fold increase in 

the number of dwellings the Lane Cove 

North precinct was transformed into a 

highly desirable living environment with a 

strong sense of place: after 30 years, this 

rich, complex and sustainable landscape  

continues to delight and nourish a new 

generation of residents. This work 

demonstrates an early example of the power 

of one landscape architect and a united 

council working towards a green, 

ecologically aware vision using simple 

methods and a very limited budget. Today, 

much can be learnt from a study of their 

techniques and integrated approach to 

planning, building and landscape 

architecture.  

Introduction 

Sydney today is a relatively green city ï it 

is hard to imagine it now but this has not 

always been the case.  Nigel Ashton1, 

Chairman of the State Planning Authority 

from 1964 to 19742 remembers:  

When I was a boy (in the 1930s) Sydney 

was almost like Gibraltaréby and large 

there were no trees and all the suburbs were 

treeless. I can remember years ago, in the 

early 1950s I suppose, going out to 

Bankstown along the Hume Highway and 

looking at this sea of roofs and now you go 

and itôs a sea of trees!  

My own memories of growing up in 

Sydney are the same ï the southern, eastern 

and western suburbs were hot and bare, the 

roads and footpaths were either a vast 

expanse of bitumen baking in the summer 

sun or dusty, worn out patches of grass. The 

sky was a tangle of overhead electricity, 

tram and telephone wires and street trees 

were savagely pruned to conform to them3 

(see Figure 1). Onto this bleak urban 

landscape modernism was superimposed in 

the mid 1950s, often with devastating 
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results, as the image from Robin Boydôs 

The Australian Ugliness4 so accurately 

portrays (see Figure 2).  

Johnson5 dates the full acceptance of 

modernist architecture in Australia as 1952, 

more than twenty years after America and 

some thirty years after Europe, when Harry 

Seidler was awarded the prestigious Sir 

John Sulman Medal and Diploma for the 

Rose Seidler House in Turramurra. 

Although late in coming, modernist 

architecture spread quickly in urban areas 

of Australia - by 1957 Sydney could boast 

high rise, curtain-wall buildings such as the 

MLC building in North Sydney and Qantas 

House in the city and by 1961 the 

completion of the 26-storey AMP building 

at Circular Quay marked the beginning of a 

boom in high rise construction in 

downtown Sydney6. Hutton and Connors7 

describe those years:-  

While an aggressive industrialism, based on 

resource-extraction industries and aided by 

powerful politicians and compliant 

bureaucracies, was destroying whole areas 

of rural Australia in the 1960s, the forces of 

finance and entrepreneurial capital were 

tearing the heart out of Australian cities, 

especially Sydney. The skyline of Sydneyôs 

central business district was changing 

rapidly as old, often historic, buildings were 

demolished to make way for concrete and 

glass towers. 

The rise of the motor car closely paralleled 

the spread of modernism in Sydney ï by 

1957 eight drive-in theatres and the first 

free-standing regional shopping mall at Top 

Ryde had been built as well as the first of 

the American-style service stations and 

motels. The Cahill Expressway at Circular 
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Quay, the first of the inner city expressways 

to carve out huge swathes through the 

oldest parts of the city, was opened in 1962. 

This coincided with the final phasing out of 

trams, marking the triumph of cars over 

public transport. With the increase in speed 

and numbers of cars came an increase in the 

size and numbers of roadside advertising 

everywhere (see Figure 3).  

In opposition to this onslaught on the 

landscape, the environment movement grew 

steadily in Australia throughout the 1960s.  

It was fuelled by the world-wide 

environment movement and US 

publications such as Rachel Carsonôs Silent 

Spring of 19628 which for the first time 

presented the concept of ñenvironmentò in 

global terms to a popular audience. 

Landmark environmental issues in 

Australia included the fight to protect the 

Great Barrier Reef which began in 1963; 

the campaign to prevent the redevelopment 

of Paddington, Sydney by the Paddington 

Society in 1964; the establishment of the 

Australian Conservation Foundation, the 

first nation-wide conservation body in 

Australia, in 1965 and the National Parks 

and Wildlife Service in 1967; the campaign 

to stop the damming of Lake Pedder, 

Tasmania which generated the 

establishment of the worldôs first green 

party, the United Tasmania Group, in 1967; 

the campaign to save Myall Lakes, NSW 

from being sand-mined, which really got 

underway in 1968; and the campaign to 

prevent the quarrying of the Colong Caves 

by the Colong Committee in 1968 9. By 

1970, the same year that the US celebrated 

their 1
st
 Earth Day and began enacting 

environmental legislation, the NSW 

Government passed the State Pollution 

Control Commission Act, Waste Disposal 

Act and Clean Waters Act which would for 

the first time systematically measure 

Sydneyôs water quality, reduce smog and 

noise pollution, recycle solid wastes and 

safely dispose of hazardous wastes and 
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sewage10. By the early 1970s however, 

environmentalism in Australia was moving 

into a new phase, one of direct action by the 

people. It grew out of the frustrations of 

campaigners to achieve their aims through 

traditional avenues and by peaceable 

means, such as the failure to prevent the 

flooding of Lake Pedder in Tasmania in 

1973, as well as a new connection between 

city-based environmental groups and trade 

unions which joined forces to fight urban 

renewal11. The first óGreen Banô by local 

residents and the Builderôs Labourers 

Federation (BLF) occurred in 1971 at 

Kellyôs Bush in Hunterôs Hill. In the same 

year, quite independently, the Lane Cove 

Bushland and Conservation Society had 

been formed as part of a successful resident 

action campaign to save the eastern arm of 

Lane Cove Park from being developed as a 

golf course12.  

During these same years, and for the same 

reasons, the fledgling profession of 

landscape architecture in Sydney was also 

developing. In 1967, nearly 70 years after 

the founding of the profession in the US, 

the Australian Institute of Landscape 

Architects was formed. In the same year the 

Landscape Section at the Government 

Architects Branch of the NSW Public 

Works Department under Allan Correy was 

established and the importance of the 

natural landscape of Sydney Harbour was 

recognised by Nigel Ashton and Lindsay 

Robertson at the State Planning Authority 

(SPA)13.  

Shortly after, the SPA began a program 

purchasing key industrial land on headlands 

for public open space. Peacock Point (now 
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Illoura Reserve) in East Balmain, was the 

first of the pioneering óbushland parksô to 

be implemented within this program. It was 

designed by Bruce Mackenzie and 

Associates in 1969 and constructed the 

following year.  

Bruce Mackenzie was part of a dynamic 

group of architects, landscape architects and 

designers which included Harry Howard 

and Bruce Rickard who were based at 7 

Ridge Street, North Sydney. While they 

worked independently, Mackenzie, Howard 

and Rickard shared many influences and 

ideas, exploring a modernist yet early 

ecological approach to landscape design 

which has come to be known as the Sydney 

Bush School of landscape architecture.  

They sought to bridge the gap between the 

bush and urban living ï to bring the bush 

back to the city. To these pioneers there 

was no question that we should live with the 

bush and that to do so was more rather 

than less civilised.
14

  

This approach was both original and ahead 

of its time. While contemporary landscape 

architects in England, Europe and the US 

wrestled with modernist theory and its 

place within well-established landscape 

traditions in highly modified environments, 

the Sydney Bush School designers were in 

the rather fortunate position of having no 

established landscape traditions, a unique 

and relatively pristine flora and fauna 

immediately at hand, the passionate 

ideology of the environment movement and 

a growing knowledge of the new science of 

ecology to inspire their first works.  

In 1969 Howard accepted a commission to 

act as a landscape consultant to Lane Cove 

Council, the first landscape architect in 

Australia to be retained by a local council. 

It began as a need to provide screen 

planting to unsightly home unit 

developments but evolved into a landscape 

policy for the whole municipality. 

Throughout the 1970s Howard and the 
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Council implemented a number of 

planning, architectural and landscape 

architectural policies that broke new ground 

in Australia. By the late 1970s Councilôs 

integrated approach to re-greening the 

municipality had become a model for other 

councils, not only in Sydney but in other 

parts of NSW.  

Home Unit Development in Lane Cove 

Lane Cove is a small inner city 

municipality located on the lower North 

Shore of the Harbour. The landscape is 

made up of a series of six ridges and gullies 

that extend like fingers south and west 

down to the Lane Cove River. The upper 

shale slopes along the Pacific Highway 

were once covered by Blue Gum High 

Forest which extended from Crows Nest to 

Hornsby, while the lower slopes and gullies 

were covered by the woodlands and forests 

typical of the Hawkesbury sandstone 

formations15.  

From the 1790s onwards most of the big 

trees were cut down for timber and the 

more accessible areas on the upper slopes 

cleared for farming. By the 1880s 

residential subdivisions had begun to 

replace farms. Further subdivided 

allotments followed during and after World 

War I so that by 1930 houses had spread 

out and down the ridge tops with only 

remnant bushland remaining in the steeper 

gullies16.  By the late 1950s Lane Cove was 

a quiet, respectable residential suburb with 

neat streets and modest red brick cottages in 

tidy gardens. The single most common 

street tree was the brush box which was 

planted in orderly rows and hacked off 

every five years to four or five stubs
17

.  

In the late 1950s a new form of medium 

density development known as home units 
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or three storey walk-ups was becoming 

popular throughout Sydney. It was driven 

by the upcoming Strata Titles legislation18 

which allowed individual ownership of 

apartments, as well as Local Government 

regulations which required a lift for 

buildings taller than four storeys, the need 

for cheap housing in the older parts of the 

city close to work and services and a State 

Government policy of urban consolidation. 

Typically a developer would purchase one 

or two adjoining sites, pull down the houses 

and then erect a three storey, red textured 

brick block of flats which along with 

parking would cover most of the site.  

A building code which allowed home units 

to be built on blocks of 6000 square feet 

had been approved by Lane Cove Council 

in 1959 
19

. Opinions at the time varied 

however about the best size of a block for 

home unit development - John Shaw, 

Senior Lecturer in Town Planning at the 

University of NSW, was quoted as saying 

that 6000 sq.ft. was much too small for 

home units and that flats on such small 

blocks would lead to home units looking 

like a lot of boxes.   He thought that 

8000sq.ft. was better, while Professor 

Dennis Winston from Sydney University 

thought 6000 sq.ft. was a very reasonable 

size
20

. Lane Cove Council later adopted a 

policy of minimum sites of 8000sq.ft
21

 that 

forced developers to consolidate two blocks 

or more (the average allotment size in Lane 

Cove was 6000 sq.ft.) and ensured that 

endless rows of boxes could not be built. 

They also adopted a zoning proposal, first 

put forward by Russell Brickhill, a civil 

engineer and Lane Cove alderman, 

restricting units to main roads in the upper 

section of the municipality and a 

concentrated area of redevelopment in Lane 

                                                 
18

 Conveyancing (Strata Titles) Act, 1961 No 17, 

NSW 
19

 The Advertiser, 3 September 1959, Lane Cove 

Library Local History Collection: óHome Unitsô 
20

 The Advertiser 3 September 1959 
21

 Newspaper clipping, Elizabeth Newman Papers, 

date unknown, Lane Cove Library Local 

History Collection: óHome Unitsô 
21

 The Advertiser, 3 September 1959 

 



60 

Cove North.  This precinct is located in a 

gully in the top part of Stringybark Creek, 

bounded by the Pacific Highway, Mowbray 

Road and Burley and Ralston Streets. Its 

dish-shaped topography does much to 

reduce the visual and physical impact of 

such a large concentration of flats on 

adjoining streets and properties.  

The Lane Cove Council Team 

In 1960 Jack Hartman was appointed both 

Chief Engineer and Town Planner, a 

position he held for 27 years. Parks and 

Gardens was also directly under his 

control22. In this powerful role Hartman was 

responsible for the whole built environment 

and was able to have a much broader range 

of influence than would normally be 

possible for a council engineer. Fortunately 

Hartman was an astute, far-sighted and 

practical man who was responsive to 

residentôs needs and the growing 

environmental movement. When Hartman 

joined the Council the population was aging 

and there was a shortage of young people in 

the community. He believed that it was 

important to have a full range of age groups 

to get a good social mix and so was actively 

supportive of the concept of home units as a 

way to provide affordable housing to a 

younger group of people23.  

At this stage however Council had no codes 

in place that would control the aesthetic 

qualities of developments. By 1969 it had 

become very apparent to Hartman and 

residents that the Lane Cove North precinct 

was in danger of becoming a ghetto (see 

Figure 4). Large anonymous brick boxes 

dominated the streets, busy traffic was 

taking short cuts through the heart of the 

precinct and along with a loss of open green 

space, privacy and safe playing areas was 

the loss of a sense of belonging. Hartman 

sought the advice of Nigel Ashton, a 

planner and resident of the municipality, 

who recommended Harry Howard and 

Bruce Rickard as landscape consultants. 
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Rickard withdrew after a few months24 but 

Howard continued in the role for 23 years, 

until 1992.  

Howard was the ideal person for the job 

because he saw the natural and built 

environment as two parts of a whole ï 

while he had trained as an architect and a 

town planner he was also a founding 

member of the Australian Institute of 

Landscape Architects.  He had lived and 

worked all his life on the North Shore and 

was passionate about its natural landscape. 

While he got on well with the Council staff 

and Councillors Howard also had qualities 

which were essential in the face of the 

sometimes belligerent and unscrupulous 

developers ï persistence, shrewdness and 

incorruptibility.  

Howard was fortunate to have architect 

Bruce Eeles working with him during the 

early 1970s - Eeles was responsible for 

much of the design work for Helen Street 

Reserve and the various street closures in 

Lane Cove North.  

Hartmanôs and Howardôs roles were soon 

reinforced by that of Bruce Stuckey, who 

was appointed Assistant Parks Manager in 

March 1971 and took over the role as 

Manager a year later25. Stuckey was young, 

energetic and willing to learn ï he was also 

particularly responsive to the ideas and 

personalities of Hartman and Howard. 

Together they made a formidable team. 

Stuckey describes the Parks and Garden 

Sectionôs approach to landscape when he 

took over the job as typical of Sydney in the 

postwar period ï all efforts were 

concentrated on street tree lopping, 

mowing, sweeping and high maintenance 

floral displays in a limited number of parks 

while remnant bushland was totally 

neglected except for occasional slashing for 

firebreaks, which only compounded the 

weed and bushfire problems26. Under the 

guidance of Howard and Stuckey, the Parks 
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and Gardens Section developed a new way 

of designing, constructing and managing 

the urban landscape which was to become a 

role model for other councils (see Figures 5 

and 6). 

Real changes in local government however 

do not come about without the support of 

residents and Councillors. Lane Cove at 

that time had a number of articulate and 

highly committed residents who were 

prepared to fight for environmental issues 

and get involved in local politics over the 

long term. The win in court by the Lane 

Cove Bushland & Conservation Society 

over the Lane Cove Park issue encouraged 

a number of its members to stand for the 

local government elections and over the 

next 20 years the Society remained a 

powerful political force for the environment 

in Lane Cove.  

Councillors such as Rosilyn Baxter played 

a key role in the re-greening of Lane Cove 

by allocating funds to the various projects, 

supporting initiatives by Hartman and 

Howard and generally taking a creative, 

proactive and at times, radical approach to 

urban problems.  Residents too were part of 

the process for change - in 1971 and 1974 

Council undertook two social surveys of 

home unit dwellers revealing that 80-90% 

of these residents did not think home units 

were suitable for raising children and that 

there was a need for more parks, less traffic, 

a youth club, a community house, more 

privacy and more parking27.  

These surveys provided a foundation for the 

work carried out in Lane Cove North. It is 

interesting to note however that while 

Council was very much in tune with 

residentsô needs there were times when it 

was compelled to override residentsô wishes 

in order to achieve its long-term vision. For 

example, when Council proposed the 

closure of Burns Bay Road in 1974 to make 

a plaza (one of the first in Australia) they 

were challenged in court by a number of the 

local shopkeepers who were fearful that the 
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lack of vehicular access would ruin their 

business. Fortunately Council won the case 

and the plaza was an unqualified success.  

Re-greening Strategies 

What then were the strategies that Hartman, 

Howard, Stuckey and the Councillors so 

successfully employed to re-green Lane 

Cove North? Why were they so innovative 

and so successful? Is the work still 

successful today, 30 years later?  

From a study of documents and Lane Cove 

North as it is today, ten re-greening 

strategies can be identified (see Figures 7-9): 

Existing open space such as remnant 

bushland along Stringybark Creek, Helen 

Street Reserve, a public tennis court and 

passageways was identified and formed the 

core of a new open space network;  

Properties that would link or augment 

existing open space were located and 

purchased. Costs were offset by the sale of 

narrow unusable pieces of land such as the 

drainage easement between Stokes, Ralston 

and Murray Streets; 

Electrical wires were under-grounded in 

streets so as not to restrict tree canopies;  

Roads were closed in four locations to stop 

through traffic and calming devices were 

installed to slow cars down. The road 

pavement under the street closures was 

removed and mounding installed to provide 

a visual/physical barrier to cars as well as 

growing medium for trees;  

Existing streets were narrowed to create 

wide nature strips on one side of the street 

(up to 5m wide) and narrow nature strips on 

the other side. This allowed for the planting 

of groups of large trees rather than a single 

row of trees; 

Parks, street closures and street verges were 

landscaped using a consistent vocabulary of 

materials, details and plant species which 

reinforced the adjoining remnant bushland. 

Bush regenerators were employed to weed 

remnant bushland using the Bradley method 

(Lane Cove was the second council in 
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Sydney to employ contractors using this 

method);  

All new home unit, factory and commercial 

developments were required to conform 

with strict landscape codes during the D.A. 

and B.A. process. This ensured that existing 

large trees were retained, parking was 

provided under buildings (so that the 

remainder of the site was free for 

landscape) and that new landscaping, in 

particular front gardens were integral with 

the character and species of the adjoining 

streets and parks. Final approval of a 

development was not given unless the 

landscape work was carried out in 

accordance with approved plans. 

Development approvals were checked at all 

stages by Howard, who over a period of 23 

years, brought great consistency to the 

process. Lane Cove Council was the first 

council in Australia to adopt landscape 

codes for developers (it is interesting to 

note that while developers were at first 

resistant to providing landscaping in their 

projects, within a short space of time they 

found that the units sold more easily and at 

higher prices)
28

. Lane Cove Council was 

also the first council to introduce planning 

regulations to prevent the overshadowing of 

buildings; 

Front fences to all new developments were 

removed or reduced to make front gardens 

integrated with the streetscape; 

Community facilities such as a general 

store, public phones, meeting house, 

kindergarten, playgrounds and a tennis 

court were inserted in the middle of the 

precinct; 

Contractors were employed to carry out tree 

pruning and grass mowing so that Parks and 

Gardens staff were free to do plantings, 

construction and maintenance of the new 

landscape works. Staff were trained in the 

methods of landscape construction and bush 

regeneration and were to become involved 

in the new works. 
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 Bruce Stuckey interview, June 16, 2002, p.3 

In this way a large and interconnected green 

space was created in a built up area where 

none had previously existed. While many of 

these ideas are standard practice today, in 

the early 1970s they were highly 

experimental. Hartman and Howard 

developed their ideas over a number of 

years, learning by trial and error without a 

master plan. A close study of the Lane 

Cove North precinct reveals how the 

designers exploited all aspects of the site ï 

sunshine and shade, topography, road 

layout, sight lines, pedestrian desire lines 

and small leftover spaces - to build up a 

rich, complex and sustainable landscape.  

Through consistent use of informal groups 

of local trees such as turpentines, ironbarks 

and stringybarks, with their strong dark 

furrowed trunks and irregular form (species 

rarely planted in urban environments 

today), Howard and Eeles recaptured the 

essence of the original bushland and created 

a planting framework which was stronger 

than the buildings (see Figure 9). These 

plantings are forest-like rather than 

ornamental, translucent rather than 

definitive. Boundaries have been blurred 

and the eye is allowed to travel and explore. 

Human scale has been re-introduced, a strong 

sense of place created and a habitat for 

birds and other wildlife has been re-

established.  

Through careful insertion of community 

facilities, a sense of community was also 

established. It was a simple, flexible and 

inexpensive approach but one that required 

great persistence over many years and a 

high level of risk taking. The re-greening of 

Lane Cove demonstrates the power of one 

landscape architect and a united council 

working together to create a rich, complex 

and sustainable environment. 

Lane Cove North today 

Redevelopment of the Lane Cove North 

precinct continues today. Nearly all of the 

properties have been developed as home 

units, which has meant a seven-fold 

increase of dwellings - from approximately 

225 cottages to 1666 units. Despite this 

substantial increase in population the 
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amount of real and apparent green space 

has also greatly increased. And, despite the 

enormous increase in the number of mature 

eucalypts planted irregularly throughout the 

nature strips, there has been no damage to 

underground services by tree roots. Very 

few instances of damage to persons or 

property has been caused by the trees and 

despite high winds on numerous occasions 

very few trees have ever blown over.29. 

According to Donnelly, the main 

management costs today are those related to 

the pruning of deadwood in trees which has 

to be carried out on a regular basis to ensure 

that branches do not fall on residents or 

parked cars.  

While the landscape of Lane Cove North 

continues to sustain a new generation of 

residents, the landscape in other parts of 

Lane Cove is showing signs of change. 

Social, economic and political changes over 

the last 20 years have meant that the 

Council and residents are developing a 

different view of their environment from 

their predecessors. Some younger or newer 

members of the community take for granted 

the bushland environment in which they 

live, unaware that much of it is man-made. 

Others find the bushland threatening, grey 

or monotonous and seek a more manicured, 

controlled landscape of box hedges and 

trimmed lawns30.  

Old trees (especially eucalypts) are not 

being replanted because of their size and 

untidy habits31. Whether this trend is simply 

part of a cycle in which landscape tastes 

oscillate between formality / informality 

and classicism / romanticism, or are the 

result of economic rationalism, it is hard to 

say, but today there is a real danger that the 

great environmental achievements of 

Council and Harry Howard in the 1970s 

will be undone through ignorance, fear of 

the bush or a need to control it. 

                                                 
29

 Michelle Donnelly personal communication, 18 

September, 2003, Tree Preservation Officer, Lane 

Cove Council 
30

 Bruce Stuckey interview, June 16, 2002, p.12 
31

 Donnelly pers. comm. 2003 
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WATER SUSTAINABILITY ï THE BIG PICTURE 
 

Noel Merrick 

Abstract 

We are currently in the midst of a major 

drought across Australia. It is no 

coincidence that the greatest overhaul of 

water management in Australiaôs history 

has just taken place with the signing of the 

National Water Initiative on 25 June 2004. 

This is the culmination of water reforms set 

in motion 10 years ago (1994) by the 

Council of Australian Governments (COAG). 

The new framework for water management 

is based on the conflicting principles of 

sustainability and economic security.  

Water, being scarce and vital, deserves 

active policies of responsible management 

at global and local scales. At the global 

scale, there is general recognition that the 

main priorities for water supply are the 

basic needs of consumers and the 

sustainability of the resource. Increasingly, 

many countries are giving high priority to 

the water requirements of the environment, 

and are setting aside water for this purpose. 

Worldwide, irrigated agriculture consumes 

about 70 percent of available water, and the 

worldôs population is dependent on this for 

food and fibre security. 

One of the impediments to more efficient 

use of water is the historical and cultural 

legacy that water is considered essentially 

free. This is changing gradually, with water 

assuming the role of a commodity. In 

Australia, water entitlements are being 

separated from land titles, and they soon 

will be able to be bought, sold, leased, 

mortgaged or bequeathed in the same way 

as land.  

Sustainability is capable of definition but 

there are difficulties in quantification, as 

sustainability must recognise social, 

economic and environmental perspectives 

in addition to setting limits on water 

volumes, water quality, and timing of water 

deliveries. It is clear, in Australia,  

 

that many water systems are over-allocated 

ï particularly groundwater. Strategies are  

being implemented for reducing usage to 

sustainable levels. However, this is a very 

contentious issue with serious social and 

economic ramifications.  

Australia uses a higher proportion of water 

for domestic purposes than most other 

countries. Hence, there is much that can be 

done in our cities, in our homes, and in our 

gardens, to foster the sustainability of water. 

Introduction 

Recent years have seen the re-emergence of 

water on the policy agenda of most 

countries. With the growing shortage of 

water, particularly water of good quality, 

water is assuming its rightful place as a 

resource of the utmost importance. There is 

general recognition that the priorities for 

water supply are the basic needs of 

consumers, and the sustainability of the 

resource. The concept of sustainability, not 

introduced until the mid 1980s, is more 

encompassing than the volume and quality 

of water as a resource; it also incorporates 

sustainability of social, economic and 

environmental rights. Restricted access to 

water in many countries is already having 

an effect on economic development and 

serves as a constraint on the 

industrial/agricultural product mix of an 

economy. It is also contributory to 

international tensions where countries share 

or draw on a common resource. 

Agriculture is by far the biggest consumer 

of water. Efforts to mitigate the growing 

demand for water will need to concentrate 

particularly on agricultural demand. Some 

foods such as rice and meat require very 

high water inputs. Most irrigated lands are 

located in Asia, which accounts for 57% of 

global water withdrawals and 70% of 

global water consumption (Shiklomanov, 

2000). 
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Water 

Water is an essential ingredient for growth 

of humans, animals, and vegetation. It has 

spiritual, aesthetic, economic and 

environmental dimensions. In religious 

rituals, it is used as a vehicle for 

purification and is one of the fundamental 

symbols of religious faiths.  

In gardening, water is used for aesthetic 

appeal and as an inducement to peace and 

tranquillity. Extravagant fountains, pools, 

and canals graced the gardens and temples 

of classical Greece and ancient Rome. 

These features were either the result or the 

motivation for early feats of remarkable 

hydraulic engineering, particularly with the 

aqueducts of Rome, the plumbing 

initiatives at Pompeii, or the qanats of 

Persia and Oman. Egypt in the time of the 

Pharaohs mastered the art of creating cool 

microclimates in the form of walled garden 

pools fed by roof runoff through 

waterspouts. The early Chinese and 

Japanese cultures favoured still and moving 

waters, respectively, in garden design.  

One of the first activities in establishing an 

English colonial settlement in Australia was 

the construction of a groundwater well. 

Lieutenant James Cook instructed that a 

well be sunk on the day of landing at 

Kurnell on 29th April 1770. The first 

activity of permanent settlement by Captain 

Arthur Phillip in 1788 was the miming of 

ñthe need for water by making bailing 

motions with their caps, bringing them to 

their lips in gestures of universal 

implicationò, to which the aborigines 

responded with complete understanding and 

generosity (Lloyd, 1988).  The Australian 

aborigines were expert at using natural 

materials to store, reticulate and filter water, 

and at locating shallow groundwater or 

springs for survival. The decision of 

Captain Phillip to move the settlement from 

Botany Bay to Port Jackson was based 

mostly on a secure water supply, as there 

was a run of fresh water (the Tank Stream) 

ñwhich stole silently along through a very 

thick wood, the stillness of which had then, 

for the first time since the creation, been 

interrupted by the rude sound of the 

labourerôs axeò (Collins, 1798).  

In 19th Century Australia, water was 

described as the ñindispensable elementò in 

the press and in official documents (Lloyd, 

1988). Early attempts at locating 

groundwater in inland New South Wales 

were met with frustration and 

unpredictability, due to lack of geological 

knowledge. Following the first artesian 

bore in 1878 (near Bourke, NSW), 

groundwater production from the Great 

Artesian Basin was vital for development of 

Australiaôs pastoral industry.  

Most societies historically have viewed 

water as something essentially or inherently 

free, rather than as a commodity with an 

economic value. Given that water has a 

ñlong history as an abundant social goodò 

(OECD, 1998), it will take some time to 

alter community perceptions of the full 

value of water and to alert people to the 

need for sustainability of water as a fragile 

resource. 

In Australia, tap water costs about A$1/kL 

but bottled mineral water can sell for as 

much as A$3000/kL. In contrast, irrigation 

water sells for as little as A$0.01/kL, and 

on unregulated streams is free (except for a 

small licence fee). In the past, irrigation 

was promoted and subsidised by 

governments in order to facilitate regional 

development and to contribute to the 

nationôs food and fibre security. 

Consequently, there is a natural resistance 

to the shift in political thinking that now 

aims for full cost recovery. Water has been 

and remains considerably under priced. Not 

only is the economic cost not recovered, but 

the environ-mental cost is not internalised 

at all. 

Sustainability 

Sustainability means different things to 

different people. Whatever the definition, 

the interests of future generations are taken 

into consideration. Sustainability as a 

concept was virtually unheard of prior to 

the mid 1980s. The Brundtland Commission 

in 1987 concluded that development is 
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sustainable if  ñit meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needsò 

(Loucks and Gladwell, 1999). 

A more specific definition is needed so that 

those who engage in development can 

know whether their plans are sustainable, 

and can measure their performance in terms 

of sustainability criteria. No universal 

definition meets this need. Loucks and 

Gladwell (1999) offer a definition for water 

resource sustainability: ñSustainable water 

resources are those designed and managed 

to fully contribute to the objectives of 

society, now and in the future, while 

maintaining their ecological, 

environmental, and hydrological integrityò. 

If a resource is non-renewable, how much 

of it do we use now and how much do we 

leave for later? Should we use any at all? 

Todayôs economies are dependent on oil, 

coal and economic minerals ï all non-

renewable ï and a policy of non-use would 

cause economies to collapse. Does the same 

hold for water? Some water resources are 

renewable, some are not. A policy of non-

use of the non-renewable component would 

by extrapolation in time mean that the 

resource is never used, as there will always 

be a future generation to preserve it for. For 

a water resource that is replenished by 

nature, it should be possible to consume the 

resource now at its level of replenishment, 

so that use of the resource is sustainable. 

However, defining the amount of 

replenishment is not easy, especially for the 

groundwater resource which most of the 

time is out of sight. The surface water 

resource is more amenable to 

quantification, but it is subject to the 

vagaries of weather and climate change.  

Another problem is that much of our water 

resources were committed to licensed users 

prior to the introduction of sustainability as 

a concept, and prior to adequate knowledge 

on how much could be replenished. In fact, 

groundwater mining was an acceptable 

government policy only 20 years ago. As a 

result, many of our water resources have 

been over-allocated and farm and state 

infrastructure has been built upon inflated 

expectations. For resource sustainability to 

work, farm and community sustainability 

are at risk. In many places, particularly 

Australia, steps are being taken to claw 

back over-allocated water rights. 

Understandably, the water users are 

claiming compensation, given that 

governments have moved the goalposts. As 

there are many stressed and over-allocated 

aquifers in Australia, strategies are being 

implemented for reducing usage to 

sustainable levels by phased reduction of 

groundwater allocations. This is a very 

contentious area with serious social and 

economic ramifications. 

Global water crisis 

The United Nations Commission on 

Sustainable Development (UNCSD, 1997) 

regards water as ñone of the main issues 

facing the world. It is as important as 

atmospheric change, deforestation, 

protection of biodiversity and 

desertification, all of which are linked to 

water management.ò In many countries of 

the world, the shortage of water is the 

limiting factor on economic development. 

Since the beginning of the 20th Century, 

world population has increased four-fold 

but irrigated land area has increased five-

fold and water consumption has increased 

six-fold (OECD, 1998; Gleick, 2000). The 

disparity in growth rates is due to industrial 

expansion, increasing urbanisation, higher 

per capita consumption of food, energy and 

water, and more dependence on irrigation 

for food security. In OECD countries, 

freshwater usage has increased from 830 

million ML/year in the early 1970s to 1000 

million ML/year in the late 1990s (OECD, 

1998). Per capita usage is 0.61 ML/year on 

average, ranging from  0.14 ML/year in 

Luxembourg to  1.9 ML/year in the United 

States.  

The global demand for water is increasing 

at a rate of about 1.0% per year 

(Shiklomanov, 2000). Gleick (2000) has 

cast doubts on the accuracy of global 

projections, given that actual water 

withdrawals in 1995 were only half of what 
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they were predicted to be 30 years before. 

There is evidence, despite an inexorable 

growth in world population and a milder 

growth in irrigated area that global water 

demand is stabilising, perhaps reducing. In 

the United States, water use peaked in 1980 

but is now 10% below the peak (Gleick, 

2000). There has been a reduction in 

demand by all sectors other than public 

supply, with the largest reduction (40%) by 

the industrial sector. Although domestic use 

has increased in the United States, per 

capita use has declined by more than 20% 

(Gleick, 2000). 

The official stance is increased water 

consumption. The OECD expects 300% 

increase in industrial water requirements by 

2020. The United Nations expects 50-100% 

increase in agricultural water requirements 

by 2030. ñAny expansion will have to come 

from water conservation or ground water 

resources, as surface fed irrigation appears 

to be approaching physical limitsò (OECD, 

1998). The OECD (1998) recognises 

optimal scheduling and optimal volumetric 

application of water to crops as key 

techniques in water conservation. 

Worldwide, irrigated agriculture currently 

consumes about 70% of water withdrawals, 

but this figure has increased by over 60% 

since 1960 (UNCSD, 1997). There is a 

limit, perhaps a reversal, in the area of land 

available for increased agricultural 

production in the future.  Salinisation in 

particular is causing retirement of land from 

production, and will be responsible for 

yield reductions in the future. 

One-third of the worldôs population is 

dependent on groundwater (UNCSD, 

1997). In some places rising groundwater 

levels are inducing waterlogging or 

salinisation, but many aquifers throughout 

the world are being depleted by pumping at 

rates in excess of natural recharge. 

Depletion leads to loss of access for poorer 

users as their wells go dry, reduced river 

baseflow, possible degradation of 

groundwater dependent ecosystems, and 

occasional subsidence. More and more 

aquifers are suffering water quality 

impairment, but remediation procedures are 

very expensive and slow to take effect. 

Access to water is becoming more of a 

source of conflict. There are pundits who 

prophesy that the wars of the 21st Century 

will be over water, just as some of the wars 

of the 20th Century were over oil. This has 

happened in the past, and has persisted for 

generations. In biblical times, the patriarch 

Abraham had a dispute with the Philistine 

king Abimelech over ownership of a well at 

Bersabee (the ñWell of the Oathò) which 

the servants of Abimelech had taken by 

force (Genesis 21:25-33). Abrahamôs son 

Isaac, after being resuscitated as an infant 

by water from a well (Genesis 21:19), went 

on to achieve great wealth and power by 

irrigating crops (Genesis 26:12-13). To 

counter his growing influence, the 

Philistines backfilled all of the wells 

(Genesis 26:15). Isaac moved on to another 

valley, and started cleaning out wells dug 

by Abraham, but the local herdsmen 

insisted on their prior water rights (Genesis 

26:21).  

Only 2.5% of the earthôs water is fresh. 

Most (two-thirds) of this is locked up in ice 

and permanent snow. The remainder is 

groundwater (30%) with only 0.3% (of 

2.5%) in rivers, lakes and reservoirs. Most 

water is used for agriculture. Only 15% of 

cultivated land is irrigated, but this 

produces 50% of all crops.  The water 

requirement for growing food is about two 

orders of magnitude greater than basic 

domestic needs. Shiklomanov (2000) 

estimates total agricultural consumption of 

water to be about 85%, with a reduction of 

about 1% per decade. Evaporation from 

reservoirs is a major consumer of water 

(about 9%). Globally, it accounts for more 

than the combined volume of water 

consumed by industrial (4%) and municipal 

(2.4%) activities (Shiklomanov, 2000). 

Although the potential water availability is 

7,600 kL/year per person (at 1994), about 

20% of the people on earth do not have 

access to a safe water supply. For those 

with access, the UNCSD (1997) laments 

that ñabout half the water in drinking water 
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supply systems in the developing world is 

lost due to leakage, illegal hook ups and 

vandalismò. The minimum personal water 

requirement for water is 50 Litres/day, 

made up of drinking water (5 L), hygiene 

(20 L), sanitation (15 L), and food 

preparation (10 L) (Gleick, 1996). 

Australian perspective 

There is an abundance of renewable fresh 

water in Australia, but much of it is 

groundwater that is not al-ways readily 

accessible. Shiklomanov (2000) has 

Australiaôs renewable water at 350,000 

GL/year. This is 0.8% of the worldôs total 

resource. The potential water availability 

per person is 50 kl/day, which is 2.6 times 

the world average.  

Relative to other OECD countries, 

Australia has very low use of water for 

industry (about 2% of total water use) and 

high domestic use. OECD (1998) claims 

that domestic use in Australia is about 65% 

of total water use. However, this cannot be 

right. It is likely that OECD has grossly 

underestimated the volume of water used 

for irrigation. The National Land and Water 

Resources Audit published in 2000 

estimated that Australiaôs total water use 

was 24,000 GL/year in 1996/97 (7% of 

what is available), of which 75% was used 

for irrigation. The combined urban and 

industrial use accounted for 20%, with rural 

stock and domestic use accounting for the 

remaining 5%.  

Australiaôs per capita use is in the order of 

3,300 Litres/day according to the Audit, or 

about 2,300 Litres/day according to OECD 

in 1998. This ranks as the sixth highest 

amongst OECD countries. This figure 

includes use by agriculture and industry.  

Individual use in a typical domestic 

household is around 300 Litres/day. The 

only countries with higher per capita 

consumption are Spain, Portugal, Italy, 

Canada and the United States.  

Apart from water availability and 

accessibility, Australia has major water 

quality and land degradation is-sues that 

have resulted from historical water 

management. More than 100,000 sites 

across Australia are classified as 

contaminated sites. This means that 

chemicals have infiltrated the soil or 

groundwater from improper management of 

petrol stations (30%), mines (20%), farms 

(11%), manufacturing (10%), and de-fence 

installations (10%). The remaining 19% 

include gas works. Cleanup and control 

costs Australia about $7 billion each year. 

The Olympic site alone cost $100 million to 

remediate. 

Salinity is probably Australiaôs number 1 

environmental concern. This eats at the 

heart of our agricultural base, forces land to 

be retired from production, reduces the 

viability of farms, and gradually makes our 

river waters less suitable for domestic use. 

There are many types of salinity with 

different causes, and each is growing with 

time: (1) Dryland salinity; (2) Irrigation 

salinity; (3) Urban salinity; (4) Industrial 

salinity; and (5) River salinity. 

Dryland salinity has its origin in a change 

in the natural water balance, exacerbated 

largely by government-fostered vegetation 

clearing schemes to expand our pastoral and 

agricultural activities in the early days of 

settlement. Replacement of native 

vegetation with shallower rooted crops and 

grasses has led to more water reaching the 

water table. In many places, rising water 

tables have breached the land surface, have 

evaporated, and concentrated the natural 

salt content in the upper soil. 

Irrigation salinity also results from rising 

water tables, but in this case the excess 

water reaching the water table comes from 

over-application of irrigation waters. 

Urban salinity results from accessions to 

the water table from watering of parks, 

lawns and gardens, backyard rubble pits, 

and leaking water and sewer mains. Urban 

salinity is more likely on poor soils that 

cannot hold or transmit water easily. Many 

shale and clay soils have a naturally high 

salinity due to their mode of deposition. 

Many industries use water and expel 

effluent of higher salinity. For example, 



70 

coal-fired power stations turn water into 

steam and create a high-salinity brine as a 

by-product that has to be discharged to the 

environment.  

River salinity is essentially the aggregate of 

the preceding types of salinity. Rivers have 

a natural drainage function, and 

groundwaters affected by each type of 

salinity will find their way into rivers and 

cause river salinity to worsen with time. 

In Australia at the present time, active water 

reforms are in progress to reduce farmer 

entitlements to groundwater in over-

allocated aquifers. The strategies being 

implemented are highly contentious, with 

serious social and economic ramifications. 

There is also a move towards full cost 

recovery and a growing recognition of 

ecosystem requirements. This is a reversal 

of government attitudes, as irrigation in the 

past was promoted and subsidised in order 

to facilitate regional development and to 

contribute to the nationôs food and fibre 

security. There is increasing pressure on 

water managers to negotiate with 

stakeholders a fair and equitable 

reallocation strategy with low 

environmental risk. 

The water reforms commenced in 1994, at 

the direction of the Council of Australian 

Governments (COAG). The main issues to 

be addressed were water pricing, cross 

subsidies and water allocation policy. The 

reforms are to be underpinned by the 

conflicting principles of sustainability and 

economic security. Until recently, water 

allocations were tied to land titles. Soon 

they will be able to be bought, sold, leased, 

mortgaged or bequeathed in the same way 

as land. Historically, the environment has 

not received equal footing as a legitimate 

water user. Many countries are now 

legislating for quantified environmental 

flows. For example, the Murray-Darling 

Basin Commission allocates 100,000 

ML/year for riverine red gum forests, and 

the bird breeding habitat of the Macquarie 

Marshes (NSW) is allocated 50,000 

ML/year. The volume and dynamics are of 

course difficult to assess, as our knowledge 

of ecosystem demands is rudimentary. 

The greatest overhaul of water management 

in Australiaôs history has just taken place 

with the signing of the National Water 

Initiative on 25 June 2004. This was agreed 

by the governments of New South Wales, 

Victoria, Queensland, South Australia, the 

Australian Capital Territory and the 

Northern Territory. Tas-mania was absent 

from the meeting (due to the death of the 

Premier), and Western Australia refused to 

sign. The States have jurisdiction over 

water matters, as the Australian 

Constitution was written to pre-vent the 

Commonwealth from interfering with the 

ñright of a State or of the residents therein 

to the reasonable use of the water of rivers 

for conservation or irrigationò. 

The key elements of the National Water 

Initiative are: 

Á water access entitlements to be defined 

as an open-ended or perpetual access to 

a share of the available water resource ; 

Á improved specification of 

environmental outcomes; 

Á improved accountability arrangements 

for environmental managers and 

statutory recognition for water that is 

provided to ensure environmental 

outcomes are met; 

Á overallocated water systems to be 

returned to sustainable levels of use in 

order to meet environmental outcomes;  

Á more efficient administrative 

arrangements to facilitate water trade in 

connected systems; 

Á removal of institutional barriers to trade 

in water, including a phased removal of 

barriers to permanent trade out of water 

irrigation areas in the southern Murray-

Darling Basin; 

Á regional assessments of the level of 

water intercepted by land use change 

activities and requiring new activities 

expected to intercept significant 

volumes of water to hold a water access 

entitlement if the catchment is at, or 

close to, its sustainable level of water 

allocation; 

Á  
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Á continued implementation of full-cost 

recovery pricing for water in both urban 

and rural sectors; 

Á national standards for water accounting, 

reporting and metering;  

Á actions to better manage the demand for 

water in urban areas, including a review 

of temporary water re-strictions, 

minimum water efficiency standards 

and mandatory labelling of household 

appliances, and national guidelines for 

water sensitive urban design;  

Á a framework that assigns the risk of 

future reductions in water availability as 

follows:- 

¶ reductions arising from natural 

events such as climate change, 

drought or bushfire to be borne by 

water users, 

¶ reductions arising from bona fide 

improvements in knowledge about 

water systemsô capacity to sustain 

particular extraction levels to be 

borne by water users up to 2014.  

After 2014, water users to bear this 

risk for the first 3% reduction in 

water allocation, State/Territory and 

the Australian Government would 

share (one-third and two-third 

shares respectively) the risk of 

reductions of between 3% and 6%; 

State/Territory and the Australian 

Government would share equally 

the risk of reductions above 6%,  

¶ reductions arising from changes in 

government policy not previously 

provided for would be borne by 

governments. 

A National Water Commission funded by 

the Federal Government will be established. 

There is significant potential for increased 

irrigation efficiency but the adoption of 

efficient techniques (for example drip 

irrigation and moisture monitors) has been 

slow so far as they are more expensive than 

less efficient alternatives. On the supply 

side, agricultural water efficiency strategies 

should target distribution networks, 

evaporation, unlined or leaking channels, 

scheduling, metering, and rainwater 

trapping.  

On the demand  side, agricultural water 

efficiency strategies should target 

scheduling, crop type, non-optimal water 

application, and buffering supply with on-

site storages. There is potential for 

increased re-cycling of irrigation water, and 

for innovative reuse of domestic waters.  

Some techniques for managing salinity are: 

¶ Planting trees in the recharge areas; 

¶ Planting salt-tolerant vegetation; 

¶ High water use or deep-rooted crops 

(e.g. lucerne); 

¶ Plant crops that have lower water 

requirements; 

¶ Agroforestry, to keep water tables 

depressed and provide an economic 

return; 

¶ Sub-surface drainage; 

¶ Groundwater pumping, with 

disposal to evaporation basins; 

¶ Saltwater interception schemes, to 

prevent salty water reaching rivers; 

¶ Commercial salt harvesting or 

mineral extraction; 

¶ Saline aquaculture; 

¶ In urban settings, replace rubble pits 

and septic systems by sewer system. 

Backyard perspective 

Urban strategies should target distribution 

networks, age of infrastructure, leakage, 

head losses, and illegal connections. 

Domestic strategies should target waste, 

inefficient appliances, greywater reuse and 

rainwater collection.   

The New South Wales Government 

introduced a Building Sustainability Index, 

called BASIX, from 1 July 2004. This is a 

web-based planning tool for assessing the 

water, stormwater, energy, thermal and 

landscape efficiencies of new houses. The 

aim is for houses that are more comfortable 

with lower operating costs. New 

development applications will require a 

BASIX Certificate that demonstrates: 

¶ 40% reduction in mains water use; 

¶ 25% reduction in greenhouse gas 

emissions. 
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Initially, the scheme will cover local 

government areas in Sydney with the 

exception of Blue Mountains, Hawkesbury 

and Wollondilly areas who will have to 

comply from July 2005. In July 2006, the 

green-house gas target will be raised to 

40%. 

The water target can be achieved by: 

¶ rainwater tanks; 

¶ dual flush toilets; 

¶ certified showerheads and tap 

fittings; 

¶ recycled water indoors or outdoors. 

The greenhouse gas target can be achieved 

by: 

¶ efficient hot water system; 

¶ natural heating, cooling or lighting. 

The Government estimates that an average 

household will save up to $500/year, with 

net savings to NSW in excess of $200m 

over 10 years. Water consumption is likely 

to be reduced by 180 GL over 10 years, 

with 7.2 million tonnes less greenhouse gas 

emissions. 

Melbourne Water has innovative Green 

Plumber and Green Gardener schemes. A 

certified plumber can conduct a water audit 

of a home, while a certified gardener can 

conduct an audit of outdoor water use in 

relation to soil type and plant selection. 

Efficient homeowners can claim a rebate 

under the Water Smart Gardens and Home 

Owners Scheme 

(www.dse.vic.gov.au/ourwater/index). 

It wasnôt long ago that rainwater tanks were 

banned. Now they are virtually mandatory 

for new buildings. They come in a huge 

range of sizes and innovative designs, 

including inflatable sacs that fit under the 

verandah, and slim vertical panels that can 

serve as fences. Transportable tanks range 

in capacity from 500 Litres (1 m x 0.9 m) to 

about 30,000 Litres (4 m x 2.9 m). Concrete 

tanks poured on site start at 60,000 Litres. 

Indicative tank costs are about $500 for 

1000 Litres and $1500 for 10,000 Litres. 

Fence modules hold about 200 Litres each, 

while underfloor sacs start at 300 Litres. In 

the Sydney region, a 20-square house could 

collect about 200,000 Litres of rainwater 

each year. 

Greywater is starting to receive attention as 

a resource that is wasted. Greywater is 

laundry, shower, basin and bath water 

(excluding dishwasher and toilet 

ñblackwaterò effluent).  Re-use of 

greywater on the gar-den could save around 

50% of domestic water consumption.  

Several companies offer a retro-fitting ser-

vice that takes greywater by gravity to hose 

or trench irrigation systems. However, 

greywater re-use is not without its 

problems. Homeowners would have to be 

vigilant as to what detergents are used, so 

that the chemicals in the effluent do not do 

more harm than good. If your garden is on 

the high side of the house, additional cost 

will be incurred in installing a pump. 

Research by the National Centre for 

Groundwater Management (UTS) has 

shown that the geology and slope of the 

land often counteract the greywater option. 

Only 25% of Sydney suburbs have soil that 

is suitable for holding greywater. Slopes 

should be less than 10 degrees, and rock 

must not be too near ground surface. 

Pump-triggered biological treatment 

systems are common in non-sewered areas 

for effective recycling of greywater and 

blackwater (e.g. BioCycle, EnviroCycle). 

Conclusion 

Water, being scarce and vital, deserves 

active policies of responsible management 

at local and global scales. Global water 

issues have been the subject of many 

recommendations by United Nations 

agencies and commissions. There is general 

recognition that the basic needs of 

consumers, and the sustainability of the 

resource, are the main priorities for water 

supply.  

One-third of the worldôs population is 

dependent on groundwater. In some places 

rising groundwater levels are inducing 

waterlogging or salinisation; in other places 

aquifers are being depleted by pumping at 

rates in excess of natural recharge. In 

Australia, strategies are being implemented 
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for reducing groundwater usage to 

sustainable levels. This, however, is a very 

contentious issue with serious social and 

economic ramifications. There is increasing 

pressure on groundwater managers to 

negotiate with stake-holders a fair and 

equitable reallocation strategy with low 

environmental risk. 

The greatest overhaul of water management 

in Australiaôs history is embedded in the 

National Water Initiative that was signed on 

25 June 2004 by all States and Territories 

other than Tasmania and Western Australia. 

This is the culmination of water reforms set 

in motion 10 years ago (1994) by the 

Council of Australian Governments 

(COAG). The new framework for water 

management is based on the conflicting 

principles of sustainability and economic 

security. 

Australia uses a higher proportion of water 

for domestic purposes than most other 

countries. We know from the 

Cryptosporidium / Giardia scare in Sydney 

in 1998, and the current water restrictions 

due to low dam levels, that it is risky to be 

fully reliant on mains water supply. In 

addition, the ageing pipeline infra-structure, 

which already leaks about 10% of 

transmitted water, will have to undergo 

gradual replacement which could shut off 

water supplies for protracted periods. It is 

time that we became more self-reliant, and 

more conscious of water-storage devices, 

water-reuse options, and water-saving 

techniques. 
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GARDENS OF HOPE 
 

Helen Armstrong 

 

Hope: To look forward to with desire and 

more or less confidence 

Hope (archaic): To trust or rely. 

Preamble 

For garden historians, hope is evident in 

many aspects of old gardens.   Gardens 

have always been places for hopeful 

recreation and for the aesthetic enjoyment 

of plants.  Gardens have also been places in 

which to experiment and to learn about 

nature.  For many the garden has been a 

place to explore creativity, finding abstract 

ways to represent nature.  And ultimately 

gardens are healing places where the act of 

cultivation brings about a sense of new life. 

In all these aspects, gardens embody hope. 

Reflections of hope in Australian 

gardens. 

There are many definitions of óhopeô but for 

this conference, I would like to extend the 

concept of óhopeô to óhope that one could 

start againô.   

The whole of Australia was seen as a 

óGarden of Hopeô in the 18
th

 century.  By 

the 19
th

 century gardens had retreated to 

more manageable private and public 

pleasure grounds, but still heavily invested 

with symbols of hope, often as avenues of 

majestic rainforest trees.  By the 20
th

 

century, gardens of hope had shrunk to 

even smaller dimensions in the form of 

back gardens created by the many migrants 

who óbuilt the nationô from the 1950s on. 

Although 19
th

 and 20
th

 century colonists 

never really relinquished the concept of 

Australia as an Antipodean tropical Garden 

of Eden with plentiful water, their day to 

day existence told them that water was an 

unreliable commodity, either not present or 

arriving in such deluges that it ran in 

torrents to the ocean taking precious soil 

with it.  Australia was not an Emerald Isle, 

deeply green from constant ground-soaking, 

misty rain.  It was a óharsh brown landô, a 

ósunburnt countryô.   

The longing for water resulted in large 

dams and the turning of rivers inwards 

while symbols of a tropical paradise, the 

rainforest trees, fringed all the streets in 

rural towns and the main thoroughfares in 

large cities.  Although the species may 

differ, this continues today. 

óHopeô as the Macquarie Dictionary 

suggests is ódesire accompanied by 

expectationô.  

The philosopher Alphonso Lingis however 

suggests that óHope arises in a break with 

the pastô (Lingis, 2002:23) ï there is a kind 

of letting go of the past.  If óhopeô implies 

letting go and new beginnings, what were 

the 18
th

 century settler/occupiers sailing 

away from?  The Industrial Revolution had 

wrecked havoc on the social fabric of the 

countryside and cities in Britain and Europe 

as well as hideous environmental 

degradation. At this time, Australia was a 

óGarden of Hopeô to the18th century 

intellectuals.  It was a political hope ï a 

hope that a better world could be set up and 

that it could endure. 

The reality, of course, was very different, 

but hope is not easily relinquished.  Utopian 

hope changed to a new form - the optimism 

of 19
th

 century 

geographer/botanical/scientists.  Their 

activities resulted in intriguing gardens of 

hope in the form of Acclimatisation 

Gardens where a variety of hopeful 

gestures were undertaken as experiments 

with new and old plants in this strange dry 

(browned off) land. 

It was not until the 20
th

 century that some of 

the hopeful experiments changed into 

environmentally devastating weed 

invasions.  

By the mid 20
th

 century, óhopeô took on  
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another role ï hope as a form of healing and 

recovering oneôs life as a migrant in a new 

land.  At this time, gardens of hope were 

evident as little gestures ï productive 

gardens behind suburban cottages - 

recreating a lost past. This also continues 

today with recently arriving refugees from 

places like Somalia, Sudan or Afghanistan. 

In parallel with these timid gestures, in the 

21
st
 century, gardens of hope have assumed 

global dimensions in keeping with the scale 

of problems that hopefulness seeks to 

address.   

I am suggesting that today gardens of hope 

have taken three forms, gardens which are 

re-creating and husbanding lost 

environments such as The Eden Project in 

Cornwall and the emerging Starseed Project 

in Byron Bay, the gardens sustaining 

genetic diversity and viability associated 

with the Seed Savers organisation, and 

gardens which use art and metaphor to 

arouse community awareness of the hopeful 

gestures one can make to improve our 

damaged environment or delight in the 

riches that still remain. These are the 

Garden Festivals, in particular the annual 

garden installations at Chaumont-sur-Loire 

in France. 

Conversations about hope 

There have been a plethora of books about 

hope recently, possibly stimulated by the 

turn of the millennium or a desire to 

challenge the nihilism embedded in post-

modern thinking in the late 20
th

 century.  

Hope as Warp and Weft of Everyday Lives 

As stated earlier, óhopeô is defined by the 

Macquarie dictionary as ódesire 

accompanied by expectationô.  However, 

the anthropologist, Michael Taussig, 

considers óhopeô to be part of the warp and 

weft of everyday life, ever present and 

ubiquitous and so crucially important that it 

is like the very air we breathe, (Taussig, 

2002:43).  If this is so, how do we reconcile 

the cynicism about possible futures that is 

also just as pervasive?  To garden one must 

have hope and belief in a future because 

one must wait for plants to grow and bear 

fruit, evident in the tentative attempts to 

garden by the Somalian refugees in 

Brisbane.  There is a delay between ódesireô 

and ófulfilmentô.   

For Mary Zournazi, the author of Hope: 

new philosophies of change (2002), óhope is 

built on belief and faith, and the trust that 

there is a life worth living in uncertain 

timesô (Zournazi, 2002:16).  She engages in 

conversation with a number of leading 

thinkers about hope in the 21
st
 century.  In 

these conversations there is a simple 

willingness to face oneôs fears and still go 

on ï being heroes in everyday life ï where 

undertaking ordinary things in our daily 

lives inspires us to have faith and trust in 

the world.  Again, the simple act of 

gardening epitomises this.  However the 

gardens I am suggesting here are new 

gardens of hope, often prompted by a sense 

of environmental alarm.  So hope today is 

more than simple optimism.  

Hope as joyful revolt 

The French feminist and psychoanalyst, 

Julia Kristeva, calls hope a ójoyful revoltô.   

She suggests that that if there is to be any 

hope in a world where such damage to the 

psychic space has occurred, evident in the 

ever more aggressive world around us, it 

resides in what she calls ócareô (Kristeva, 

2002:65).   

óCareô of the earth is what has underpinned 

the Eden Project, the Seed Savers, and the 

Starseed gardens.  Kristeva also suggests 

that óbelongingô is a way to stave off the 

anxiety generated by current crises. In this, 

I would argue there is a strong form of 

belonging for the many migrants in 

Australia in the act of gardening, tilling the 

soil, planting seed, and nurturing emerging 

plants. Belonging through gardening takes 

on unusual forms. The Pacific Islander 

community in Brisbane belong through 

their community plantations on borrowed 

land (at the moment, spare hospital land).  

They work collectively to grow yams and 

bananas that they share amongst themselves 

and the wider community. 
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But most interesting of all is Kristevaôs 

suggestion that hope lies in a sort of 

ójoyfulnessô which is something we need to 

cultivate both through memory and through 

the best possible relationship with our 

environment (Kristeva, 2002:75). 

Michael Taussig also explores hope as joy.  

He considers there is a relationship between 

being intellectual and being pessimistic, 

however, he sees that people can hold both 

óhopeô and ódisbelief ó at the same time.  He 

suggests that there is a level of complexity 

in people where ôhope and lack of hope are 

a dynamic mixô (Taussig, 2002:47).  

Taussig talks about óre-enchantment and 

awakeningô (Taussig, 2002:54) and 

suggests that rather than maintaining a 

cynical distance we should be re-awakened 

and re-enchanted by connecting myth with 

reality and in this process hope has a role to 

play. 

Clearly something is happening when the 

Art Gallery of NSW continually fills its 

lectures on philosophy.  Why are so many 

people of all ages spending money to sit 

inside a packed lecture theatre on a 

Saturday to listen to the great philosophers 

making sense of the world?  This is not 

cynical behaviour, it is yet another example 

of a willingness to be re-awakened and re-

enchanted by myth and reality. 

So let us accept and let go of the mistakes 

of the past and present, the óbrowned offô 

gardens in the New World, and look at what 

these new gardens are saying. 

Places of experimentation: gardens of 

hope 

The gardens of hope I am speaking about 

are established in new places where there is 

invariably a sense of experimentation 

involved.  This is palpably evident in the 

writings about the Eden Project and has 

been equally evident throughout Australian 

garden history. Commonly when creating 

new gardens, the key is to understand sense 

of place, usually understood by developing 

close familiarity with a place, by knowing 

its secrets.    With gardens of hope there is a 

certain lack of knowledge ï an experiment.  

As with the concept of hope, if one knew 

all there is to know, then why would one 

need to hope?  

Garden festivals as gardens of hope 

Equally, gardens of hope exhibit a kind of 

ójoyful revoltô, epitomised by Garden 

Festivals that were always seen as places of 

hope.  Originally used as ways to 

rehabilitate war-damaged urban areas 

before becoming new places in which to 

work and live, later they became ways to 

mask the sad ghosts of the industrial era.  

Today they battle with the new óGarden 

showsô in the media which promise instant 

gardens in the latest ubiquitous style, spread 

to any area of the world where there is a TV 

set. 

There is great value in the ephemerality of 

these festivals as they can be sites for 

experimentation and cultural comment.  

Jane Amidon (2001), the author of Radical 

Landscapes, comments that the success of 

garden festivals lies in their providing a 

new understanding of ógardenô as a vehicle 

for contemporary investigations. 

In a similar vein, John Dixon-Hunt (2000), 

talks about three forms of nature that can be 

embodied in the garden.  First Nature is 

nature as wilderness - the territory of the 

Gods; nature that embodies primal spirits ï 

the sublime ï the awesome.  Second Nature 

is cultivated land. We live largely in a 

world of second nature.  Second nature 

gardens are cultivated gardens of flowers, 

vegetables, orchards and vines. 

Third nature is nature as art. These gardens 

distil the essence of nature.  They are 

abstract and intense ï going from mimesis 

to representations of nature in a similar way 

to the way that poetry focuses writing. They 

have qualities of compactness and 

concentration. 

Gardens which engage us at a deep level 

embody all three natures and to allow a 

form of conversation between the three to 

occur.  In these conversations, artists are 

particularly powerful in evoking icons and 

symbols of the wider world. 



77 

New gardens of hope: Chaumont-sur-

Loire 

The garden festival at Chaumont-sur-Loire 

seeks to explore this wider world by 

celebrating national difference, creativity 

and originality.   

Art gardens affirming local identity 

The gardens particularly affirm local 

identity. It was this very transporting and 

re-creating local identity which epitomised 

unselfconscious gardens of hope ï the 

migrant gardens - in the 20
th

 and now 21
st
  

century in Australia.  At Chaumont, 

gardens are not un-self-conscious acts.  

They are deliberate explorations, commonly 

in abstract form and often playful, to 

represent evocative elements that make up 

local identity and sense of place, such as 

óBipergorriaô (Red Pepper, 2000) which 

evokes the powdered spice made from hot 

Esperelle peppers near Bayonne, in a 

garden that uses Basque colours of red, 

white and green (Jones, 2003:21). 

Gardens to sustain skills  

Gardens of hope have not only recreated 

local identity, they have also been 

characterised by skills and inventions, 

particularly in the unfamiliar environment 

of Australia.   

Keeping skills alive is a major theme of the 

garden festival at Chaumont-sur-Loire.  The 

gardens are expected to demonstrate 

existing skills associated with different 

countries, albeit used innovatively for 

artistic purposes.  The organisers of the 

festival seek to husband endangered 

gardening crafts, running courses on old 

and new gardening technologies.     

Chaumont-sur-Loire is the brainchild of 

Jean-Paul Pigeat, a journalist writing about 

environmental problems and architectural 

heritage.  The festival, which began in 

1992, is an annual event.  Each year a 

theme is announced and garden designers 

submit proposals.  Associated with the 

festival is a year-round teaching and 

research institution, The International 

Conservatoire of Parks, Gardens and 

Landscape.   

Gardens of political hope 

Chaumont-sur-Loire has enabled the 

exploration of hope in many ways, 

politically, environmentally, and culturally. 

Walls of Palestine (2000-2002) by Bruno 

Marmiorli, Walid Azmeal-Humouze, 

Patrick Genty and Veronica Alcacer is an 

example of political hope.  This work 

builds on a hopeful gesture by the French 

Mission 2000 project called óTerraces of 

the Nativityô in Palestine.  The project was 

constructed in Palestine in 1999 and opened 

by Yasser Arafat when óhopes were highô 

(Jones, 2003:32).  But subsequent events 

have prevented further developments which 

were to include founding a landscape 

school in Jericho and a second project in 

Nazareth. 

As a further act of hope, the óWalls of 

Palestineô garden was installed in 

Chaumont in 2000.  The design team 

created a condensed landscape of great 

beauty, so much so that the exhibition was 

maintained for the 2002 festival as a plea 

for peace in this troubled part of the world.   

Using gardens as such gestures of hope are 

of great importance, and one would hope 

this will continue. 

Environmental gardens of hope 

Environmental gestures of hope are 

common in contemporary art installations. 

The Garden for a Hungry Spirit (1999) by 

Jean-Luc Dannyrolles, France, looks at the 

important issue of maintaining old seed 

types and how to resist uniform seed 

production, considered to be so dangerous 

environmentally.  In this installation, 

heirloom vegetables are grown, using the 

links with the international seed-savers 

movement ï a group which is outlawed by 

stringent European Union restrictions.  This 

small band of producers combats the 

uniform seed production imposed by the 

select multinationals.  Le Potager dôun 

Curieux is an attempt to make an ideal 

garden ï a humorous, sentimental, 

colourful, aromatic, and flavoursome 
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garden.  Dannyrolles the designer, has 

written a manifesto to go with the garden 

acclaiming a future where óArt, Science and 

Religion, Spirit and Matter will overcome 

separations between continents and 

disciplines in the gardens of tomorrowô 

(Jones, 2003:53).  This surely ranks as a 

garden of hope! 

Another garden acting as environmental 

commentary suggests that in contrast to the 

environmental artists of the 1960s, who 

were looking at decay and erosion, many 

artists today explore plant growth.  The 

installation, óDoes Mint Lie?ô (2000) by the 

Land-I team (Mario Antonini, Roberto 

Capecci and Raffaella Sini, Italy) explores 

what lies in store for us in the new 

millennium, using the óvoidô, the óraftô, 

ósmokeô and ónatureô.  The garden explores 

the complexity and shadows of our 

contemporary world and natureôs capacity 

for survival. The metaphor suggests 

humans float on an uncertain platform, óthe 

raftô.  The óvoidô is represented as a round 

pool containing floating pieces of black 

charcoal which keeps the water pure, but 

also heralds the ominous threat of black 

tides.  óSmokeô is represented as undulating 

cushions of twisted wire netting, some 

covered with steel wool to achieve an 

opacity, the smoke also representing light 

and shade.  As summer progresses a prolific 

growth of mint pushes through the smoke.  

The garden asks, can we believe in natureôs 

promise of a future?  Hope is symbolised 

by the mintôs óinexorable growthô (Jones, 

2003:83). 

Gardens celebrating knowledge 

Natureôs Code (2000) by pep Studio, Berlin 

(Katharina Schutze, Uwe Muller, Jurgen 

Stellway) is a cultural exploration of 

different types of knowledge.  It explores 

traditional garden knowledge using plants 

and the new plant knowledge that is digital 

and coded, symbolised by a screen of laser 

discs.  The ground plane slopes irregularly 

and consists of curved garden beds.  This is 

juxtaposed against a suspended tight, 

regular, grid of digital knowledge, 4500 

CDs screwed together in pairs for equal 

brilliance on both sides which reflect 

mainly blues and white flowers.  The artists 

saw the interaction of the work with people 

viewing it, reflected in the discs as central 

to the meaning of the work.  They state 

óhumans represent the species that can 

choose to protect, eliminate, or change 

plant life. Natural or digital, the 

modulations of the future is ours to 

determineô (Jones, 2003:86). 

A garden which is less trusting about 

human wisdom is the installation by 

Adriaan Gueze of the Netherlands, Bricks, 

Bones and Pumpkins (2000).  This garden 

comments on mad cow disease and what we 

are doing to nature.  Bones from cows and 

broken garden pots are juxtaposed against 

ófat, healthyô pumpkins, using plant growth 

as a symbol for optimism (Jones, 

2003:124).   

This brief overview of what is happening in 

the Chaumont-sur-Loire garden festival 

shows that there is a message of hope for 

many of our damaged places and that we 

can turn the tide of environmental damage 

and genetic homogenisation.   And just in 

case we fail, there is always the 21
st
 century 

Noahôs Ark ï the Eden Project. 

Gardens of hope: the Eden Project 

In the Eden Project skills and inventions are 

evident everywhere.  The project is a high-

tech working place ensuring that there are 

representatives of our biomes available to 

us in perpetuity. 

The Eden Project is the largest conservatory 

that the world has seen ï a great green 

cathedral.  The founder, Tom Smit, states 

that óthe truly special thing about Eden is 

not what you see, although that is awesome 

enough; it is the spirit that brought so many 

ordinary people togetherô.  He states óThat 

was the real reason for hope.  If we could 

do this, what could happen if even more 

people were harnessed together?ô (Smit, 

2001:1). 

The project consists of three conservatories 

containing the plants of the key climatic 

zones of the world, showing both wild and 
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productive flora.  The idea for recreating 

the biomes of the world came to Smit when 

he was working on the restoration of the 

Lost Gardens of Heligan (Smit, 1997).  

Smit was struck by the evidence of the 

commitment of the gardeners, not the 

gentry, but the work of ordinary men and 

women.  In the process of uncovering their 

work in the productive gardens of this great 

estate, he decided that gardens were not so 

much about ownership as about 

stewardship.   

The gardens of Heligan have become the 

focus of research into old varieties of fruit, 

vegetables and the cut flowers grown in 19
th

 

century productive gardens.  Smit was 

particularly interested in challenging the 

management of historic gardens as óhistory 

in aspicô which he declared was 

ótantamount to fear of the futureô (Smit, 

2001:21).  Smit claims that one of the great 

challenges facing the conservation of 

heritage gardens is the need to balance the 

conservation of the past with an evaluation 

of the spirit which brought them into being.  

He argues that the óconservation of old 

vegetable varieties should not be seen 

merely as a quaint rural hobby.ô(Smit, 

2001:22).  He is particularly alarmed that a 

few large corporations supply an ever-

narrowing range of crops.  He is adamant 

that we need stewardship of the gene bank 

of productive plants.  As Smit says, ówhat 

began as a discussion about garden 

restoration philosophy turned into an issue 

with global ramificationsô (Smit, 2001:23). 

Another impetus was the devastation 

wrecked upon old gardens in Britain by the 

hurricanes of 1987 and 1990. Garden 

heritage experts and environmental 

conservationists began to work together to 

establish plant gene banks.  This, says Smit, 

meant that heritage agencies could look into 

the future as well as the past.   

Plant conservationists had been pointing out 

for some time that the sources of many 

plants in the great gardens of Europe were 

being decimated, for example, the 

temperate rainforests of South America 

where indiscriminate clearing of old forests 

for paper companies was resulting in the 

loss of millions of hectares.  It was clear 

that replanting was not enough and that it 

was essential to implement conservation 

programs in similar climates in order to 

create a wide gene-bank for the future.  As 

Smit points out, it is ironic that Britain, one 

of the early exploitative plant-hunters 

should now harbour a gene-bank that is 

larger than the countries of origin (Smit, 

2001:33). 

The Eden Project is intended to represent 

and interpret climate zones which have 

experienced the maximum human impact 

thus providing a canvas to explore a wide 

range of issues. óThe intention was to both 

inform and entertain the public about 

human dependence on plants and in doing 

so, create a predisposition to effect or 

support positive changes in the ways we 

live (Smit, 2001:129). He clearly believed 

that an optimistic, hopeful outlook was the 

best starting point for engaging the interest 

of the widest possible audience. 

As Smit says, óThe plants at Eden are a 

metaphor for working with the grain of 

nature.  They provide symbolic ties of 

common use that link all cultures as well as 

illustrating the scope of possible futures to 

us allô (Smit, 2001:174).  Messages about 

people and plants in the 21
st
 century are 

woven into the fabric of the project and 

reinforce Taussigôs notion that hope lies in 

surrendering cynicism and instead allowing 

oneself to be re-enchanted. 

Seed Savers: gardeners for the future. 

The Eden Project is one example of how to 

conserve the biomes of the world, but there 

are also gardeners around the world who 

belong to Seed Saver organisations.  These 

gardeners grow plants from special old 

seeds, harvesting the seed for ongoing 

propagation, thus ensuring the seeds' 

viability. 

The óSeed-Savers Network for Australia 

and New Zealandô established by Jude and 

Michel Fanton in Byron Bay in 1987 is one 

such organisation.  For a small joining fee, 

members of this exchange send in details of 
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the soil, altitude, and climate of their 

garden, details of their level of expertise as 

a gardener. As seed savers, members are 

sent heirloom or rare seeds to propagate.  

Each member uses their garden as an 

incubator or acclimatisation garden where 

seeds are germinated and after flowering, 

new seeds are collected and returned to the 

Network.  These gardeners echo Zournaziôs 

idea that hope lies in the heroes who carry 

out simple gestures of hope and 

stewardship in their everyday lives. 

Seed Savers in Australia have been 

assisting a growing number of community-

based organisations in Asia, Europe, the 

Pacific and Latin America.  In 2003, Seed 

Savers supported fifty local seed groups 

and established new networks in 

Afghanistan, Bulgaria, Cuba, Ecuador, 

India, Indonesia, the Solomon Islands, and 

Vanuatu. 

Other local heroes are the migrant 

gardeners in Australia who are conserving 

important plant varieties from their 

homelands.  In their gardening practice, 

they continue to allow plants to go to seed 

so that there will always be original seed 

for the next crop.  Over the many decades 

of migration, seeds of plants seen as quite 

precious to particular groups find their way 

into migrant gardens.  Hungarians brought 

the thick-walled paprika, Greeks brought 

the red okra, Fijian Indians have brought 

their óNeemô tree, and Pacific Islanders 

grow their yams and sweet potato.  These 

gardeners distribute their harvests among 

their communities thus ensuring that 

cultural expressions through the act of 

gardening are sustained. 

Hope as New Age dreaming 

The final garden I will describe is still a 

dream.  A small group of people are 

establishing a futuristic garden called 

Starseed on the rolling hills behind Byron 

Bay. The name of the project is an analogy 

of a possible seed that could carry all that is 

good about the Earth and which, upon 

germination, could transform the surrounds 

into a kind of paradise. 

To quote one of the founders, ó If we were 

to condense all the natural and cultural 

wisdom of past, present and future into a 

capsule that could ñterraformò a new 

planet, we would have what we call a 

Starseedô (Schreiber, pers.com., 31/7/04). 

He suggests that Starseed Gardens could be 

the place where the prototype could be 

developed and he hopes that the finished 

gardens would be a model for the future.  

He states óLike the plaque Carl Sagan 

designed and sent into space via satellite, 

this 'SEED' would be able to unpack into 

living systems.ô   He believes  

A Starseed contains the intellectual 

property to grow an abundant garden 

supplying food, medicine, fuel, building 

material and spiritual sustenance to 

cultures. This Knowledge Garden will link 

a myriad of pools of online information into 

a comprehensive data base. The gardens 

themselves will mirror how humans fit into 

nature as an integral part rather than a 

dominating perverse force that twists the 

DNA of species to maximise greed and 

profit. Plants are the true alchemists, 

turning sunlight into matter and with a co-

creative partnership with the GARDEN it is 

possible to create a paradise for all! (email: 

Schreiber to Armstrong, 31/7/04) 

This might sound like a typical Byron Bay 

flight of fancy, but it is gradually emerging 

as a real garden. They hope to achieve a 

combination of natural simplicity and high 

tech interactive gardens that showcase the 

artists, healers, gardeners, teachers, and 

craftspeople making up the unusual Byron 

Bay community.  

Conclusion 

So what are these gardens saying?  I am 

suggesting that all these gestures are full of 

hope in a number of ways.  First, they 

endorse Alphonso Lingisô notion of hope 

arising with a break from the past, either a 

break with a past homeland or a break with 

an environmentally damaging past. They 

are also gestures that say one can start 

again, either start again in a new land or 
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start again in a more environmentally 

sustainable way.  

So how does this link with Australian 

garden history and the realities of the 

Australian environment?  I am suggesting 

that Australia has a long history of gardens 

of hope.  First, the botanic gardens nurtured 

the plants that were emblematic of a longed 

for Garden of Eden ï a denial of the dry 

environment.  Similarly, hope was invested 

in the new plants found in Australia, first 

for the nurserymen in Britain and later for 

the gardens in Australia, eventually 

becoming emblems of the new nation. 

By the 20
th

 century, hope emerges in the 

gardens made by new migrants seeking to 

grow food and recreate landscapes of their 

home countries and this continues as simple 

heroic gestures in their daily lives. 

By the 21
st
 century, new gardens of hope 

have emerged that reflect what is happening 

to this óbrowned offô land and other 

environments around the world.  The new 

gardens are manifest in a number of ways; 

the artistsô gardens telling powerful stories 

through metaphors, the huge biome 

gardens, replicating our now fragile 

environment and acting as a gene-bank for 

the future, as well as the countless 

thousands of seed saver gardens that are 

acting as cradles to maintain the viability of 

seeds, and lastly there are the strange 

futuristic gardens that seek to combine Zen 

and other forms of spirituality with plant 

knowledge to form óstarseedsô to rejuvenate 

tired, abused lands. 
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AUSTRALIAN GARDEN HISTORY SOCIETY CONFERENCE, 

SYDNEY   2OO4 - SUMMARY OF THE TALKS  

Howard Tanner 

Colleen Morris introduced the Conference 

to the realities of a drought-prone landscape 

and the need for appropriate plant choices 

and water management, while a tartan-

kilted Stuart Read reminded us of the 

many prominent early Scottish garden 

owners and Scottish-trained gardeners. 

Craig Burton mentioned how the early 

settlers had sought to make the unfamiliar 

landscapes of the Sydney basin their own, 

partly by clearing, felling, farming and 

gardening, and by the transplanting of 

British names, for example: the County of 

Cumberland, and the towns of Windsor, 

Penrith, Campbelltown, etc. His talk gave 

us important insights into the many layers 

of the Sydney region, including: 

¶ The logical aboriginal regions; 

¶ The depositional delta ï of alluviums, 

with occasional volcanic outlets, over 

a granite base; 

¶ The pattern of rivers, estuaries, and 

the marine interface; and 

¶ The original pattern of native 

vegetation, and what little remains of 

it after 200 years of white settlement 

Craig's images of Sydney's various natural 

landscapes provided beautiful visual 

cameos of the region. How can more of the 

original circumstance be regained? Surely 

this is a topic worthy of a future lecture. 

Tim Entwisle of the Royal Botanic 

Gardens, Sydney, spoke of the history and 

evolution of these gardens, and their related 

scientific role.  While it is the oldest entity 

of its kind in Australia, and has an 

impressive, 7000-strong Friends group, it 

needs to consolidate its public standing and 

role across its several holdings to become 

the premier botanic enterprise of the 

Southern Hemisphere. Tim told of the 

competing demands on the Gardens and the 

Domain, and the need for succession 

planning and planting to ensure an on-going 

garden presentation that would be both  

 

familiar, yet differing in detail. Some will 

recall John Patrick's lecture on this topic at 

an early AGHS conference. 

Elizabeth Ellis the Mitchell Librarian, told 

of the influence in early NSW of the Age of 

Enlightenment, which encouraged an 

inquiring mind and the production of 

informative watercolours and texts. The 

18th century had also pursued the theme of 

improvement, both physical and social, and 

this is demonstrated in the Macquaries' 

constructive attitude to the infant 

settlements of the colony, and the role of 

convicts and emancipists. Later Charles 

Darwin was to comment that NSW could be 

shown to be the greatest social experiment 

that Britain had ever undertaken, where 

people who were held to be genetically bad, 

were generally found, when provided with a 

small window of opportunity, to become 

worthwhile citizens. 

Sydney Harbour quickly inspired the 

creation of splendid homes in beautiful 

settings.  For me the most telling images in 

her talk were of Elizabeth Bay House, 

where she contrasted Conrad Martens' 

serene artistic vision with the rugged 

sandstone outcrops and wild angophora 

forest evident in an early photo from the 

Mort Collection.  

Elizabeth noted the strong sense of 

commitment to a new life in the wilderness. 

Whether at Dalwood in the Hunter or at 

Yulgelbar on the Clarence, the successful 

settlers sought to make their own version of 

Arcadia through what she termed Acts of 

Possession. 

James Broadbent related the story of his 

historic bungalow The Cottage (1809-11) at 

Mulgoa, once at the very edge of 

settlement, and how he had worked to 

provide it with a setting evocative of 

colonial times. Latter-day Lady Franklins 

had commented that he was clever as he 

hadn't done too much, or that it was a Kath 
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and Kim garden: tough and dead common.  

He spoke of his appreciation of Edwardian 

gardeners in England and their successes in 

creating slightly drowsy romantic settings 

for historic houses - inventing a charmed 

world, doubtless more engaging than the 

original. 

John Adam from New Zealand had 

received a Fulbright Fellowship that 

enabled him to study Californian gardens 

and gardening in the 1920s, in particular the 

career of Fred Tschopp who was active in 

both California and New Zealand during 

the period. Hortus has shown that this was a 

particularly interesting period in California, 

and it would be worthwhile for the AGHS 

to explore this topic further, as American 

influence in Australia during the 1920s and 

ó30s was profound, but as yet not well 

researched or understood. 

Silas Clifford-Smith described the three 

National Trust gardens he is responsible for: 

¶ Everglades at Leura 

¶ The Norman Lindsay Museum at 

Falconbridge 

¶ Experiment Farm Cottage at 

Parramatta 

Limited current funding requires enormous 

personal effort on the part of Silas and a 

group of dedicated volunteers to maintain 

these properties for public viewing. 

Everglades contains a most significant 30s 

modernist garden, and this deserves serious 

conservation and re-presentation; however 

such an initiative is currently beyond the 

available resources.  Experiment Farm 

Cottage has recently regained its northern 

garden and a more expansive setting ï yet 

such an important event has gained little 

publicity and has barely entered public 

consciousness. 

These are very pressing realities for bodies 

such as the NSW National Trust; while they 

need a pattern of re-vitalisation to survive 

as important community organizations, it 

must be noted that government assistance 

for privately-owned listed heritage 

properties is at an obvious low. 

Peter Nixon spoke of best fit in selecting 

plants to suit Sydney's growing conditions, 

and to achieve a sub-tropical look by using 

tough plants for tough conditions. He told 

of the moves to identify and market these 

through the Designers Growers Network. 

This is an important topic that deserves a 

more detailed explanation. 

David Gray, head gardener for the Historic 

Houses Trust of NSW, discussed the issues 

related to credibly maintaining and 

presenting Vaucluse House as a 19
th

 

century gentleman's estate on poor soil in 

drought conditions. 

Gillian Davies outlined the illustrious 

career of the Colonial Botanist Charles 

Fraser, including his Scottish training and 

his numerous collecting trips around New 

South Wales, Van Dieman's Land, New 

Zealand, Norfolk Island and even to the 

Swan River.  I remain amazed by the 

number of colonial travellers who must 

have travelled by sailing ship in a state of 

anxiety, as they had never learned to swim. 

For those fortunate enough to get to the 

Conference Dinner, we were informed and 

amused by Peter Valder who must be one 

of Sydney's funniest public speakers - 

surely soon to appear on ABC story tapes. 

Peter told us of his stay in Britain c.1954, 

when serious British gardening and the 

Royal Horticultural Society were 

dominated by aristocrats and wealthy 

bankers. The image of the young colonial 

visitor on his first Scottish garden tour - at 

one point, on foot, following a noble couple 

in chauffer-driven Morris Minor around 

their grand garden ï provided hilarious and 

telling vignettes into a now vanished world 

of upper class gardening, with vast estates 

and numerous staff. 

Barbara Buchanan gave us a most 

important insight into the Sydney School of 

landscape architects, who were active in the 

1970s and 80s: Bruce Rickard, Bruce 

Mackenzie, and most particularly, her 

former colleague and mentor, the late Harry 

Howard. 
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At that time the impact of new parks and 

gardens, formed with native plants amongst 

shelves of Sydney sandstone or against the 

sandy foreshores of the harbour, was 

profound. Simple, but important 

opportunities - the conversion of industrial 

wasteland at Peacock Point on Sydney 

Harbour at Balmain (by Mackenzie) into 

attractive public open space, the edging of 

Botany Bay with new lagoons, wetlands 

and Banksia-topped sand-dunes (also by 

Mackenzie) or the transformation of dreary 

areas of speculative medium-density 

housing at Lane Cove (by Howard) ï have 

coloured our view of what Sydney is, and 

what Sydney can be.  At Lane Cove the 

landscape had been debased by the 

wholesale clearing of vegetation and the 

scraping of sites for the construction of bald 

blocks of home units, and here Howard 

pursued a process of landscape retro-fit ï 

creating new, child-friendly, urban 

bushland with mulched soils and stands of 

tall eucalypts.  

Harry Howard's most important individual 

commission was the provision of a setting 

for the Sculpture Garden of the Australian 

National Gallery in Canberra. Here flat, 

sandy areas to the north of the building ï as 

found, all quite unprepossessing ï became, 

over a few years, a magical wooded 

backdrop to important artworks. The 

currently departing director had no idea of 

the special achievement that they 

represented, and talked about changing 

them. Fortunately Barbara's timely 

advocacy has brought their significance 

clearly into view. 

Noel Merrick provided some most 

interesting statistics about water now, and 

in the future, namely: 

¶ 2.5% of the world's water is fresh; 

¶ 66% of that is ice and snow; 

¶ 0.3% of the fresh water is held in 

rivers, lakes and reservoirs; and 

¶ 30% of the fresh water is ground 

water (i.e. below the surface) 

Merrick spoke of the importance of 

everyone moving away from a total reliance 

on the use of mains water, and thus the 

relevance of water storage tanks, and of the 

use of grey water for irrigation and 

secondary purposes. Loss of water through 

evaporation is an important consideration ï 

those of you who know the Riverina can 

reflect on the profligate nature of the open 

canals and the pouring of water across open 

agricultural lands. 

Helen Armstrong's topic was Gardens of 

Hope. She contemplated what gardens are, 

and what they can be for us. They provide 

hope that one can start again. Philosophers 

had stated: hope arises in a break with the 

past éhope is a joyful revolt. Brave new 

gardens offered a new vision at many 

levels, and indicated the need to belong to a 

place. In Australia there was a longing for 

water, and the use of powerful rainforest 

species, such as figs, giving a lush 

appearance to a parched main street, was a 

reflection of this. 

On a broader world scale, she told of the 

special role of the international garden 

festivals (such as that at Chaumont in 

France) to explore the different messages 

available through garden design. The 

restoration of the lost gardens at Heligan in 

Cornwall, rather than emphasising elite 

ownership, had brought home the message 

of stewardship, while nearby, the Eden 

Project ï with various micro-climates under 

vast, translucent domes ï offered a diverse 

plant gene pool for the future. 

Howard Tanner spoke of the need for 

institutions and professional bodies to re-

invent themselves from time to time - by 

pursuing new initiatives and exploring 

avenues for enlarged membership. Twenty-

five years ago the English National Trust 

model provided a framework for Australian 

conservation bodies ï he felt that it was no 

longer appropriate or applicable for 

Australia. While heritage and conservation 

in Australia are currently in something of a 

trough, and certainly appear to be off any 

political agenda, a growing interest in 

gardens and gardening and in design 

generally, is evident. More recent history 

was now being explored, and it was very 

pleasing to learn during the Conference of 
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the adventurous recent purchase of Robin 

Boyd's house in South Yarra by the 

National Trust in Victoria. 

The creation of exciting new contemporary 

landscapes, such as the public gardens at 

Mount Penang, just off the F3 at Kariong, 

near Gosford (by Anton James with Diana 

Pringle, Geoffrey Britton, Craig Burton, 

and others), the new Sydney Harbour 

foreshore parks, or Craig Burton's 

expansive native plantings across a valley 

in the Hunter region, while all in their 

infancy, could form the basis of a future 

conference, perhaps centred on Newcastle. 

This might take a broader view of garden 

history, and while outlining the story of 

gardens in the region, would aim to provide 

a good understanding of new directions in 

Australian gardens and designed 

landscapes. 
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