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THE SWAN COASTAL PLAIN  

Greg Keighery 
 

Introduction  

The theme of the 26
th
 Australian Garden 

History Conference is "From Sea to 

Scarp", reflecting that the capital of 

Western Australia, Perth, is located mainly 

on the Swan Coastal Plain. Interestingly 

the Swan Coastal Plain also forms its own 

distinct biogeographical unit, one of 56 

recognised Australia wide. The plain 

stretches from Jurien Bay in the north to 

Dunsborough in the south, a distance of 

about 450 kilometres and from 20-50 

kilometres wide. It is bounded on the west 

by the Indian Ocean and eastwards by the 

granites of the Darling fault and associated 

scarps.  

 

Much of Perthôs cultural history and 

horticulture is also closely linked to this 

area. For example, the Coastal Plain was 

the site of many of the earliest European 

views of Western Australia and Australia. 

Currently those residing on the plateau 

behind the low Darling Scarp refer to the 

rest of Perth as flat landers, a somewhat 

amusing title to those used to serious 

relief. The sandy soils (which help define 

this biogeographical region) of the plain 

give Western Australians the vernacular 

name Sandgropers. 

 

This introduction to the Swan Coastal 

Plain is divided into four sections: First 

Impressions (1600-1820); Selling the 

concept (Stirling and Fraser, 1827); 

Garden Island (1829) and the reality 

(Swan Coastal Plain, geomorphology and 

flora). 

 

First Impressions (1600-1820) 

Dutch: 

The Swan Coastal Plain received some of 

the earliest European visitors to Australia, 

usually by accident or from those 

searching for the lost ships. Dutch sailing 

ships heading to Batavia found strong 

winds south of Africa, which aided their 

voyages, but could also cause them to hit 

Australia if they misjudged their turn 

north!  

 

The first recorded ships to intentionally 

visit and land on the Swan Coastal Plain 

were the ñWhite Falcon Whistledò and 

ñGood Hopeò in August 1656 

unsuccessfully looking for cargo and 

survivors of the ñGilt Dragonò wrecked 

near Ledge Point in April 1656. The 

survivors of the ñGilt Dragonò certainly 

landed on the coastal plain north of Perth, 

before sailing the cocks boat to Java, but 

no or little record remains of both these (or 

earlier) visits. 

 

Eighteen months later in 1658 Samuel 

Volkersen on a similar mission landed on 

Rottnest at Point Clune in March 1660. 

Volkersen
1 
wrote a brief account of 

Rottnest upon his return describing 

Rottnest as ñThe island has high 

mountains with a good deal of Brushwood 

and many thorn bushes so that it is hard to 

go overò. These are some of the earliest 

European accounts of Australia. 

 

The next expedition of three ships under 

the command of Willem De Vlamingh 

came to Western Australia looking for 

"The Knighthood of Holland" lost between 

Cape Town and Batavia in 1685. They 

arrived at Rottnest on December 30 1696, 

staying till February 1697. Vlamingh 

anchored on the southern shore at Porpoise 

Bay and made two visits ashore. He was 

very favourably impressed by this 

sheltered area 
2&3

  ñwe perceived a very 

agreeable belt of trees, very thick and 

about half a league in extent. é.From 

January 1, 1697 to January 3, 1697 we 

sent every day to get wood and to collect 

fresh herbs, of which we brought on board 

many unknown to us, but excellent.ò  

 

They named Rottnest Island, landed near 

Cottesloe, then explored up the Swan 

River (which they called Witsen River) to 

near Kings Park. Members of the 

expedition returned with collections of 

seeds and woods 
4
 and apparently made 

the earliest collections of native plants 

(Acacia truncata and Synaphea spinulosa) 

from Australia.  Unfortunately the 
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expedition was only partially written up in 

1701 and 1705 by Nicolaes Witsen ( a 

director of the Dutch East India 

Company). Vlamingh was impressed by 

the woodlands of Rottnest and the Swan 

River, but generally the Dutch found WA 

rather barren, waterless and with few good 

harbours or trade opportunities.  

 

Witsen summarised this in 1705 ñthis 

south land or Hollandia Nova, has a 

desolate and barren sea coast, the further 

north the more infertile and arid, there 

being fine forest at 31 degrees south 

(Rottnest?), and pleasant trees, but little 

population close to the coast. The reason is 

perhaps that there is a lack of drinking 

water and the region is not fertile enough 

to sustain lifeò. The Dutch with improved 

maps and navigation now fade from our 

history, and their contributions veiled by 

language and lack of translations are still 

poorly recognised, especially in eastern 

Australia. 

 

First Impressions (1600-1820) 

French:   

The French were determined to lead 

scientific research in Europe, an ambition 

not dulled by the revolution and this 

included exploring the largely unknown 

southern continent 
4
. Several expeditions 

had already visited Australia, including 

DôEntrecasteaux in Western Australia east 

of Esperance in 1792. The second major 

French expedition to Western Australia 

occurred between 1801 and 1804 under 

the command of Nicholas Baudin and 

Hamelin. The ships Geographe and 

Naturaliste arrived off Perth in June 1801, 

after briefly collecting at Busselton. The 

ships were separated and Hamelin 

(without the naturalists) spent 14 days near 

Perth, including six spent exploring up the 

Swan River and produced the first 

accurate maps of the Perth area. He was 

again favourably impressed by the alluvial 

soils along the river, unlike the earlier 

unfavourable impressions of the sandy 

arid south coast by DôEntrecasteaux. 

 

After wintering in Sydney, the French 

returned in 1803, with the Geographe 

(Baudin) and Casuarina (Louis De 

Freycinet), visiting King Georges Sound 

and Koombana Bay and Leschenault Inlet 

(Bunbury) before returning to France. 

Although primarily voyages of scientific 

discovery, not colonization, the revolution 

and subsequent wars meant that the results 

of these expeditions were greatly delayed 

and never completely written up 
5
. 

 

French expeditions kept turning up, with 

Freycinet back in 1817-20 and Dumont D' 

Urville from 1826-29. These expeditions 

and the French interest in colonising WA 

have been extensively covered in the 

excellent book France Australe by Lesley 

Marchant 
4
. The French made major 

contributions to the scientific study of our 

plants and animals and left their mark in 

numerous geographic names in coastal 

Western Australia. 

 

Selling the Swan: 1827-1830  

There seems little doubt that the French 

interest in Western Australia prompted 

Governor Darling to establish an outpost 

at Albany in 1826 and to send Captain 

James Stirling and Malcolm Fraser 

(Government Botanist of NSW) to the 

Swan River to explore the possibility of a 

colony in March 1827. 

 

Fraser produced a very optimistic account 

of the country and vegetation 
7, 8 

 of the 

Swan River and surrounds. Stirling 
9
 was 

also lyrical in his praise. ñThe richness of 

the soil, the bright foliage of the shrubs, 

the majesty of the surrounding treesò. 

However, the magnificent trees they 

reported are no indication of fertile soils 

(unlike in Britain), most of the understorey 

grasses they reported were sedges, also 

able to cope with these infertile often 

saline soils. The alluvial soils of the Swan 

River inland of Maylands are the most 

fertile soils in the area, but are relatively 

small in area away from the river. They 

also spent little time surveying the sandy 

coast at the mouth of the Swan, where the 

first settlers would reside, which caused 

much dissention between their reports and 

their experiences.  

 

It has been suggested that perhaps their 

views were coloured by the desire to 

establish a colony and naval base on the 
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West Coast to protect British interests (of 

which Stirling became Governor). 

 

Garden Island: First Settlement 

An example of this over optimism was the 

renaming of Isle De Bauche to Garden 

Island by Stirling and the description of 

the soils of this island as 
8
 ñé.The soil, 

though light, appears to me ï from the 

immense thickets of a species of Solanum 

which it produces, and which attains the 

height of 10 feet ï to be capable of 

producing any description of light garden 

cropséand the soils I found to be a very 

fine brown loam, studded with detached 

blocks of limestone, and susceptible of 

producing any description of cropò.  

 

This arid sandy island covered with low 

Callitris forest and heath was the site of 

the first settlement and was commented on 

very unfavourably by Captain Fremantle 
10

 

who was in command of the settlement 

fleet ñ éfresh water was found by digging 

wells in the sand, and firewood [was] in 

great abundance, the island being covered 

with a small kind of pine and fit for no 

other useò. 

 

However, the settlement persisted and 

began to expand and stabilise as the more 

fertile lands edging the Swan River around 

Guildford were brought under cultivation 

and the colonists learned to cope with the 

unfamiliar Mediterranean climate and 

infertile soils. 

 

The Swan Coastal Plain: Geology; 

Geomorphology and Flora 
Compared with the Plateau the Swan 

Coastal Plain is of very recent origin, the 

soils of the Plain having been laid down in 

the Pleistocene and Holocene periods from 

1 million years to the present. The oldest 

soil landscapes are on the eastern margin, 

the most recent the beaches. The entire 

Plain is characterised by low relief, sandy 

soils with very low nutrient levels. 

 

The Plain from east to west can be divided 

into a series of geomorphic elements each 

with a characteristic suite of soils, 

generally bearing the same name 
12

.  From 

east to west these are: the colluvial and 

alluvial soils of the Foothills (Ridge Hill 

Shelf); alluvial soils of the Pinjarra Plain 

and river valleys; and the wind deposited 

soils of the Bassendean, Spearwood and 

Quindalup Dunes. 

 

A very diverse suite of plant communities 

(over 65 at present) have formed on the 

Plain in response to  

¶ the type of the soils (colluvium, 

alluvium and sands), the interleaving 

of soils and the underlying rocks 

(Tamala Limestone, Muchea 

Limestone and ironstone); and 

¶ the availability of water, both surface 

water in areas of perched water-tables, 

underground water and drainage lines. 

While many communities are dominated 

by trees 
13

, the diverse shrub, herb and 

sedge strata which occur within most 

communities, also occur as distinct 

communities.  Some examples are listed 

below: 

 

1. Open forests and woodlands: dominated 

by a wide variety of trees, either 

individually or in various combinations.   

The major tree species are: 

- Eucalypts - Eucalyptus 

calophylla(Marri), E. wandoo, E. 

marginata (Jarrah), E. lanepoolei, E. 

haematoxylon (mainly ridge hill shelf) E. 

todtiana, E. rudis (Rivers) , E. decipiens, 

and E. gomphocephala (Spearwood dunes) 

- Sheoaks - Allocasuarina fraseriana 

(Spearwood) and Casuarina obesa 

(Pinjarra Plain & Rivers) 

- Banksias -  Banksia attenuata, B. 

menziesii, (Bassendean sands) B. 

prionotes, B. ilicifolia, B. grandis and B. 

littoralis 

- Melaleucas -  Melaleuca preissiana, M. 

rhaphiophylla and M. lanceolata 

(Wetlands in all geomorphologies) 

- Cypresses - Callitris preissii (Quindalup 

Dunes). 

 

2. Heathlands and shrublands: 

The dominant shrub species of these 

communities are too numerous to attempt 

to list probably numbering close to 200 

species, they are found on the Quindalup 

Dunes, Spearwood, Pinjarra Plain and 

Ridge Hill Shelf.  Examples are from the 

following genera: Jacksonia, Viminaria, 
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Daviesia, Leucopogon, Regelia, Banksia, 

Dryandra, Grevillea, Hakea, Petrophile, 

Stirlingia, Gompholobium, Calytrix, 

Verticordia, Pericalymma, Melaleuca, 

Hibbertia, Halosarcia, Sarcocornia, 

Xanthorrhoea, Kingia and Acacia . 

 

3. Herblands: 

Again the dominant herb species are too 

numerous to list, normally these are found 

on the Pinjarra Plain.  Examples are from 

the following genera: Borya, Phlebocarya, 

Lomandra, Dasypogon, Conostylis, 

Patersonia, Drosera and Stylidium 

 

4. Sedgelands: 

Similarly the dominant sedge species are 

too numerous to list, wetlands occur in all 

geomorphologies.  Examples are from the 

following genera: Baumea, Gahnia, 

Evandra, Schoenus, Mesomelaena, 

Alexgeorgea, Leptocarpus, Cyathochaeta, 

Meeboldina, Dielsia, Restio and Juncus 

 

4. Grasslands: 

Grasslands are not a very significant 

component of the flora of the Plain.  Their 

greatest area of representation is on the 

Quindalup Dunes.  Important genera are: 

Spinifex, Austrostipa, Austrodanthonia 

and Poa. 

 

Thus the Plain is dominated by low open 

woodlands 
13

, which may contain very 

large widely spaced trees (Jarrah on the 

Spearwood sands, Marri on wetter loams 

and clays), but these only indicate slightly 

more fertile but still very infertile soils. 

The alluvial soils are also generally a 

veneer over the deeper sands beneath. 

 

The clearing of the alluvial soils along the 

river for agriculture has resulted in the 

Pinjarra Plain and Ridge Hill Shelf now 

being 97% cleared.  A recent study
14

 

found that between Gingin and Pinjarra, 

the woodlands and open forests are almost 

extinct, having been reduced by clearing 

to a few small isolated pockets. To the 

west, the poor sandy soils escaped much 

of the early clearing, but they are now 

disappearing along with the landforms 

they cover as urbanisation overtakes 

agriculture as the primary land use.   

 

Currently over 2,500 species of native 

plants have been recorded on the Swan 

Coastal Plain
14

. The nutrient poor sandy 

soils have formed more than our 

vernacular name, for the Swan Coastal 

Plain is part of south west Australia; an 

area of international significance as one of 

25 biodiversity hotspots for flowering 

plant diversity worldwide
15

. The Capital 

Perth is the only major city in such a 

hotspot. The Coastal Plain and adjacent 

Darling scarp are also an area of high plant 

richness within this diversity. 

 

As noted a high level of species and plant 

community diversity is characteristic of 

the Plain.  The patterning of plant species 

distribution and of the communities in 

which they grow is to a great extent 

determined by the soils of the Plain. The 

species richness of the plant communities 

is also allied to the summer drought of our 

Mediterranean climate, nutrient deficient 

soils and complex soils and hydrology of 

the Plain. 

 

Many plants on the Plain evolved recently 

from related plants on the Plateau and 

numerous undescribed species have been 

discovered and named from the Plain over 

the past decade, even from within Perth 

and from Rottnest Island! 

 

Conclusions 

The Swan Coastal Plain is the site of 

several of the earliest recorded European 

expeditions to Australia, and perhaps the 

site of the earliest scientific collections of 

our amazing flora by Vlamingh. The 

sandy soils and Mediterranean climate 

dissuaded the Dutch and the French and 

left colonisation to the English, thus 

perhaps ensuring the unity of our country 

today. 

 

The nutrient poor sandy soils and summer 

drought were challenges to the early 

settlers and their horticulture, leading to 

the preferential clearing of most of the 

alluvial soils and temporary wetlands early 

in the colonyôs and stateôs history. We can 

note that most historical gardens, such as 

Woodbridge are on this soil type, for 

example. This combination of sandy 

nutrient deficient soils and a hot dry 
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summer have driven Perthôs gardens since 

settlement. 

 

However, now we should recognise that 

this combination of soils and climate has 

given us Perthôs Native Plants, which are a 

world class scientific resource, a window 

on the evolution of ecosystems and taxa 

and which are not available to any other 

centre of population in the world.  The 

conservation of these plants attuned to our 

natural environment will be a major 

challenge for the inhabitants of the city.  

The values of the flora and its potential 

conservation is summarised in Bush 

Forever 
16 & 17

, which is a whole of 

Government plan to achieve this. 

 The Plain has defined the city and its 

inhabitants and it is one of the few areas in 

Australia to inspire a ground breaking 

coffee table book in the 1970's - 'Sense of 

Place - A response to an environment - 

The Swan Coastal Plain Western 

Australia' by George Seddon. Hopefully 

the natural values of the Plain explained so 

eloquently by George will continue to 

provide Perth with a ñSense of Placeò long 

into the future. 
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE EARLY NURSERY INDUSTRY IN 

WESTERN AUSTRALIA  

Carol Hooper 

 

For some time now, gardens have been 

recognised as useful tools for social 

historians, but the contribution of 

nurserymen to this field of study has, until 

recently, been relatively neglected. This 

paper seeks to demonstrate the historical 

significance of individuals and their 

businesses by examining the role 

nurserymen played in Perth between 1829 

and 1939. 

 

Because the growth patterns of the 

industry were (and still are) shaped by 

economic development and by particular 

kinds of population changes, alterations in 

the businesses and their stocks helped to 

mark aspects of the development of Perth. 

In addition, as the main providers of 

domestic horticultural material, members 

of the industry played a role in the social 

and cultural development of Perth.
1 

 

It is important at this point, to recognise 

the level of skill required by nurserymen 

during this period, as it is often 

undervalued. It was only from the 1960s 

that increasing technological change 

gradually took away the labour intensive 

methods of production. The following 

scenarios give an indication of how slowly 

nursery practices changed before World 

War II. 

 

In Sydney in 1834, Thomas Shepherd 

complained to Governor Darling that he 

had ógrafted this season with my own 

hands chiefly in the night with candlelight 

upwards of 10,000 fruit treesô.
2
 In Western 

Australia in 1909, Albert Haines and his 

two brothers planted 20,000 apple and 

pear trees, digging the land over with a 

fork and putting the trees in with hand 

trowels. Later in the year Albert, on his 

own, bud grafted the 20,000 stocks.
3
  

 

In April 1835, a Mrs Pratt advertised 

deciduous fruit trees for sale in the colony, 

inviting customers to choose their plants 

some months before collecting the bare-

rooted trees.
4
 Perth nurserymen were still 

using this method for selling roses in 

1939. 

 

In the 1840s, there are records of framed 

beds being used to propagate seeds in the 

Swan River Colony.
5
 In 1933, Perth 

nurseryman Luis Brigatti described his 

seed germinating practices as follows. A 

frame was built over an 8ft x 6ft east-

facing bed with sides about 1 foot high. In 

summer this frame was covered with light 

hessian, and in winter a light calico. Sides 

could be rolled up or down. The soil was 

light, turned over to a depth of 1 foot with 

all root and vegetable matter removed. 

Two inches of old, well-rotted cow or 

stable manure was placed on top, and 

turned over with the hands, rubbing and 

mixing well, so as to ensure a good fine 

soil. This was then given a thorough 

soaking of water, and left for a few days to 

ósweetenô, after which the bed was 

levelled over, given a light sprinkling of 

water, and was ready for the seed. Seeds 

were sown very thinly, covered with a 

light layer of soil, pressed down hard with 

a board and lightly watered. After this, the 

seedbed could not be allowed to dry out at 

all, otherwise the seed would fail to 

germinate, and if kept too wet, the 

seedlings would dampen off and die.
6 

 

During this period, the majority of plants 

were grown in the ground and dug up 

when ready for sale. Growing plants in 

open beds with rudimentary shade was a 

risky business and required great skill to 

achieve success consistently. To have 

flowering plants ready for purchase in 

April/May they had to be started a month 

to six weeks earlier, usually when the 

Perth weather was hot and dry. 
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Unfortunately, the importance of a 

nurserymanôs skills in the establishment of 

the Swan River Colony was not 

recognised by the British Government. 

The settlement was set up as a private 

agricultural enterprise, with a minimum of 

government assistance. Seeds and plants 

were important components in the 

establishment of the enterprise, and they 

were also the means by which such a 

remote colony would feed and support 

itself. In these circumstances, the services 

a nurseryman would have provided in the 

protection and multiplication of precious 

horticultural material should have been 

seen as essential to successful colonial 

development, but they were not. 

 

James Drummond, who eventually 

became the first nurseryman of the colony, 

arrived on the Parmelia in 1829, initially 

serving in the unpaid position of 

Government Naturalist. Governor Stirling, 

on his own authority, appointed 

Drummond as Superintendent of Gardens. 

His task was to set up an acclimatisation 

garden to investigate and propagate plants 

suited to growing in the new colony, and 

to distribute appropriate plants to 

colonists. Drummond did this very well. In 

1835, when writing about the garden, J.C. 

Loudon remarked that óThe colonists see 

now what can be done; and... appear to be 

going about the matter in real earnest.ô
7
 In 

addition, Drummond also undertook to 

care for plants brought out by settlers until 

they were ready to receive them.
8
 Being a 

nurseryman, he would have recognised the 

importance of preserving new genetic 

stock entering the settlement. 

 

Drummondôs first two gardens, on Garden 

Island and then Guildford, failed with the 

loss of much precious plant material. 

Despite its short life, the third garden was 

of major significance to the colony. 

Located in the grounds of Government 

House it was productive for only a few 

years from about 1832-1835, before 

incorporation into the Governorôs domain. 

This proposal caused Drummond great 

distress, as he interpreted the Governorôs 

intentions as an attempt to appropriate a 

public amenity for private purposes. The 

relationship between Drummond and 

Stirling deteriorated to the extent that 

Drummond ceased his association with the 

garden, and without his expertise the 

important facility never again provided the 

public benefit it had under Drummondôs 

supervision. 

 

After the demise of Drummondôs garden, 

the colony was soon experiencing 

difficulties in maintaining both the quality 

and quantity of horticultural material. 

There are no records of any qualified full-

time commercial nurserymen operating in 

the colony at this time. By 1842 the 

situation was dire. R.W. Nash, a barrister 

and Secretary of the Agricultural Society, 

exhorted new immigrants to sow seeds and 

pips of fruit eaten on the voyage in boxes 

of loam in their cabins. Nash himself 

attempted to fill the role of nurseryman 

and propagator, building framed beds on 

his property for the purpose of striking 

large quantities of fresh material.
9
 

Drummond recognised the real problem 

behind the difficulties of the colony at that 

time. He remarked that he regretted the 

horticulture of the colony was not placed 

in óabler and more experienced hands. I 

mean a horticulturistô.
10 

 

The Swan River Colony was short of 

capital and short of labour. In 1850, the 

British Government agreed to the colonyôs 

request for the supply of convict labour, 

and Enoch Barratt, the next nurseryman of 

note, arrived in the colony in 1852 as a 

convict. His wife and children joined him 

in 1854. It is thought that Enochôs 

horticultural experience began when he 

worked at Kew Gardens before being 

transported, and continued while be was 

employed as head gardener of the Public 

Gardens in Stirling Square from 1866 to 

1880. The nursery business was initially a 

sideline. From about 1860 he advertised 

cape lilac trees and later fruit and 
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ornamental trees and vines. Enochôs son 

James seems to have taken over the 

business on a full-time basis from about 

1880. Jamesô three sons, Edward, Albert 

and George were part of the business by 

1898.
11 

 

The Barrattôs nursery was in Wellington 

Street, a substantial site with glasshouses, 

hot houses and bush houses. The nursery 

trade in general was a seasonal business 

right up until 1939, so the family 

diversified as much as possible. They 

developed an extensive seed department, 

and by 1895 they had a retail outlet in 

central Perth. No doubt this was a move 

into the profitable florist trade. For a 

twelve year period until 1893 Barrattôs 

nursery had a virtual monopoly on the 

trade in Perth. They did have competitors, 

but none of them were full-time 

nurserymen. 

 

The appearance of this successful nursery 

business indicates that Perth was moving 

from its colonial period into a more 

established society. There were certain 

economic and cultural changes within the 

colony. By the 1860s the injection of cash, 

convicts and immigrants produced modest 

rates of economic growth and a settler 

population which rose from approx. 

15,500 in 1860 to 48,500 in 1890. More 

importantly, the skewing of the 

masculinity ratio that occurred after the 

introduction of male convicts was 

gradually reduced. There were more 

families in the colony and consequently 

more homes and gardens, some excess 

money and some leisure time. 

 

The establishment and success of the 

Barrattôs Wellington Nursery marked the 

emergence of the commercial nursery 

industry in Perth. It was the first business 

to display all the characteristics that were 

embedded in the successful nurseries that 

followed. It was a small, labour-intensive 

family business, passed down through 

generations of the male line, with a 

diversified range of stock and services, 

and a retail outlet in the city. Inherited 

horticultural skills were enhanced by 

practical knowledge taught on the job, and 

passed down from father to son. 

 

The Barrattôs business closed about 1904. 

The reasons for this are unknown, but it 

could possibly have been brought about by 

the increased competition that developed 

in the early 1900s. The discovery of gold 

in Western Australia and the subsequent 

increase in the population and economic 

base of the colony heralded an era of 

change for both Perth and the nursery 

industry. 

 

The favourable social and economic 

circumstances that had begun to emerge in 

the 1870s, allowing the Barrattôs nursery 

to succeed, were increased dramatically 

after the 1893 gold finds in Kalgoorlie. By 

1903, when gold production began its 

decline, disappointed miners drifted to 

Perth, many joined by their families from 

the eastern states, causing the metropolitan 

area to grow disproportionately to the rest 

of the state. By 1914 about 130,000 people 

lived in and around Perth. By 1929, the 

number had risen to about 200,000.
12

 

Residential growth marked the decades 

around the turn of the century, as families 

moved into new suburbs such as Victoria 

Park, Mount Lawley and Subiaco. A 

burgeoning number of new nursery 

businesses took advantage of this 

situation. Their presence confirms that 

Perth not only had a larger permanent 

population, but that many owned their 

own homes, had large gardens, surplus 

income and enough leisure time to 

increasingly grow plants for enjoyment. 

 

Nursery businesses began appearing in 

Perth when society reached certain levels 

of economic and social stability. The plant 

material stocked by businesses mirrored 

the circumstances of the community, 

changing over time as the standard of 

living rose. The requirements for fruit 
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trees and vegetables, initially so important 

to an isolated colony struggling to feed 

itself, gradually became interspersed with 

ornamental plants. Over time, these plants 

became a more prominent nursery line, 

until by the 1930s plants for show had 

replaced plants for subsistence as the 

major stock items of the nurseries. 

 

Examination of four of the larger 

businesses shows that in addition to being 

indicators of economic change, the 

nurserymen themselves played roles in the 

development of Perth. Most of the 

nurserymen who arrived at this time had 

received horticultural training overseas or 

in the eastern states. Consequently, they 

became important disseminators of 

horticultural information. Their skills and 

knowledge were passed on to their sons 

and staff members, as well as to the Perth 

gardening community through newspaper 

and journal articles, their own 

publications, and in later years, through 

radio programmes. 

 

Because production involved field grown 

plants, the nursery sites were frequently 

grouped together in areas where large 

blocks, good soil and adequate water 

supplies were available. In a hot, dry, 

sandy city, the nursery sites themselves 

were appreciated by the population of 

Perth, with stories of sightseers visiting 

and trains slowing down as they passed a 

field nursery in full bloom. In the 1900s, 

the metropolitan retail nurseries were 

often pioneering businesses in the outer 

suburbs and the nurserymen almost 

without exception were civic leaders 

associated with local government. For 

example, when George Wilson died in 

1951 he had been involved in civic affairs 

for 36 years. 

 

Two of the first nurserymen came from 

Switzerland. Jacques Hawter and Charles 

Lauffer started the Helena River Nursery 

in Glen Forrest in 1887. Not much is 

known about Laufferôs background, but 

Hawter had been foreman horticulturist at 

the Crystal Palace, London, at 19 years of 

age.
13 

 

The industriousness of these two men is 

legend. In the eight months after their land 

had been granted, they built a house, 

stables, shed, pigsties, fowl yard, tool-

shed, two wells, a large pond and a road to 

the property with three bridges. Most of 

the block had been fenced and in addition, 

they had managed to clear over 18 acres of 

land. By January 1888 they had a 

collection of 136 fruit trees and 10,000 

nursery stock. By 1890, the nursery area 

covered 7 acres.
14 

The two also tapped the 

European interest in Australian plants, 

especially native orchids. By 1888, they 

had secured orders for 100 native plants 

from Jardin des Plantes in Paris and the 

Crystal Palace Gardens in London had 

ordered a collection of Western Australian 

native flowers.
15 

 

Hawterôs businesses give an indication of 

the impact that the stock of the larger 

nurseries would have had on the 

horticultural material available in Perth. 

By 1893 Hawter had branched out on his 

own, trading from The Darling Range 

Nurseries, in a different location in Glen 

Forrest. In addition, he eventually owned 

The Blackwood Nurseries, a very large 

nursery at Mullalyup, and a third nursery 

at Harvey, the latter two south of Perth. In 

1911, the Mullallyup nursery carried a 

staggering total of 1,748 plant varieties, 

which included roses and other ornamental 

plants as well as fruit trees.
16 

Lauffer 

continued running the Helena River 

Nursery until 1903, when he was shot 

dead by a drunken picnicker.
17  

 

C.F. Newman & Sons appear in the Post 

Office Directory in 1897. The Newman 

family owned The Model Nursery a well-

established nursery in South Australia. 

About 1896 two sons, C.L.W. (Charles) 

and Henry (Harry) Newman arrived in 

Western Australia, selling Model Nursery 

stock directly from Fremantle wharf. 
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Charles settled permanently in the west 

where he wrote A Manual for The Garden, 

Orchard and Farm in 1905, one of the 

first gardening books written for Western 

Australian conditions.
18 

The Western 

Australian nursery industry owes Charles 

Newman a great debt as it was Newmanôs 

nursery that first developed the drought 

tolerant fortuniana rootstock for Perth 

roses. By 1903, Newmanôs nursery was 

using fortuniana exclusively and other 

nurserymen soon followed. 

 

The Newmanôs first two nurseries in 

Victoria Park and Riversdale were 

described in a newspaper article in 1899: 

 

...Victoria Park includes half an acre of 

ground covered with bulbs, about 200,000 

in all, comprising daffodils, narcissi, 

hyacinths, tulips, snowflakes and others. 

Then there is an acre of ground, the home 

of the cut flowers which make the firmôs 

window in Barrack-street so attractive day 

by day. Of seedlings there seems to be no 

end. Other plants and shrubs are also 

present in abundance. In hardy ornamental 

trees and shrubs for outside use, almost 

every kind congenial to the climate may 

be seen. At Riversdale, which is 

beautifully situated on the banks of the 

Swan, about two miles from the 

Causeway, the nursery consists of 3½ 
acres, admirably laid out. Here is a 

profusion of exquisite roses. There also 

some 100,000 rooted vines, including all 

the leading table varieties, suitable for this 

seasonôs planting. There is also noticeable 

a large number of young fruit trees in 

excellent condition. All this is the more 

striking when it is remembered that but 

three years ago the ground now occupied 

by the nurseries was practically 

wilderness.
19 

 

The nursery relocated to Bayswater in 

1915. Charlie Newman took over from his 

father in the 1930s and the business closed 

in 1972 when he retired. 

 

Another nurseryman to advertise his 

business in Western Australia in the 1890s 

was George Harmston Wilson, who was 

born in England and migrated first to 

Victoria in 1890 before moving to Perth in 

1897. He worked as a gardener in the 

government gardens before he established 

his own nursery in Cannington in 1898. 

The company Wilson & Johns, produced 

The Western Australian Gardening Guide 

in 1924, with a revised edition in 1936, an 

indication that by that time, gardening was 

an increasingly popular occupation for 

Perth residents. Georgeôs son Don, 

provided gardening information on Perth 

radio for 20 years. 
20 

 

By 1939, the size of the business required 

three nursery sites to supply the stock. The 

original Cannington nursery grew palms, 

ferns and pot plants. In the hills, the 

Carmel nursery covered about 35 acres 

and grew cut flowers, roses, fruit trees and 

propagated vines. The Fremantle site was 

used to grow up seedlings. 

 

The longest-running nursery business in 

Perth started with a partnership between 

George Russell Dawson and Edward 

James Harrison in 1903. Both partners 

were Englishmen and trained 

horticulturists. Dawson worked for a 

Victorian nursery before moving to 

Western Australia and Harrison had quite 

an illustrious background, having worked 

at Hampton Court Gardens in England, 

and at Lord Kitchenerôs residence in 

Egypt. Georgeôs son Bill, hosted his radio 

gardening programme for 38 years. 

 

The partnership was dissolved by mutual 

consent in 1921. Harrison remained at the 

four acre Belmont property that contained 

general nursery lines and production 

glasshouse work, while Dawson retained 

the 100 acre field nursery at Forrestfield. 

Following the general tendency of the 

industry, G.R. Dawsonôs sons, George and 

Bill took over Forrestfield just after the 

Second World War. Billôs son Ian is now 

running Dawsonôs Garden World. The 

Harrison business closed in 1972.
21
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After the constraints of the First World 

War, there was a great demand for plants 

in Perth throughout the 1920s. It was an 

economically stable time for Perth and the 

nursery business flourished. Even when 

the Great Depression struck in the 1930s 

none of the nurseries listed in the Post 

Office Directory ceased trading. It is 

possible that the nurserymen and their 

families weathered the financial 

consequences of the Depression because 

their large blocks of land enabled them to 

have a self-sufficient lifestyle, with an 

orchard, vegetable patch, cows and 

poultry. A comparison between Bernard 

Gayôs family nursery, a very small 

business in the 1930s, situated on a rural 

block in Gosnells, and the Dawsonôs in 

Forrestfield, running one of the largest 

businesses in Perth, indicates surprisingly 

similar lifestyles during the Depression 

years. No doubt this situation applied to 

many of the other nurseries at that time.
22 

 

Knowledge of early nurseries can provide 

a wealth of valuable information about the 

times and communities in which they were 

situated, as demonstrated by the 

enterprising plantsmen of Perth. Just as the 

gardens they helped blossom are worthy 

subjects of serious study by social 

historians, so are the histories of the 

nurserymen themselves. 

 

In 1939 the industry achieved professional 

status when the Nurserymenôs Association 

of Western Australia was formed. The era 

of the pioneering nurserymen was drawing 

to a close.
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THE GOLDEN PIPELINE: BEYOND THE ESCARPMENT  

Diana Frylinck 
 

The desert shall bloom 

 

When news of the discovery of gold in 1892 at what was to become Coolgardie was 

telegraphed around the world, thousands of hopeful prospectors hurried down the ill-defined 

track.  Many were unprepared ï for the heat, flies, and, above all, the lack of water. Some 

died along the way.  

 

Attempts made to supply sufficient water to desperate prospectors, literally dying of thirst, 

included building dams. But with insufficient rainfall to fill them and high evaporation rates 

in the scorching summers, they were useless. ñCondensersò ï what we would call today 

desalination plants ï used a distillation process to convert saline water, found underground 

and in salt lakes, to fresh. Some were large business enterprises, others small two-person 

shows. But given the amount of timber they burned to convert the water into steam, 

condensers were not a sustainable solution to the ñwater questionò in the long term. 

 

The scarcity of water made it an expensive commodity. With not enough water for drinking 

and personal hygiene, prospectors used various methods of ódryblowingô employing wind 

action rather than water to separate gold from dirt. In its simplest form material was poured 

from one dish held at shoulder height into another at the prospectorôs feet ï heavier gold-

bearing material fell into the pan but the lighter earth was blown away. Machines were 

manufactured that separated gold by combining sieving with wind-action from bellows. 

 

A more permanent solution for a reliable water supply was essential for the goldfields to 

prosper.  With Premier John Forrest behind it, parliamentary approval was eventually given 

and two million pounds raised for a ópumping schemeô, which engineer CY OôConnor 

recommended to the government as the only practical way to supply water to the goldfields.  

 

The pumping scheme consisted of three parts: a storage dam for the water, a 350 mile (650 

km) steel pipeline and a series of eight steam pumping stations to lift the water from 

Mundaring Weir to the goldfields. Since cement for the concrete dam wall had to be 

imported, large granite boulders were placed in the wall to cut down on the amount needed - 

these ñplumsò also helped bond the different layers. After 90 or so days in a shipôs hold the 

cement needed airing and this was done in a ñslakingò shed. 

 

Although the original intention had been to use coal in the pumping stations, locally available 

timber soon replaced expensive brown Collie coal.  In addition to erosion and siltation, 

cutting the timber surrounding the dam caused the water to turn saline with the rising water 

table and pine trees, still in evidence around the weir today, were hastily planted to reverse 

the damage. 

 

Engineer-in-Chief CY OôConnor decided to bury the pipeline in order to protect the lead 

joints from extremes of temperature. A trench was dug from Mundaring Weir to Kalgoorlie in 

which to bury the 60 000 pipes which were distributed by train - pipes were 28 feet long to fit 

the government railway wagons. Pipe lengths were joined by butting them together, placing a 

collar around the join and filling the collar with lead to make the joint waterproof. 

 

Machinery for the pump stations, Worthington-Simpson engines and Babcock and Wilcox 

boilers, was supplied by James Simpson & Company Ltd of England. The 20 pumps came in 

over 5 000 crates and the only piece reported missing was a half inch hydraulic valve. The 

date on a photograph titled ñThe first dayôs pumping No 1ò is significant in refuting the myth 
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that CY OôConnor killed himself because the water did not arrive at the expected time ï it 

was taken on 31 March 1902 whereas he shot himself on 10 March, three weeks before. 

 

A common myth surrounding OôConnor is that he suicided because he thought the pipeline 

was a failure.  His last note, found on OôConnorôs desk after his death, indicates he had faith 

in its success ï  

 

The Coolgardie scheme is all right  

and I could finish it if I got a  

chance and protection from  

misrepresentation but thereôs no  

hope for that now and itôs better  

that it should be given to some  

entirely new man to do who will be  

untrammelled by prior responsibility 

10/3/1902 

 

 

The arrival of the water was a cause of much celebration in the goldfields with cases of 

champagne being consumed in endless toasts at lavish banquets. So much so that federal 

politician Sir George Reid remarked ï  

 

Never have I seen so much enthusiasm for water ï and so little of it drunk. 

 

 

Fresh food was virtually unobtainable or very expensive due to freight costs until the opening 

of the water supply pipeline made growing fruit and vegetables and keeping livestock much 

easier. Canned food was the staple diet of early prospectors ï - a can-opener was an essential 

piece of equipment on the goldfields. Even though all sorts of meat were available in cans, 

such as beef sausages and minced lamb, the men complained it all tasted the same, like tinned 

dog.  John Aspinall wrote in his goldfields diary óThis is a great country for tinned stuff of all 

kinds and the roads are littered on both sides with old empty meat cans and burnt out fires. 

Everything is tinned ï meat (locally known as ódogô), butter, jam, fruit, fish, vegetables, 

plum-puddings, tomatoes, potatoes, soupô.  

 

 

Soon after the dam was built, and the water came to the ófieldsô, lovely gardens 

appeared round the camps. Most of these gardens were womenôs work, proving that 

that great feat of engineering had affected the lives of these women in more ways than 

by simply adding to their physical comfort. Before this, even the little children - and 

there were many little children - were growing up without knowing the names of any 

flowers. 

 
Anne Garnsey Scarlet Pillows, c.1950 

 

 
Todayôs pipeline is above ground and the pumping stations are powered by electricity, rather 

than steam. A network of pipes feeds off the main taking water to an area two-thirds the size 

of Tasmania. 

¶ 100 000 people and 6 million sheep rely on the pipeline 

¶ water takes between one and two weeks to reach Kalgoorlie 

¶ on average 90 million litres is pumped daily from Mundaring Weir 

¶ nearly 8000 kilometres of pipe extend north and south of the main conduit 

¶ the pipe network holds 300 million litres of water 
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Almost as an afterthought, CY OôConnor added these words to the last note he wrote  ï   

 
Put the wingwalls to Helena Weir at once.  

 
The wingwalls, more commonly known as guide walls, or training walls, are designed to 

dissipate energy from overflows and stop the force of the water eating away at the foundations 

of the dam. Between 1946 and 1951 the dam wall was raised by 10 m in order to store more 

water and at the same time the wall was óthickenedô for strength. The additional concrete 

covered the lower of the two wingwalls, but visitors to the weir can see part of OôConnorôs 

higher wingwall to this day. 

 

 
 

 
Diana Frylinck  is an interpretation officer for the Golden Pipeline, a project managed by the 
National Trust of Australia WA. The Trust facilitates public access to the heritage of the 
worldôs longest freshwater pipeline through conserving original elements and interpreting 
sites associated with this engineering feat. 
Diana has worked at No 1 Pump Station, the first of eight pump stations required to deliver 
water 560kms to WAôs goldfields, since 1996. A journalism graduate and qualified teacher, 
her primary responsibilities include research, writing and running the education program for 
schools and other groups. 
She is particularly interested in the experience of people living in WAôs arid interior so, while 
not a gardener herself, she can appreciate how the coming of the water to the Wheatbelt and 
Goldfields regions in 1903 transformed communities and widened opportunities for 
horticulture. 
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JOHN OLDHAM AND THE NARROWS INTERCHANGE  

Philip Palmer  

 

On the face of it, one could query the 

inclusion in a Garden History Society 

conference of a presentation on a 

freeway interchange constructed in the 

1960s. 

 

The Narrows Interchange landscape 

has historic relevance on a number of 

levels: 

 

¶ Firstly, there is no specific "cut-

off" for what we might consider 

"history", especially in the context 

of consciously-designed public 

landscape in Western Australia 

which really only goes back to the 

gold boom of the 1890s.  

 

¶ Filling of the Swan River and 

construction of the Narrows 

Interchange was the subject of 

heated public debate and 

controversy - although the 

development of our city has a long 

history of river reclamation and 

modification of the river foreshore 

which is still current and which 

shows no sign of abating- the 

creation of the Interchange 

Parklands was a direct outcome of 

public debate and objection to the 

visual and functional alienation of 

the city from its river. They are 

highly significant for this reason. 

 

¶ Finally, the Interchange Parklands 

are probably the most widely 

recognised work of one of 

Australia's and certainly Western 

Australia's pioneers of the 

profession of landscape 

architecture, John Oldham. 

 

John was a landscape architect, 

architect and planner who was awarded 

the Order of Australia in 1990 for his 

services to landscape architecture. His 

citation for this award read in part that 

John was: 

   "éparticularly noted for the 

landscaping concept carried into effect 

at the Narrows Interchange adjacent to 

Kings Park in Perthé." 

 

John trained as an architect in Perth 

before travelling to the eastern states 

and then to New York to work on the 

Australian pavilion at the 1939 

Worldôs Fair. His early influences 

included the American landscape 

architect/designers, Walter Burley 

Griffin and Frederick Law Olmsted. In 

1949 he joined the Snowy Mountains 

Hydro-Electric Authority where he 

became for the next 5 years their 

architect, town planner and landscape 

designer for the Authority's 

comprehensive programme of dams, 

tunnels and power stations. After his 

return to Perth, John was employed as 

"garden designer" at the Government 

Housing Commission, during which 

time he produced a comprehensive 

plan for the development of Perthôs 

foreshore parks as an integrated 

botanic garden, which in turn led to his 

appointment to design the Narrows 

Interchange landscape. 

 

The development of the City of Perth 

has from the outset gone hand in hand 

with the reclamation of land from its 

"reflecting pond" river setting. 

Paintings from c1840s and 1850s 

indicate the form of Perth's Swan River 

foreshore in the early days of the Swan 

River colony - complete with 

wholesale clearing of native 

vegetation, quarrying for clay at the 

river edge and erosion of the loose, 

sandy banks. 
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By 1935, the view from Kings Park 

reveals a filled and "formalised" river 

foreshore. 

 

This, however, is nothing compared 

with the filling to accommodate the 

Narrows Interchange. It was this 

"final" massive alienation of the river 

that sparked a furious public protest, 

immortalised in the photograph of Mrs 

Rischbieth, and which resulted in John 

Oldham being commissioned in 1964 

to design a landscape to soften the 

impact of the works. John managed to 

get agreement from the Main Roads 

Department for the use of three 

quarters of the reclaimed area for 

public parkland that could be safely 

enjoyed by the public on foot or 

bicycle. Drawing on his experience 

with working with engineers and his 

appreciation of working with the 

landscape at an engineering scale, John 

was able to develop a landscape 

concept together with the road and 

bridge designers.  

 

Changes in level are manipulated to 

separate vehicular and pedestrian 

traffic; pathways cross safely under 

roads; lakes, waterfalls and fountains  

create a focus away from the roads and 

vehicles. 

 

The extensive use of water bodies is 

partly to compensate for the alienation 

of the river proper, but is more 

effective in emphasising the undulating 

landform and creating a pedestrian-

scale landscape in microcosm, the 

tranquillity of which belies its 

surroundings. 

It is now a remarkably peaceful 

environment that is enjoyed by wildlife 

as much as by people.
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JOONDALUP CITY STREETSCAPES 

Tony Blackwell

Ebenezer Howard first published his 

concept for ñGarden Citiesò in 1898.  He 

was motivated to do this by the disease and 

squalor he saw in the city in which he lived 

at the time ï London.  As a result he 

developed a more bucolic vision for cities 

of the future. 

 
His concepts were very likely influenced 

by the famous American landscape 

architect Frederick Law Olmsted who was 

working on the rehabilitation of Chicago 

after the great fire in 1871.  Ebenezer 

Howard happened to be in Chicago during 

the time that Olstedôs work was being 

carried out after failing in his endeavour at 

farming in Nebraska. 

 
Ebenezer Howardôs vision was for a 

network of decentralised, lower density 

cities that were set within an agricultural 

framework incorporating ñcleanò industry 

in that framework.  In this respect he was 

intending that the residents within the city 

had employment on hand and that the need 

for extensive commuting and transporting 

of goods was minimised.  He published this 

vision in 1898 in a book titled ñTo-morrow: 

A Peaceful Path to Real Reformò which 

was later republished as ñGarden Cities of 

To-Morrowò. 

 
In principle this was an excellent vision.  

However, half a century later, Jane Jacobs
1
 

published a damning criticism of the 

application of ñGarden Cityò principles as 

applied to new cities and urban 

redevelopment.  In her criticism she 

focuses on the failings of these places from 

a sociological viewpoint.  She attributed 

this as a direct result of the low density 

promoted by such planning models.   

In essence, Jane Jacobs was saying that the 

ñGarden Cityò principles are not the right 

ones to achieve a healthy city environment 

and neither the application of them in new 

                                                 
1  ñThe Death & Life of Great American 

Citiesò originally published by Random House  

1961, Vintage Books Edition December 1992  ISBN 

0-679-74195-X 

city planning or urban rehabilitation 

projects is appropriate. 

Notwithstanding Jane Jacobsô criticism, 

nearly a century after the publication of 

Ebenezer Howardôs ñGarden Cityò model 

for city planning, planners in Perth were 

still making direct references to these 

principles.  One classic example is the 

development of their plans for the new City 

of Joondalup in Wanneroo, north of Perth. 

 
Such references include ñCentral Parkò 

which is common to each plan, and ñGrand 

Boulevardò in Joondalup City as opposed 

to Ebenezer Howardôs ñGrand Avenueò. 

Following our engagement the client also 

decided that they would market Joondalup 

City as the ñCity in the Landscapeò. 

Unfortunately the plan did not allow for 

any major employment centres apart from 

that which would come out of commercial 

and retail uses.  On the other hand, we can 

be thankful that the planners did not adopt 

Ebenezer Howardôs recommended 420ft 

width for Grand Avenue, but rather settled 

for a comfortable 70m width. 

The Stephenson-Hepburn Plan
2
 was aiming 

to accommodate a population of 1.4m 

people in the greater Perth metropolitan 

area by the year 2005.  As it turns out these 

figures were met by the year 1990, 

unfortunately not without expanding well 

beyond the physical parameters of the areas 

outlined in the Plan. 

 
If Perth had been constrained to these 

areas, then it is very likely that it would be 

a more functional city than it is today, 

particularly with regard to the excessive 

amount of travel required due to low 

densities - none of which augurs well for a 

sustainable future for Perth.  

 
It was in the context of this low density 

approach to planning that we were asked to 

work on this multi-disciplinary team with 

the statutory planners, traffic engineers, 

                                                 
2  Plan for the Metropolitan Region, Perth 

and Fremantle, Western Australia 1955, a Report 

prepared for  the Government of Western Australia 

by Gordon Stephenson and J A Hepburn 
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architects and later artists (who we helped 

bring on board) to develop the detailed 

design for the landscape components of the 

city centre. 

 
One of our first challenges as Landscape 

Architects was to try to overcome the 

visual implications of the immense width 

of the road corridors which were 

determined by the local authorityôs 

engineers insisting that the project 

engineers meet NASRAA standards - ie 

American Highway Design standards.  

Unfortunately our pleas to reduce these 

widths, so as to better accommodate 

pedestrians, fell on deaf ears.  Our response 

to this was rather lateral providing a 

win/win solution on two fronts. 

 
At this time in Perth the ñBicycle 

Movementò was fairly small and without 

much influence.  So we took it upon 

ourselves to improve their conditions by 

providing cycle-ways throughout the city 

centre and in doing so we could also reduce 

the psychological or visual perception of 

width of the road carriageway by 

introducing discolorous pavement types 

with the car parking and cycle-ways being 

one colour and the road carriageway having 

another. 

 

Other aspects that we considered with 

regard to the landscape included the 

theming for both the hard and soft 

landscape elements.  With regard to the 

hard elements we chose to emphasise two 

of Perthôs most iconic materials and 

colours, ie the cream colours derived from 

limestone and terracotta colour associated 

with clay and its fired products such as 

bricks and tiles.   

 

With regard to the planting we were faced 

with the difficult task of trying to achieve 

robust planting within the local skeletal 

soils with little opportunity to retain natural 

vegetation due to its low stature and the 

scarcity of suitable species that could be 

used as appropriate city planting as 

required to provide the necessary scale, 

shade and associated amenity.  As a 

consequence, and with the desire to create a 

distinctly Australian streetscape 

environment, we selected Australian 

species known to be reliable for use on all 

the larger north-south streets and to 

contrast with this we provided exotic 

species on the east-west streets.   This was 

specifically designed to help people 

orientate themselves, providing clear cues 

for ñway-findingò around the city centre. 

 

The sheer width of the carriageways meant 

that there were still large tracts of land 

available for planting.  However, whilst 

this was positive in terms of helping to 

deliver the required ñCity in the 

Landscapeò ambience, it caused concerns 

with regard to on-going maintenance costs 

ï a critical element which we were very 

conscious of throughout our involvement in 

the development of the city centre.  For 

similar reasons plants were chosen to 

minimise the use of water.  The irrigation 

system was also developed in close 

consultation with our irrigation sub-

consultants.  This system relied upon a bore 

system that fed into an aerated lake and 

was then distributed through a dedicated 

pipe system for streetscape planting and 

irrigated public planting. 

 

Early on in the project we recommended 

the involvement of artists as an integral 

component in the design development and 

to assist in providing the city with another 

layer of identity helping to create a 

distinctive sense of place.   A committee 

known as the AIPS (Art in Public Spaces) 

Committee was developed and out of this a 

considerable number of commissions were 

made for artworks.  These included 

commissions to Peter Daly who came up 

with a neo-gothic skyscraper concept for 

the bollards, and Andrew Carter, an artist 

and set designer who does a lot of work 

with The West Australian Ballet, who 

worked in close association with our 

electrical consultants, ETC to come up with 

the distinctive streetlight design. 

 

Other such projects included the ceramic 

inserts in the paving and tree surrounds.  

Blackwell & Associates came up with this 

concept and allowed for the circular rebates 

to be constructed in the kerbs in our 

contract.  Then we helped engage a 

community based artist who worked with 
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the community in developing literally 

thousands of small clay discs which were 

taken to the surrounding community where 

he involved those people in creating these 

small artistic statements which now can be 

found throughout the city centre.

 

 
 

 
After graduating from the University of Canberra with a degree in landscape architecture, 
Tony Blackwell joined a Sydney-based landscape architecture firm where he was directly 
involved in a broad range of projects before setting up Blackwell & Associates in 1987. Tony 
is responsible for the overall design direction of the practice together with the co-ordination 
of staff, programming client liaison and general administration. He has created an innovative, 
award winning landscape practice specialising in landscape architecture and urban design. He 
has also pursued a strong interest in architecture, site planning and visual arts which, amongst 
other things, he believes are beneficial in providing a greater understanding of the role each 
allied profession plays in any collaborative team relationship. 
 
Key projects Tony has undertaken include the Sir Joseph Banks Park in Botany NSW; the 
master-planning of the Australian Defence Force Academy in Canberra; both Brisbane & 
Darwin International Airports; Scarborough Beach Redevelopment; Mirrabooka Regional 
Centre Redevelopment Strategy; The Bridges at Ellenbrook; Joondalup City Centre 
Streetscapes; Perth City Centre Landscape Strategy; Mandurah Quay; Northwater Marina in 
Carnarvon; Marlston Hill & Marlston Waterfront Developments in Bunbury; Bunbury Outer 
Harbour and Jindee. 
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DEVELOPMENTS IN EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY WESTERN 

AUSTRALIAN GARDENING AND LANDSCAPING  

Gillian Lilleyman 
 

The first decades of the twentieth century 

were a time of consolidation and self 

discovery in Western Australia. The lure 

of opportunity that came with the gold 

discoveries of the late nineteenth century 

brought a wave of enterprise to the west. 

Two initiatives resulting from this 

valuable population influx, and involving 

many of the same leading players, were 

the birth of town planning and the 

establishment of a university. As Perth 

was at the forefront in adopting overseas 

ideas in the planning of suburbs such as 

Floreat Park and City Beach, I will cover 

the development of these areas, and I will 

include early developments on The 

University of Western Australia campus, 

as the creation of this planned 

environment often mirrored events on the 

broader landscape. 

 

Governor James Stirlingôs capital of Perth 

had been laid out in 1829 with generous 

street set backs and large blocks, but this 

had been at the expense of public open 

space. As the city grew, early intentions 

were not followed and by the end of the 

Century, ad hoc development had led to 

overcrowding, with several typhoid 

outbreaks and even cases of bubonic 

plague.  

 

To improve the urban environment, Perth 

planners looked to the new town planning 

movements that had emerged in the late 

1800s in the wake of industrialisation and 

rapid urban growth overseas: the City 

Beautiful and Garden City movements. In 

America, City Beautiful meant imposing 

civic buildings set in spacious landscaped 

surrounds. In England, the Garden City 

concept was designed to establish self 

contained satellite communities away from 

city congestion. Later as the Garden 

Suburb, it became a style of urban 

planning and a label for real estate 

promotion. The aim of both movements 

was for an aesthetically pleasing 

environment, with emphasis on the health 

and social benefits of parks and green 

belts.  

 

Conveniently, the movements gave form 

to a range of solutions to Perthôs problems 

and they were actively promoted in 

Western Australia. Local advocates 

included Town Clerk William Bold, 

prominent architects George Temple-

Poole, William Hardwick and Harold 

Boas, and, importantly, one of Perthôs 

most influential men, lawyer Sir John 

Winthrop Hackett. Hackett was on the 

board of just about everything in Western 

Australia, and was the founding chancellor 

and major benefactor of its first university.  

 

In 1914, Hackett joined Bold in lobbying 

the Government for the town planning 

legislation that ultimately led to 

Australiaôs first Town Planning Act in 

1928.It was through his editorship and 

part-ownership (with Charles Harper of 

Woodbridge) of The West Australian 

newspaper that Hackett had his most 

influence. During the period 1897 ï 1914, 

The West Australian became the principal 

forum for promoting urban improvement, 

generating a political climate that enabled 

the Perth City Council to send its Town 

Clerk overseas in 1914 to study the new 

concepts first hand. Boldôs comprehensive 

report of his tour helped crystallise local 

City Beautiful and Garden City planning, 

the planning that underpinned the 

establishment of the suburbs of Floreat 

Park and City Beach on Perthôs 

endowment lands.  

 

The town of Perth had held commonage 

rights to timber and stone since 1855 over 

a large tract of crown land between its 

western boundary and the coast, an 

acreage that was further defined in 1883. 

With overcrowding and rising prices in the 

city in the 1890s, the commonage, with its 

healthy seaside aspect, was looking 

increasingly attractive for development. At 

the cityôs request, the Government 

apportioned the land between 1902 and 
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1903. Some was added to the new suburbs 

of Subiaco and Leederville, some was 

reserved for a mental hospital and a large 

tract was set aside to endow a university, 

much of which The University of Western 

Australia still holds as agricultural 

research facilities and playing fields at 

Shenton Park.  

 

For its use and benefit, the City of Perth 

was granted 2,281 acres. The land could 

not be sold without further legislation, but 

the City Council set about making plans to 

develop a seaside town. Progress stalled, 

however, as requests to the Government 

for a road or rail link to the beach were 

ignored, until the Council resolved to 

finance a road itself. Because the preferred 

shortest route to the sea crossed private 

land, Joseph Perryôs Limekilns Estate, the 

Council purchased the property in 1917 on 

Boldôs recommendation. This gave the 

City an unbroken corridor to the coast and 

a holding of over 3,500 acres; ample 

scope, although not the financial reserves, 

to lay out towns like Bold had visited on 

his world tour. 

 

In 1925, surveyors (and brothers-in-law) 

Carl Klem and Percy Hope drew up a 

development plan for the area. The plan 

featured a seaside town and a second 

dormitory town, both laid out on Garden 

City lines and linked across a wide belt of 

parklands by two boulevards. To design its 

seaside town, the Council had intended 

launching a national competition, but 

because of the difficulties in conveying 

contour profiles to competitors, Klem and 

Hope were appointed for the whole 

project. Unlike the grid system of earlier 

subdivisions, Garden City planning was 

sensitive to topography. Church and 

community halls were placed on higher 

points, with recreation areas on land less 

suited to housing. Blocks were sized to 

allow free standing houses, each 

surrounded by a garden. A notable feature 

of the dormitory town was the provision of 

small recreational reserves behind the 

houses for childrenôs playgrounds. Under 

the Endowment Lands Act, which was 

passed in 1920 to enable the lands to be 

sold, the Council had also been 

empowered to regulate set backs, block 

sizes and road widths. 

 

The road that the Perth City Council 

financed and built in 1918 was known as 

Plank Road. It consisted of two tyre 

widths of jarrah planks placed 

longitudinally on sleepers, permitting only 

a single lane of traffic with occasional 

passing sections. Access to the sea 

improved when a four-mile extension of 

Cambridge Street, The Boulevard, was 

opened in November 1928. Neither road 

was wide enough for two way traffic 

however, so vehicles travelled outwards 

on Plank Road and returned via The 

Boulevard. To link the two arterial roads 

and to build roads for subdivision, sand 

dunes were levelled by a previously 

untried innovation called sluicingð

instead of using a horse and dray to move 

sand, sea water was pumped onto the sand 

hills at high pressure to wash them away. 

Pumping was made possible with 

electricity supplied along the new 

boulevard.  

 

Tree planting of The Boulevard was one 

of the celebrations held to mark the Stateôs 

centenary in 1929. Starting from the 

Cambridge Street end, a half-mile section 

was planted during an afternoon ceremony 

in July by such dignitaries as the State 

Governor, Sir William Campion, who 

planted the first tree, the Mayor of Perth 

and members of the city and legislative 

councils. Ladies who planted a tree 

received a miniature silver spade bearing 

the city coat of arms, made by 

Mazzucchelli jewellers as a souvenir of 

the occasion. Monterey pines (Pinus 

radiata) were planted behind alternating 

date palms (Phoenix canariensis) and red 

flowering gums (Corymbia ficifolia), 356 

trees in total; but probably not all planted 

by the dignitaries, who, after their efforts, 

retired to a marquee for tea and speeches, 

confident that they had enhanced the great 

natural beauty of Perth. There is always a 

detractor. Reporting the event, The 

Western Mail stated that The Boulevard 

should have been named óParmelia 

Paradeô for the centennial, but the paper 

did concede that the loss of óhistoric 
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dignityô in its name would, in time, be 

amply compensated by its flanking trees. 

 

The Boulevard had initially been intended 

as a dual-speed parkway in the City 

Beautiful mode similar to ones that Bold 

had seen in America. However, the project 

was scaled back due to lack of funds. In 

Western Australia, the City Beautiful 

Movement was to have less impact on the 

urban environment than the Garden City 

Movement, with only limited 

implementation despite the enthusiasm. In 

the city, the chain of wetlands that Bold 

envisaged as a parkland belt had been lost 

in the 1880s to the railway. Plans to sink 

the railway and use the land for civic 

buildings were drawn up as early as 1911 

by William Hardwick and George 

Temple-Poole, and by Carl Klem in 1927, 

but the form of Perth was committed. The 

costs involved were always beyond the 

cityôs means.  

 

Nevertheless the City Beautiful ideal of 

public open space was realised. A number 

of parks were created at the turn of the 

century in a burst of activity that coincided 

with Self Government and Federation. 

These included Kings Park, the Zoological 

Gardens, Queens Gardens and Hyde Park, 

and part of the foreshore, the 

establishment of which Oline Richards 

outlined in her excellent chapter in the 

Australian Garden History Societyôs 

publication Planting the Nation. The City 

also began purchasing land, mainly from 

the Chinese market gardeners around the 

town, and although the Council couldnôt 

resist commercial development on blocks 

with good street frontages, many of these 

areas were converted to parks, notably the 

wetlands north of the city (and later the 

foreshore at South Perth).  

 

Initially , the lakes near the city were 

drained in order to control mosquito 

infestations and flooding. These concerns 

were partly behind reclamation of the 

foreshore which began in 1873 with the 

creation of the Esplanade and then Barrack 

Square. Once river reclamation was seen 

as a way to redress the dearth of public 

land in Perth, it was carried out in earnest, 

particularly in the years leading up to the 

First World War. 

 

From 1897, most of the landscape planting 

in Perth was under the direction of the 

City Gardener, John Braithwaite. Until his 

death in 1937, when his son Henry 

succeeded him, Braithwaite was 

responsible for planting those streets and 

parks developed by the Perth City 

Council, and for its endowment lands. 

However the reclaimed land between the 

Causeway and Point Lewis (now the 

Narrows Bridge) was mainly under 

government control: much of Perthôs 

ófront gardenô was landscaped by the State 

Parks and Gardens Board. 

 

The Parks and Gardens Board was formed 

in 1920 to put management of all 

government reserves under one body. That 

body was Louis Shapcott, long term 

secretary of the Premierôs Department, but 

by all accounts, a public servant 

answerable only to himself. Once 

developed, the reclaimed foreshore land 

was gradually vested in the City, but 

wrangles between Shapcott and the City 

Council went on for years over an 

unsightly area at the foot of William Street 

that the Government leased out to boat 

building and lightering companies, and as 

a rather infamous amusement park known 

as White City. The Governmentôs tardy 

handover of this area frustrated the 

Councilôs ambition to create a scenic 

riverfront drive from the Causeway around 

to Mounts Bay Road until the late 1940s. 

But victory for the City of Perth was short 

lived: the Bay was soon to be lost to the 

might of the car. Much disappeared under 

bitumen car parks, and then as the 

approaches to the Narrows interchange 

system. Boat building and lightering were 

nothing compared with what was to 

follow. 

 

However, the Perth City Council did 

appreciate the Government development 

of the foreshore, especially the Parks and 

Gardens Boardôs transformation of the 

reclaimed land below the new Supreme 

Court Building. Landscaping began here 

in 1920 under the direction of the Boardôs 

superintendent gardener, Henry Campbell. 
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Campbell had come to Australia in 1901. 

He credited his horticultural skills to the 

rigours of gardening in his native Scotland 

and was soon Head Gardener at 

Government House. Campbell retained 

this position when he was appointed 

Government Gardener in 1919 as the 

Parks and Gardens Board took over 

management of Government House 

Gardens.  From 1920 until Campbellôs 

death in 1930, the Campbell family lived 

at the gate lodge there.  

 

Campbellôs Supreme Court Gardens 

became a show place to rival even the 

Perth City Councilôs popular Queens 

Gardens. Perimeter plantings of trees and 

shrubs surrounded emerald lawns, rose 

beds, a lily pond, rockeries and flower 

beds bright with annualsðdelphiniums, 

variegated phlox, petunias, snapdragons, 

orange marigolds and pink, white and 

purple larkspurs. Though the flower beds 

have now gone, the mature palms and 

shade trees on the perimeter remain. The 

layout is similar to one designed by 

Campbell for the Great Court at the 

University when he later supervised the 

landscape work on campus.  

 

Campbellôs association with the 

University stemmed from his work on 

Matilda Bay Reserve at Crawley, which he 

also began in 1920 when Shapcottôs Parks 

and Gardens Board took over management 

of that area. In response to lobbying by the 

Perth City and Subiaco Councils, the 

Government had purchased Crawley Park, 

the estate of Sir George Shenton, in 1910. 

Referred to locally as óSubiaco Beachô, 

Shentonôs land was already a popular 

picnic spot and camping ground, so 48 

acres was set aside for public recreation in 

1914. The remaining 105 acres was 

offered as a site for a university. When the 

Parks and Gardens Board took over the 

reserve, permanent camping was banned 

to rid the bay of squattersô shanties, 

premises were leased out for tearooms and 

boat hire, and landscaping began.  

 

The construction of tennis courts in 

1924ðtheir location now traced only by a 

windbreak of Victorian tea tree 

(Leptospermum laevigatum)ðbrought to 

the notice of the University that the 

Boardôs developments might compromise 

the Universityôs access to the river. To 

ensure a coordinated approach, the 

University proposed in 1925 that, with 

Government funding, the Board take over 

laying out the campus. This proposal was 

unsuccessful, but after money became 

available to the University from the 

Hackett Bequest in 1926, the University 

was able to arrange with the Board in 1927 

to employ Campbell on a part time basis to 

oversee its landscaping. 

 

The Universityôs first Chancellor, Sir John 

Winthrop Hackett, had put into practice 

the planning ideals that his newspaper 

promoted. When the University was first 

offered the site in 1912, Hackett invited 

none other than renowned English 

landscape architect Thomas Mawson to 

design the campus layout. Mawson was 

anticipated to visit Australia in 1914 to 

speak at a series of Garden City lectures 

arranged by Charles Read. Mawsonôs 

visit, and hence his plan for the 

University, didnôt eventuate, but in its 

place, Hackett launched a national design 

competition. The winning plan by 

Melbourne architect Harold Desbrowe-

Annear featured elliptical walks and radial 

avenues; a design that appealed to City 

Beautiful tastes. By leaving a generous 

bequest to the University, Hackett ensured 

that his vision of a óCampus Beautifulô 

was met. 

 

Henry Campbellôs work at Crawley can be 

seen in early aerial photographs. Around 

the playing fields, Campbell planted out 

areas to trees indigenous to each State of 

the Commonwealth, retaining an 

uncleared section near the Perth ï 

Fremantle Road (now Stirling Highway) 

to represent Western Australia. It is not 

known whether the tree collection was 

Campbellôs idea. Desbrowe-Annear and 

Rodney Alsop, the architect of the Hackett 

Buildings, were both including eucalypt 

collections in their larger Arts and Crafts 

gardens in Melbourne at the time; and 

Sydney architect Professor Leslie 

Wilkinson, who came to Perth and 

modified Desbrowe-Annearôs original 

plan in 1926 in preparation for the first 



 

 30 

buildings, made the local angophora a 

stunning feature of his own garden in New 

South Wales. It was Wilkinson who 

suggested incorporating a ólivingô 

auditorium on the campus, a project 

energetically pursued by long term 

University senate member, William 

Somerville, after whom the auditorium of 

Norfolk Island pines is named. 

 

Early views of the Great Court show its 

similarity to the Supreme Court Gardens. 

On Wilkinsonôs plan, which Campbell 

followed, the Great Court was to 

complement a domed library to the west. 

Campbell designed both gardens as quiet 

enclosed settings, conducive to the 

dignified function of their adjoining 

buildings. Because of its dense canopy, the 

northern perimeter of Campbellôs Great 

Court is now known as the Tropical 

Grove. Both gardens contain similar trees. 

There are evergreen figs (Ficus 

rubiginosa, F. microphylla and F. 

macrocarpa var. hillii ); araucarias ( A. 

bidwilli i, A. heterophylla and A. 

cunninghamii); eucalyptsðthe sugar gum 

(Eucalyptus cladocalyx), the swamp 

mahogany (E. botryoides) and the lemon-

scented gum (Corymbia citriodora) ; 

camphor laurel (Cinnamomum camphora); 

coral tree (Erythrina sykesii); and 

cadjeputs (Melaleuca quinquenervia), 

mostly east coast and warm temperate 

trees rather than tropical, but hardy and 

hence a planting palette fairly 

characteristic of Perth.  

 

Both gardens show Campbellôs penchant 

for palms. At the University, Campbell 

outlined the perimeter beds of the Great 

Court with date palms (Phoenix 

canariensis); he suggested palms to border 

a new drive to Crawley Park House (cork 

oaks were used here instead); and he laid 

out a six-acre designated palm garden for 

student óbotanical purposesô featuring no 

less than eight different genera. These 

included Cocos palms (Syagrus flexuosa 

and S. romanzoffiana); several different 

fan palms, the indigenous Australian 

Livistona australis, the Chinese one (L. 

chinensis) and the European fan palm 

(Chamaerops humilis); and from central 

South America, the Chilean wine palm 

(Jubaea spectabiles) and the Argentinean 

jelly palm (Butia  capitata).  

 

Palms are well suited to Perth and, 

although expensive (the Parks and 

Gardens Board charged the University 

2s/6d for palms as opposed to 1s/6d for 

other plants), they became very 

fashionable in the 1920s and 30s. Many 

were grown in shade houses to decorate 

public buildings, and were planted out by 

both the city and government gardeners. 

Palms line the Subiaco and Crawley 

Avenue approaches to Kings Park, and, as 

mentioned, The Boulevard at Floreat; they 

formerly bordered Mount Street and parts 

of William Street, and they are in 

numerous city parks and gardens. The 

planting of palms was certainly not 

peculiar to Campbell, but his choice of 

them in the 1920s for Government House 

and the Supreme Court Gardens and along 

the foreshore has been followed ever 

since. The palms are a reminder that 

geographically Perth shares latitudes with 

places such as Casablanca and Marrakech: 

they add an exotic touch of the oasis.  

 

In 1924, Campbell and his men 

landscaped a reclaimed strip along Mounts 

Bay Road between the city and Point 

Lewis to create a reserve known as 

Mounts Bay Gardens, and planted mixed 

trees and date palms. In the early 1930s, 

when the Perth City Council undertook 

major widening and landscaping of 

Mounts Bay Road beyond Point Lewis to 

Crawley, the city gardeners continued 

Campbellôs theme, adding wind tolerant 

trees such as Norfolk Island pines. Near 

the Brewery more planes and a screen of 

poplars were introduced, and to hide areas 

of the scarp defaced from quarrying road 

material, wattles and Geraldton wax were 

planted. Further widening has occurred 

here, but many of the plantings along this 

stretch of the foreshore date from 1933/34.  

 

The City Council was able to accomplish 

this roadwork and river walling on Mounts 

Bay Road because the financial burden of 

its endowment land was lifting. The first 

blocks at City Beach had been offered for 

sale in 1929 with promising results. The 

beach was popular with day trippers. 
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Parking areas and shelter huts (trees were 

proving difficult to establish) had been 

provided, and for beachgoers there was the 

added thrill of a spin over the dunes on the 

switch back Plank Road. But residential 

development was slow. Stringent building 

requirements, the distance from town and 

lack of public transport were compounded 

by the Depression, then the onset of war. 

In 1939, only eight houses had been built 

on the first subdivision  

 

Floreat Park proved more popular. To 

promote development and as a stimulus to 

the building industry, in 1933 the Council 

built two model homes, one brick, the 

other in timber. The first subdivision, 

drawn up by Klem and Hope with input 

from Harold Boas, was released for sale in 

1934. Others quickly followed. Residential 

land was on sold to the Government 

Workersô Home Board and, after the 

Second World War, for War Service 

homes, providing a boost in population 

and cutting development and holding 

costs.  

 

In 1937, the boundaries of the parkland 

were fixed with 1,000 acres óset aside for 

the people for everô for recreation. This 

was named Bold Park in 1944. In Floreat, 

big residential blocks allowed generous 

gardens, especially along The Boulevard, 

and sweeping lawns and minimal 

footpaths and fencing added appeal. 

Floreatôs proximity to Perth and the tram 

service made it a more practical 

proposition than City Beach. Development 

was also boosted by the provision of 

community centres and a school, although 

business was slower to follow. The main 

shopping centre, Floreat Forum, was not 

established until after the holding of the 

Empire and Commonwealth Games at 

Perry Lakes in 1962. 

 

Today the development pendulum is in 

danger of over swinging, both in the Town 

of Cambridge (which now has jurisdiction 

over the endowment lands) and on the 

University campus. Open space at the 

University and in the Garden Suburbs is 

constantly being nibbled away: lately big 

bites have been taken. Garden and 

landscape historians must ensure that 

todayôs planners do not lose sight of the 

ideals and intentions of their predecessors. 

Current decision makers should take into 

account why things are as they are.
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THE HISTORIC TOWN OF GUILDFORD: BETWEEN SEA AND SCARP  

Barbara Dundas 
 

The historic town of Guildford is sited between sea and scarp on the Swan Coastal Plain.  The 

town was developed as one of the first three towns settled in the Swan River Colony, 

(together with Perth and Fremantle) on the banks of the Swan River.  Today the townsite of 

160 hectares and approximately 700 dwellings is under the local government authority of the 

City of Swan. 

 

Guildford is the only National Trust classified town in the Perth Metropolitan area and one of 

6 such towns in W.A.  It is listed on the Federal Register of the National Estate as: 

 ña rare and comparatively intact nineteenth century town within a relatively undisturbed 

topographical setting é the basic character and structure of the town remain as they have 

been since the period of railway development (1880ôs-90ôs) and are relatively unimpaired by 

encroachment from metropolitan Perth.ò 
i
 

 

The Town of Guildford was accorded greater recognition by the late Professor Gordon 

Stephenson who noted, ñIn the planning context, Guildford as a whole should be regarded as 

one of the most important historic towns in Australia.ò
ii
   

 

Guildford is sited at the confluence of the Swan and Helena rivers, which almost completely 

surround the townsite.  These riverine areas are composed of rich alluvial clay soil, deposited 

from the granite escarpment over millennia. Approximately half of the total land area of the 

town is subject to winter inundation and periodic floods. Heavy flooding in the past would 

turn the town into an island in the winter months, even breaking the later bridged entries.  The 

last flood in 1983 was small in comparison with those of previous years, however the water 

rose sufficiently high to prevent all ferry traffic from navigating under the bridges. 

 

These rivers have contributed to the uniqueness of this town of first settlement, in that they 

prevented extension beyond the original boundaries or town plan. The main streets were 

limited to the central spine of higher land.
iii
  The town contains a range of buildings from the 

1840ôs including one of the finest precincts of convict built buildings from the 1850ôs/60ôs.  

Guildford also has a range of historic plantings in streets, commonage and gardens often 

adjacent to built form of similar period. The town provides a unique opportunity to view 

changes in the landscape and built form, not in isolation but in overlapping historic layers, 

each determined by fashion, function, availability and necessity of that time. 

 

The development of the town may be described as occurring in seven distinct but overlapping 

layers: 

 

¶ Pre-settlement 

¶ First Settlement 

¶ Convict Settlement 

¶ Advent of the Railway 

¶ Gold Boom 

¶ Post World-War II 

¶ Contemporary Guildford 

 

1.    Pre-settlement 

Today the flood fringes around Guildford afford glimpses of the area pre white settlement.  

The river banks were lined with reeds, paperbark (Maleleuca) and she-oak (Casuarina).  

Flooded gum (Eucalyptus rudis) stood tall in the floodplains and on the higher lands.  
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Eastwards, the soil became patchy and in places sandy, supporting stands of redgums and 

blackboy (xanthorea).  On sandy soils to the south and west, grew jarrah (E marginata). 

 

The wetlands were rich in flora and fauna and became important hunting grounds for the 

aboriginal people who had inhabited the area for 40,000 years.
iv
  The tribal grounds of the 

Beeloo, Mooro, Daren and Mountain tribe intersected within the area now known as the 

Swan District; land and water features formed tribal boundaries.  The site of Guildford, the 

Helena River and its surrounds was known as Mandoon.
v
  The Swan River had particular 

spiritual significance with the Waughal, or water serpent, which was said to sleep at the river 

bend.
vi
  The river was tidal up to this point and generally noted as estuarine. 

 

2.    First Settlement of the Swan River Colony 1829-1850 

The riverine lands that were important to the aboriginal people, were noted for their richness 

and fertility by Stirling and Fraser in their reconnaissance of the Western Coast in 1827.  It 

was the perceived fertility of the land that determined the agricultural nature of the Swan 

River Colony two years later in 1829.  The built form reflected the English and Scottish 

background of the settlers,
vii

 and the town planning ideals of that time. 

 

Stirling took his own grant of 4,000 acres in land adjacent to the Guildford Townsite.  He 

named his estate óWoodbridgeô after his wifeôs birthplace and the town after his father-in-

lawôs electorate in England.
viii

. 

 

The Town Plan, drawn up in December 1829 by H.C. Sutherland was consistent with 

instructions from the Colonial Office. These required a proportion of land be reserved for 

public purpose and all boundary lines to be on cardinal points as far as the terrain would 

allow, to agree with a systematic rectangular principle.
ix
  The town plan had distinctive 

colonial features (Central Church Square, a grid pattern street plan along the east-west spine 

of high land; substantial areas set aside for Government purpose) that are still evident in the 

street plan today.  Guildford was established as a market and port town for the planned 

hinterland agricultural areas. Wide road reserves foreshadowed the increasing land transport 

and the importance of the town as a commercial and regional centre. 

 

Natural elements altered this early design over the first two decades of settlement.  Four 

commonages or Kingôs Meadows were set aside in the wetlands, for public grazing.  The area 

allocated for School use was reduced and a fifth commonage or Kings Meadow was created.  

The Market Place was relocated to higher ground.  One resident, Captain Meares, moved his 

boundary posts into the public street reserve to increase his land area above flood level, thus 

reducing road reserves of Swan Street and River Street /Public Landing (later known as 

Meadow Street) and leaving an indelible mark on the townscape today.  

 
The public square was halved in size and part of the southern section was developed as a 

public watering place with a well; the northern section had one acre set aside for Church 

purposes. The Town Wharf was established at the Public Landing Place, north of the Square 

and adjacent to it developed a commercial area of stores and warehouses.  Until 1869 and the 

construction of the Suez Canal, all ships traveled via the Cape of Good Hope, providing 

opportunities to restock with food, seed, cuttings and stock.  Trees and vines still present in 

the town today have their origins in the Cape.  Vines were grown early in Guildfordôs history.  

An Agricultural Society was formed in 1831 to discuss important colonial issues and stock 

and farming practice.  Part of the early show grounds still exist as Fauntleroy Park in James 

Street today. 

 

Guildfordôs population declined in the 1840ôs. Few properties were fenced at this time and 

flooded gum (E rudis) and Olive tree (Olea europaea) plantings were used to delineate 
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boundaries.  Remnant plantings form strong landscape elements today. Olive Street was so 

named in the 1890ôs after a row of boundary trees planted on the eastern boundary of 

Guildford Town Lot 46.
x
  

 

Remnant plantings designate the site of early dwellings and previous road levels in Helena 

and Ellen Streets and the track to the public wharf.  There are a limited number of surviving 

buildings from this period.  They include 21 Meadow Street (a colonial bungalow styled 

home built 1842 for Captain Meares), a small workersô cottages at 49 Helena Street and 

Welbourneôs House in Market Street c1840). 

 

Local clay deposits enabled early construction to take on a permanent form. The rich, orange, 

red brick colour is a distinctive feature of the colonial buildings in the town today. 

 

3.    A Convict Settlement 1851-1880 

Transportation to WA resulted in a new phase of development in Guildford with the 

establishment of a convict depot.  The new labour source and military building expertise saw 

roads, bridges and fine civic buildings constructed.  Twenty one year old Lieutenant E. Du 

Cane, Royal Engineer, was appointed in charge of convicts and public works in the Eastern 

Region. His first project was his own home (1852), a fine brick and shingled residence with 

front door to the hills and kitchen, stables and toilet abutting Meadow Street. Etiquette of that 

time limited social opportunities for military officers and others of civic standing .Du Cane 

felt himself unable to mix with the colonial townspeople of Guildford.   

 

ñThere is nobody here I could associate with ï though where I am now stopping there 

are some people with whom I have to feed.ò
xi
 

 

His home still stands in Meadow Street, a symbol of the disquiet of imposing a military and 

class structure on the colonial village. Under his supervision, the Swan River was bridged at 

the public landing place (1852) and rose cuttings planted on the embankments.
xii

  These 

Manettii roses are still extant.  Du Cane supervised the construction of a Convict Depot 

buildings which still stand today and include: Commissariat Quarters (1853), Store (1854) 

and additions to the Gaol.  Examples of colonial commercial architecture in the old town 

centre include Barker and Gulls Store (1854) and the Rose and Crown Hotel (1864) and 

Padburyôs Store (1870). 

 

Today, Guildford is said to contain one of the finest precincts of convict constructed buildings 

in W.A., together with remnant plantings from this time.  

 

In the 1860ôs, under the government architect Richard Roach Jewell, significant public 

buildings were constructed in Meadow Street including St Matthews Church (1860, later 

destroyed by a hurricane and rebuilt in 1871) the Court House (1866), the Mechanicsô Hall 

(1865), and additions to the old gaol and police house (1850ôs-60ôs).
xiii
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 photograph B.Dundas 

Figure 1:  Kingôs Cottage and Shop, 11 Meadow constructed c1864 
 

There are several dwellings (e.g. 11 Meadow Street and 93 Terrace Road) that reflect English 

architectural styles at that time with Georgian symmetry. These made innovative use of local 

materials, including casuarina shingles, jarrah verandahs, bricks and terra cotta floor tiles 

from local materials.  Gardens were generally utilitarian providing food or forage.  Limited 

primary source documentation survives of the early small flower gardens.  However, arbors or 

timber framed walkways were popular garden features for all classes.  Few garden landscapes 

survive from this period; the garden at Kingôs Cottage still contains an arbor with old grapes 

including Constantia, Muscat, Crystal, Wortley Hall, Ladyôs Finger and unidentified grapes.  

As early as 1843, Constantia, Muscat and Crystal grapes were recorded as in abundance in 

the Swan River Colony
xiv

. 

 

The Municipal Council undertook a programme of tree planting from the early 1870ôs along 

the main roads of Meadow and James Streets with Cape Lilacs (Melia azdarach) and Tree of 

Heaven (Ailanthus altissima).
xv

  Although ornamental plantings were introduced into Stirling 

Square, the flooded gums dominated the early landscape of Guildford.  (See Figure 2) 

 

In 1871, Guildford was granted municipal status and established its own town crest with a 

bunch of grapes, an anchor and a sheaf of wheat symbolizing viticulture, commerce and 

agriculture, the raison dôetre for the town. 
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 Reproduced with permission of D. Croft 

Figure 2:  St Matthews Church framed by E. rudis in Stirling Square c1860 

 

4. The Advent of the Railway 1881-1889 

During the 1880ôs the Town Council introduced incentives for residents to plant and care for 

trees on their street frontages.  Remaining Cape Lilac trees (Melia azdarach) in Meadow and 

Helena Street are thought to date from this period.  Almond, Olive (Olea europaea) and white 

mulberry (Morus alba) were also considered acceptable street plantings, with white mulberry 

being preferred
xvi

.   

 

The construction of the railway to Guildford marked a period of dramatic change.  In 1881, 

the terminus of the Fremantle Line was constructed to a point opposite the site of the 

Guildford Hotel in James Street.  The new line was to bisect the town and resulted in 

concerted community effort to prevent damage to Stirling Square.  The railway was 

constructed down the centre of James Street and rerouted in 1890ôs to its present course.  The 

railway directly affected the physical structure of the town by reducing the importance of 

river traffic. This led to decline in the importance of the warehousing and stores in Swan 

Street and Meadow Street.  A new commercial centre developed opposite the railway station 

in James Street in the late 1890ôs and early 1900ôs.   

 

Pine trees planted along the Stirling Square/James Street boundary (undated plantings) were 

replaced c1897/8 after the railway was relocated through the southern section of the Square.  

These were subsequently removed c1930 reportedly due to the hazard of fire ignited by 

cinders from the passing steam trains.  

 

The Gold Boom of the 1890ôs brought a new wealth to the State in terms of capital, labour 

and skills. This period added a new layer of fashion and ideas to both the built and landscape 

form of Guildford. Improved water supply and electric wires also contributed to planting 

changes.   

  

The town bore was sunk to 1202 feet in 1897 and the water piped through the town under 

artesian pressure; however, as it became unpotable within a couple of years of sinking it was 
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used for laundry and garden purposes.  The Mundaring Water Supply reached Guildford in 

1906.  This availability of water saw many gardens move away from being purely utilitarian 

and functional to become decorative and aesthetic.  Many significant plantings and landscape 

features survive from this period. 

 

Guildford became a gentlemanôs town, a place of residence for prominent businessmen and 

senior government officers who could commute to the city by rail.  These men built fine 

homes on the riverine allotments  (e.g. Crosslandôs Riversleigh 1896, Coombôs Strathalbyn 

1903).  Retired pastoralists also favoured Guildfordôs semi rural setting (e.g. Humeôs 

Rosedale 1906, Smithôs Fairholme c1900).  Many of these fine homes had gardens 

established with terracing, arbors and rose gardens and croquet lawns.  Chinese market 

gardeners worked the arable floodplains and stands of bamboo still mark their garden sites 

today.  

 
In 1901, The Swan Express noted: 

 ñThe neatly kept gardens and flowers which clustered near the walls of houses gave a 

charming air to the sleeping looking English village of Guildford.  What influence has been at 

work to reproduce so uniformly the same characteristics in 5 succeeding generations is 

diff icult to sayò
xvii

 

 

The extension of the eastern railway though the town and later establishment of the Railway 

Workshops in Midland in 1904 resulted in subdivision of the large central lots into small 

residential blocks with villas and workers cottages.  The iron roofs, decorative chimneys, 

leadlight windows and turned verandah posts remain as features of many of these single 

storey homes. 

 

Sugar Gums (E. cladycalyx) were favoured for street planting, formed part of the Queen 

Victoriaôs Silver Jubilee Celebrationôs in 1897, and were used as replacement tree plantings 

in main streets.
xviii

  These trees have become a significant streetscape element in the town 

today and form focal elements in Swan, Market James Streets and the west end of Terrace 

Road.  The last significant street tree planting of sugar gums occurred in 1904 in Hill Street,
xix

 

although older residents have described infill planting in Swan Street, east of the old town 

centre as late as 1930.
xx

 

 

The Guildford Town Council conducted a coordinated programme of tree planting through 

the town in the 1890ôs; plantings included Moreton Bay Figs (Ficus macrophilla), Camphor 

Laurel (Cinnamomum camphora), Californian pepper (Schinus molle) and also recommended 

were Pinus insignus.
xxi

  In Victoria Street, American Ash and Oak trees were planted 

alternately (these were removed in the 1990ôs as their natural form had been crippled through 

regular pollarding necessitated by overhead power lines.)
 xxii

 

 

Pittosporums were first planted in Waylen, Bertie and Stirling Streets in the early 1900ôs.
xxiii

  

There is no record of when the Moreton Bay Figs were first planted in Meadow Street, 

however they were described by residents as being large trees in 1912.
xxiv

  Planted outside the 

government buildings they became a noted, although ageing precinct that was removed in the 

1990ôs. 

 

American Ash (Fraxinus americana) were planted in Bank Street in 1929. Older trees still 

stand in Meadow Street and are thought to be nineteenth century plantings. These trees grew 

better in the clay soils than elsewhere in the sandy coastal plain and achieved remarkable size, 

however, they have not responded well to root interference  (cabling and service 

development) or ground compaction of car parking.  Today their condition is in decline.  

 

Peppermint trees (Agonis flexuosa) were planted on the Recreational Grounds in 1929
xxv

 and 

at this time may also have reinforced earlier plantings in Helena Street.  Today this street has 
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a noted landscape with   fine stands of mature Casuarina and Agonis along both road 

reserves.  

 

In 1930, an avenue of Plane trees (Platanus x acerifolia) was planted in Terrace Road by 

Guildford Grammar School, adjacent to the new Chapel of St. Mary and St George and other 

buildings of Guildford Grammar School.
xxvi

  The trees were 30 ft apart, from the 

Headmasterôs House to the Old Cemetery.  Today these trees form a fine precinct on the 

Eastern entry to the town. 

 

Guildford with its rich soils became noted for its roses and rose nurseries (Harper, Bennie, 

Rhodes). Stirling Square was redeveloped with rose gardens, wisteria walks, reflection pond, 

fountain and sundial in 1929, the Centenary year of the town.
xxvii

  Many gardens were planted 

with roses and shrubs that were fashionable in the 1930ôs and 1940ôs and are still extant.  

Helena King, a prominent landscape architect at this time, developed her garden in Helena 

Street with both native and exotic species. 

 

In this time frame Guildford continued to enjoy a stability in built and landscape form. A 

limited number of War Service homes were constructed after WW1 on part the old 

Agricultural Grounds and timber kit homes manufactured by the local industry Douglas Jones 

were erected on saw dust filled clay pits.
xxviii

  Guildfordôs historic character and landscape 

form was established in the first one hundred years the Swan River Colony. 

 

In 1923, Guildford was described as ñone of the prettiest and most attractive suburbs (in 

Perth)ò.
xxix

   

 

6.  Post World War II 1940ôs-1960ôs 

Guildford declined in importance as a residential and commercial centre in this post war 

period. It was no longer referred to as fashionable address. Sited directly under the flight path 

of the expanding Perth Airport and downwind of the State Abbattoirs and Saleyards; it was 

perceived by many to lack the amenity of other suburbs. 

 

Post war immigrants moved into the town and the Swan Valley; they valued the arable land 

and large blocks.  A few homes were demolished, and many of the large turn of century 

residences were turned into Mental Health Hostels and C Class Hospitals.  However, the town 

largely escaped the redevelopment pressures of other suburbs in the 1960ôs. 

 

There were small changes to the landscape of the town. Jacaranda trees were planted in 

Guildford for the first time in the 1940ôs outside the recently constructed Art Deco Town 

Hall, the refurbished Council Offices and adjacent to a mobile servery (Alfredôs Kitchen).  

These trees have not thrived in the heavy clay soils and are poor specimens today. 

 

The pine trees and some sugar gums, previously planted alongside the railway in James Street 

in the centre of the town were removed in the 1950ôs with road widening programmes. 

 

Coral gums (Erythrina indica) were planted in east end of Swan Street and also replaced 

plantings of Pittosporums in Stirling Street.  

 

7.  Contemporary Guildford 1970-2005 

Today Guildford still maintains a high degree of integrity of its nineteenth and early twentieth 

century town plan, built form and landscape.  Over the past thirty five years Guildford has 

experienced growing new threats to its historic environment. 
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Located just 12 minutes from the city by express train, Guildford is facing inevitable pressure 

to redevelop.  The resulting urban growth has seen blocks acquired for infill development 

with the loss of both old homes and mature plantings on site.   

 

In a 10 year period between 1981 and 1991, 61 residential units were constructed in 

Guildford; comprising 83% of all dwellings
xxx

 erected within the period and, imposing a new 

density, scale and design of building that was atypical of the historic town.  Unit development 

had an adverse impact on the landscape by the clearing of all vegetation on site and frequently 

resulting in the removal of boundary and neighbouring trees. 

 

The National Trust supported the citizens of Guildford in their endeavours to protect the 

town; and encouraged the Shire of Swan to develop a Conservation Policy and Design and 

Development Guidelines in 1991.
xxxi

  An amendment to the Town Planning Scheme passed in 

1997 prevented battle-axing and subdivision of blocks less than half acre.
xxxii

  This policy and 

Town Planning Scheme Amendment 292 were the first of their kind in WA and succeeded in 

raising the historic profile of the town and guiding new development.   

 

Over time, however, the policy has not protected Guildford as many would have hoped.  Most 

of the implementation strategies in relation to landscape and floodplain have never been 

developed.  In part this may be attributed to the townôs limited representation on Local 

Government; Guildford today has but one out of thirteen councillors. Secondly, staff turnover 

has limited corporate memory and understanding of many of the objectives of the 

Conservation Policy and Building Guidelines.  Frequently planning decisions are based on a 

response to an individual plan, rather than giving full regard to the streetscape or historic 

town; this has given rise to what has so aptly be named, The Tyranny of Small Decisions.
xxxiii

 

 

Traffic, once the life blood of Guildford, is now strangling the community.  Four major 

arterial roads and highways converge on the town today. Projected residential growth to the 

north, south and east of the town will lead to continuing difficulties. Traffic policies have 

been developed to discourage vehicles, by narrowing major roads to 2 lanes, however this has 

resulted in increased congestion and flow of vehicles through side streets. 

 

Air traffic is a relatively new but growing feature of life in Guildford.  The town is sited 

almost 3 km from the end of the main runway of Perth Airport.  Almost half of the town is 

severely noise affected by the flight path
xxxiv

 and under Australian Standard 2021
xxxv

 

approximately one quarter of the townsite falls within the zone of unacceptable noise levels 

for residential use.  In 2004, the Federal Government approved the Airport Master Plan with 

land reserved to extend the runway 400-500 metres closer to Guildford.
xxxvi

  It is anticipated 

that the town will suffer reduced amenity and that this may affect peopleôs willingness to 

maintain and conserve historic gardens and buildings.  

 

Fashion quietly erodes the fabric and form of the town, with the removal of a mature tree or 

rose plantings for fashionable alternatives.  Tuscan themes with limestone or other historically 

inappropriate materials, slowly, block by block, damage streetscapes.  The distinctive 

vegetative form and the traditional red clay brick colours are replaced often through 

ignorance.  Education is the most effective way of informing and influencing the individual, 

yet few government dollars are directed to inform residents this way. 

 

Guildfordôs future as an historic town is in the balance.  Whilst accorded the status of 

placement on Federal and National Trust (WA) Heritage Registers, these lists have no 

statutory powers.  Community attempts to have the town placed on the Heritage Council of 

WAôs State Register have failed. Funds for education or conservation projects that could 

inform and protect are usurped by interpretive heritage projects of a more physical nature  

e.g. brick walled entry statements, markets etc. 
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Development pressures will continue and the ability of the Local Authority to handle the 

future of this fragile, historic community must be questioned in the light of recent council 

decisions (demolition, scale and materials of some new developments) that are inconsistent 

with the Conservation Policy and Guidelines.  Guildfordôs zoning codes that have protected 

the town over the past decade are soon to come under review.  Government departments are 

rationalizing their land within the town.  Economics may dictate future development in the 

town to the detriment of the historic fabric.  If Guildford is to survive the next century as an 

historic town, it must be accorded statutory recognition and protection. 
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