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Historical Context

2.1
Settlement and Farming: Sydney Cove and Farm Cove 1788-1792
When the First Fleet arrived in Sydney Cove in January 1788, the first priorities of its naval
commander Captain Arthur Phillip, now Governor of the Colony of New South Wales, were the
speedy establishment of shelter and the means of survival for some 1,400 people. Initial settlement
centred around the three features of Sydney Cove which were its lifelines: the stream which
provided its fresh water; the safe deepwater anchorage which protected its vital connection back to
civilisation; and the fertile ground to the east of Sydney Cove used to cultivate the first crops. The
initial disposition of the population on landing, with the stream dividing the civil and military
establishments, was to be seminal.1 While these early arrangements may have been thought of as
temporary (and Governor Phillip had hopes of a master plan for Sydney on different lines)2, his
decision to build a permanent Government House, the first brick residence in the Colony, in the
same location as his temporary canvas house set the seal on the original plan and made it
permanent.3 The Governor and civil administration lived on the east side of the stream and the
military and convicts on the west, a demarcation which was to have long term consequences for the
development of the settlement and can still be read in the landscape of urban Sydney.
Despite the drawbacks of an unwilling and largely unskilled labour force, the first few months of
settlement saw considerable progress in cultivating plants brought from Rio and the Cape. By
April three gardens had been established on the east or ‘government’ side of the stream that flowed
into Sydney Cove and by July the government farm in the next cove to the east had ‘nine acres in
corn’ (Figure 2.1).4 Appearances were however to prove deceptive and none perhaps more so than
the thickly timbered shores of Port Jackson which had seemed, to the European eye, to offer the
prospect of fertile soil. On closer inspection the contradictions of landscape and vegetation became
apparent:
The necks of the land that form the different coves, and near the water for some
distance, are in general so rocky that it is surprizing such large trees should find
sufficient nourishment, but the soil between the rocks is good and the summits of the
rocks, as well as the whole country round us, with few exceptions are covered with
trees, most of which are so large that the removing them off the ground after they are
cut down is the greatest part of the labour.5
Governor Phillip’s initial assessment was hopeful, but it soon became apparent that native tree
growth was not a guide to soil fertility and an anxious search was made for other more suitable
locations for agricultural activity. In March 1789 Henry Dodd, Governor Phillip’s servant and one
of the few people in the Colony with any agricultural knowledge, was transferred to the Colony’s
second settlement at Parramatta as superintendent of agriculture.6 The Government Farm which
had given its name to the cove where agriculture in Australia began, was ‘still attended to, and the
fences kept in repair; but there was not any intention of clearing more ground on that spot’.7

1

Lieut-Governor Ross quoted in A Birch & D S Macmillan 1962:3.
Helen Proudfoot 1988:56-57 & Fig. 3.3.
3
H Proudfoot, A Bickford, B Egloff & R Stocks 1991:48.
4
‘Sketch and Description of the Settlement at Sydney Cove, Port Jackson .. 16th April 1788’ and ‘Sketch of
Sydney Cove, Port Jackson .. July 1788’ in M Kelly & R Crocker 1978:2-4.
5
Phillip’s Despatch No. 1 dated 15 May 1788.
6
L Gilbert 1986:11-13.
7
David Collins 1978 (1975): Vol. 1:52.
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2.2
Defining Sydney 1792
In the four years of Governor Phillip’s administration, the settlement at Sydney Cove became fixed
in the pattern which had been established as an immediate expedient in its earliest days. Its main
street was the road to Parramatta, the umbilical cord to its sister settlement, now providing the
much needed agricultural base for survival.8 In December 1792, shortly before his departure from
the Colony, Governor Phillip put two lines on the map of ‘the settlement in New South Wales,
New Holland’ (Figure 2.2).9 The first, ‘from the Head of the Cove which is to the westward of
Sydney Cove to the head of Garden Cove’, that is, from Cockle Bay to Woolloomooloo Bay, was
to be the boundary of the town. The fact that Sydney could be defined by a single line joining
points on the harbour emphasised its maritime focus. The second line, marked on the ground by a
ditch, defined a

Figure 2.1: Sydney in
July 1788. The all
important government
farm at the head of the
as yet un-named Farm
Cove had ‘9 Acres in
Corn’. ‘Sketch of
Sydney Cove Part
Jackson in the County of
Cumberland New South
Wales July 1788’. Kelly
& Crocker 1978:4.

8
9

‘A Survey of the Settlement in New South Wales, New Holland, 1792’ in Kelly & Crocker 1978:7-8.
‘A Survey of the Settlement in New South Wales, New Holland, 1792’ in Kelly & Crocker 1978:7-8.
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smaller area within the town, from the south-west corner of the surrounds of Government House to
the head of Woolloomooloo Bay. Enclosing the whole of Farm Cove, this was eventually to be
known as the Government or Governor’s Domain.10
Governor Phillip’s order that ‘no ground within the Boundary is ever granted or let on lease and all
houses built within the Boundary line are and are to remain the property of the Crown’ established
the town as unalienable Crown land. But expediency reigned. Phillip himself issued leases within
the town after the lines on the map had been drawn and his successors, Grose, Paterson and Hunter
did likewise. Governor King also continued to grant leases but made the system more formal by
ordering that agreements and land boundaries be registered and surveyed.11 At Farm Cove the
government farm although ‘not capable of making an adequate return for the labour which had
been expended on it’12 was leased to private individuals.

Figure 2.2: The boundary of
Sydney, a straight line from
the head of Cockle Bay to
Woolloomooloo Bay was
drawn on the map in 1792 by
Governor Phillip. A second
line defined the area around
Farm Cove, from the back of
Government House to
Woolloomooloo Creek, later
to be known as the
Government Domain. (‘A
Survey of the Settlement in
New South Wales, New
Holland’ 1792. Kelly &
Crocker 1978:8.

10

James Meehan : ‘Plan of the Town of Sydney in New South Wales 31 October 1807’ in Kelly & Crocker
1978:11-12. A note on Meehan’s plan indicates that this boundary took the form of a ‘ditch marked out by
Governor Phillip’
11
Alan Atkinson 1988:78-82.
12
David Collins 1798 (1975): Vol. 1:52.
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Figure 2.3: Grimes’ plan of Sydney May 1800 showing leases in Sydney and ‘Boston’s mill’, the only
reference to John Boston’s association with the first windmill at Farm Cove. Historical Records of New South
Wales Vol. V.

2.3
Private enterprise at Farm Cove 1792-1806
The first individual to occupy land at Farm Cove was the Commissary, John who was to have a
continuing involvement with agricultural enterprise in the area and was later to be judged one of
the Colony’s best farmers. In 1792 the old government farm which had first supported ‘nine acres
in corn’ was ‘Mr Palmer’s farm’ (Figure 2.2).13 The following year Palmer was one of the first to
benefit from the change of policy allowing serving officers to receive land grants and received 100
acres of his own at the head of ‘Garden Island Cove’ immediately bordering the east side of the
town where his house and farm at Woolloomooloo were to become well known.14
In the period from December 1794 to January 1806 nine leases were granted in the vicinity of the
former government farm and around the east side of Farm Cove (Fig. 2.10).15 Given as a mark of
government favour to those who had rendered useful service,16 the recipients were as diverse as the
population and included government officials, emancipists and a private in the marines.17 Although
13

‘A Survey of the Settlement in New South Wales, New Holland, 1792’ in Kelly & Crocker 1978:7-8.
R J Ryan (ed) 1981:13. The grant was made on 25 February 1793 by Grose
15
J F Campbell 1931:114-119.
16
Alan Atkinson 1988:79-81.
17
The government officials were Nicholas Devine, Superintendent of Convicts; John Palmer, Commissary;
and John Callam, surgeon of the First Fleet ship the Supply; the emancipists Thomas Alford, government
14
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usually granted for a period of only fourteen years, these formal leases were commercially
valuable, allowing lessees to sell, sub-let or mortgage their properties and gain a return on any
investment they had made in labour or improvements. In addition to farms, cottages and gardens,
windmills also appeared on the leases at Farm Cove.
2.4
‘Boston’s mill’ 1800
Between 1800 and 1807 three windmills appeared on the eastern ridge line of the town of Sydney,
between Sydney Cove and Farm Cove. An essential part of food processing, efficient windmills
were a commodity which the government was finding it very hard to supply. The first windmill, on
a site to the south-east of Government House, was identified on Surveyor Charles Grimes’ plan of
Sydney of May 1800 as ‘Boston’s mill’ (Figure 2.3).18 In the pictorial record, a windmill can first
be seen in this location in a painting entitled ‘View of the Town of Sydney’ attributed to Thomas
Watling and dated to about 1800 (Figure 2.4). Another view of Sydney Cove, datable by the
unfinished state of the drawing room extension to Government House added by Governor King to
c.1800-1801, also shows the mill and an adjacent building to the north, later identified as a
residence and bakehouse (Figure 2.5).19 Both buildings were conspicuous features of the skyline
behind Government House and continued to appear in subsequent illustrations of this part of the
town.
The question of who built and owned this mill (built of timber), the first private windmill in
Sydney, is problematic.20 Grimes’ map links the mill with the name of John Boston who had been
recommended to Governor Hunter as a free settler with skills which could be of use to the
Colony.21 Boston’s various activities included salt making, brewing and soap making as well as
farming and trading, and Grimes’ map has been taken as evidence of yet another of Boston’s
entrepreneurial activities.22 In all other contemporary documentary references to both the mill and
its associated bakehouse and residence, including a voluminous and prolonged correspondence on
the matter of compensation for its removal by Governor Macquarie, the name associated with it is
that of Commissary John Palmer. The matter remains unresolved. The original of Grimes’ map of
1800 has been lost and so the details shown in the lithographed copy of 1897 cannot be checked.
Unlike the two government windmills on the western ridge of the town, shown by Grimes as
pictograms, ‘Boston’s mill’ was not, perhaps an indication of intention or site rather than a
completed structure. Other documentary evidence of Boston’s association with the site and mill is
lacking. From 1801 these were Palmer’s buildings. Not only was Palmer acknowledged as the
owner of the mill, bakehouse and residence but he was also credited with having spent a
considerable sum on their construction.23 As a man of wealth and position with a detailed

gardener; Nathaniel Lucas, carpenter; and David Dickinson Mann, clerk and author; and the private in the
marines Alexander McDonald.
18
Grimes’s Plan of Sydney 1800 Historical Records of New South Wales Vol V. The published map is a copy
lithographed by the Government Printer in 1897. The location of the original is not known.
19
T McCormick et al 1987: pl. 50 & 56. When published in Historical Records of New South Wales Vol. VI
opp. p 823, pl. 56 was dated c. 1797. More recent research provides an amended date for this attribution
based upon the Government House evidence.
20
The mill is described as ‘of timber’ in Macquarie’s Despatch No. 13 to Bathurst dated 7 October 1814
Historical Records of Australia (Ser. 1) Vol VIII p 340. The other windmills in Sydney in 1800 were
government owned.
21
Australian Dictionary of Biography Vol. 1. Entry for John Boston.
22
For example Australian Dictionary of Biography Vol. 1. Entry for John Boston and D Hughes ‘Australia’s
first brewer’ Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society Vol. 82 Pt 2 (1996) pp 156-157.
23
Gipps to Normanby Despatch No. 180, 23 December 1839 in Historical Records of Australia (Ser. 1)
Volume XX, pp 443.
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Figure 2.4: ‘View of the Town of Sydney’ c. 1800 attributed to Thomas Watling, the first view of the first
windmill at Farm Cove. McCormick 1987:pl 50. (see detail below)

Figure 2.4: (detail): Windmill surrounded by
bush beyond First Government House.

knowledge of local conditions, commercial expertise and a successful and innovative farmer, John
Palmer was a very likely candidate to introduce private enterprise into milling in Sydney.
The first official confirmation of Palmer’s ownership appeared in a Government Order in May
1801 when meal from the mill was used in a trial to determine how much wheat bakers could
demand for a 2lb loaf.24 In 1802 Palmer’s role in the construction and financing of buildings was
acknowledged when a lease for the land was granted by Governor King. The lease, given in
exchange for the surrender of another at the corner of George Street and Bridge Street required by
the Government for a lumber yard, contained special conditions. These acknowledged the
investment which Palmer had already made in the property where he had ‘erected some durable

24

Government and General Orders 17 May 1801 Historical Records of New South Wales Vol. IV:368.
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Figure 2.5: ‘View of Sydney Cove’ c. 1800-1801. The first windmill and the bakehouse and residence can
be seen on the extreme left of the picture. An extension to Government House built for Governor King and
completed in 1801 is under construction. McCormick 1987: pl 56. (see detail below)

Figure 2.5(detail): Mill and
bakehouse on the far left of the
above picture.

buildings’. In consideration of this the lease provided that Palmer had ‘a promise of renewal at the
end of every five years until the term of 21 years expire’ an exceptional term of occupancy. 25
If John Palmer had a direct role in the construction of the mill, bakehouse and residence then this
must have been late in 1800 for when ‘Boston’s mill’ was drawn on Grimes’ map in May 1800,
Palmer was not in the Colony. After being absent from England for nine years he had left Sydney
in 1796 and did not return until November 1800. The date is not necessarily inconsistent with the
pictorial evidence for the appearance of the windmill c. 1800-1801, as timber mills could be
constructed within a few weeks if materials and machinery had already been prepared or
purchased. Given the lack of expertise in the Colony, it is possible that these had indeed been
obtained elsewhere.

25

Land Titles Office Grants & Leases of Land Book 3c, p 97 The George Street/Bridge Street lease had been
purchased by Palmer from Foveaux.
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2.5
John Palmer’s mills and bakehouse 1801-1814
Following his return to Sydney in November 1800 John Palmer resumed his duties as Commissary
and his private farming ventures. In Sydney, where the government was having great difficulty in
mill building, a workable windmill and a combined bakehouse and residence were wise
investments. Maps and illustrations show the bakehouse and residence as a single L-shaped
building with the longer wing aligned on the north-east / south-west axis and the shorter running
north-west / south-east. According to Meehan’s map the building was built of stone (Fig. 2.10). 26
Lesueur’s pen and ink sketch of the east side of Sydney Cove in 180227 appears to show a double
storey building with dormer windows on the west side of the longer wing, overlooking Sydney
Cove and a large chimney on the south wall of the shorter wing, suggesting that the latter was
perhaps the bakehouse and the former the residence (Figure 2.6). This general arrangement is
confirmed in watercolours painted by John Lancashire in 1803 and by John Eyre in about 1809
(Figures 2.8, 2.9).28 Lesueur described the mill and bakery on his map of the town dated
September 1802 as ‘du Gouvernement’, mistaking the buildings as government property, perhaps
because of their propinquity to Government House or Palmer’s position as Commissary of the

Figure 2.6: Charles Lesueur’s sketch of the west side of Sydney Cove in 1802. The windmill and bakehouse
can be seen in the centre of the sketch. ‘Partie de la baie de Port-Jackson’, in McCormick 1987: pl. 68. (see
detail below)

Figure 2.6 (detail): The timber
windmill and bakehouse from
the above figure.

26

James Meehan ‘Plan of the town of Sydney in New South Wales’ October 1807 in M Kelly & R Crocker
1978. State Records New South Wales Map 5387A ‘Copied from an old Plan without date supposed to be by
Meehan’.
27
McCormick et al 1987: pl. 68 Charles Lesueur : ‘Partie de la baie de Port Jackson’ 1802.
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Figure 2.7: Palmer’s timber windmill and bakehouse, wrongly described by Lesueur as ‘du Gouvernement’
are clearly shown in his 1802 plan of Sydney. At Farm Cove land was under cultivation as was Palmer’s neat
farm to the east at Woolloomooloo. ‘Plan de la ville de Sydney Capitale des Colonies Anglaises, aux Terres
Australes’. Kelly & Crocker 1978:10.

Colony (Figure 2.7).29 It is probable that the mill and bakehouse were first operated directly by
Palmer’s employees. In 1806 a miller, Roger Teeling; a millwright, William Grosvenor; and a
baker, Charles Hermitage were all in Mr Palmer’s employment.30
The use of the high point of land above Farm Cove for the construction of mills was clearly
approved by Governor King. In 1804 a small lease to the south of Palmer’s was granted to
Nathaniel Lucas and it was here that the second mill at Farm Cove, a timber ‘post mill’, described
as the first of its type to be erected in the settlement, was erected. Formerly Superintendent on
Norfolk Island, Lucas had brought with him from the island ‘most of the wood work for a windmill’ together with several pairs of millstones.31 The mill was reported as ‘undertaken and finished
within space of six weeks’ and was in working order by May or early June 1805.32
In 1806 Palmer expanded his milling investment and built a much larger stone tower mill to the
south of his small timber mill. Later sources indicated that he had discussed the site for this mill
with Governor King, indicating that it must have been planned before King’s departure from the
Colony in August 1806.33 The mill was described as ‘new’ on Meehan’s plan of 1807 which shows
the boundary of Palmer’s lease, the positions of the two mills and the outline of the
28

McCormick et al 1987 John Lancashire ‘View of Sydney, Port Jackson ..’ pl 79 & pl 91 attributed to John
Eyre ‘East view of Sydney in New South Wales’.
29
Lesueur ‘Plan de la ville de Sydney Capitale des Colonies Anglaises aux Terres Australes’ September 1802
in M Kelly & R Crocker 1978:9-10.
30
Baxter 1989:Ref. nos. A4276, A1627 & A 1836.
31
Sydney Gazette 17 March 1805 p 2c.
32
Sydney Gazette 23 June 1805 p 2a.
33
William Walker to Secretary Campbell 20 September 1814, enclosure with Despatch No. 13 Macquarie to
Bathurst, 7 October 1814 Historical Records of Australia (Ser. 1) Vol VIII p 341.
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Figure 2.8: John Lancashire’s ‘View of Sydney, Port Jackson ..’ dated 1803. The mill and bakehouse are
visible to the left of Government House and behind the shrubbery. McCormick 1987:pl 79. (see detail over)

Figure 2.9:‘East view of Sydney in New South Wales’ c. 1809 attributed to John Eyre. The first picture to
show all of Palmer’s buildings at Farm Cove, his two mills and the bakehouse and residence. Nathaniel
Lucas’ post-mill is also visible. McCormick 1987:pl 91. (see detail over)
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Figure 2.8 (detail): Bakehouse and windmill.

Figure 2.9 (detail): The three mills and the bakehouse.
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bakehouse (Figure 2.10).34 Considerably larger than the first mill, the two mills were
differentiated, in contemporary sources as Palmer’s large and small mills.35 Their comparative size
is well illustrated in John Eyre’s painting an ‘East View of Sydney in New South Wales’ of c.1809,
the first picture to shown all of Palmer’s buildings (Figure 2.9).36 The two mills, bakehouse and
dwelling house had cost, it was later claimed, upwards of 5,000 pounds of which the stone mill
was presumably the larger investment.37
With the construction of the new windmill, the small windmill was let. Andrew Frazer a baker,
leased the whole complex of small windmill, bakehouse and residence in 1808-1809 for 600 pounds
per annum and was apparently also occupation in 1814 when the house and bakery were valued.38
A registered lease to Andrew Frazer and Robert Read of the small windmill for two years is
undated but the fact that the mill was described as the ‘small mill’ would suggest that this was after
the stone mill had been built c. 1806.39 The lease could pre-date that entered into in 1808.
Like its predecessor, the large windmill may have been managed first by Palmer’s employees.
Lessees are recorded only from the period when Palmer was absent in England and the property
had been mortgaged. In 1813 Thomas Rose and Charles Thompson both bakers, rented the large
windmill for a year for 300 pounds.40 The following year in September 1814 Burke the miller
advertised his services at the large windmill.41 By this time the mill lease, its mills, bakehouse and
residence had passed out of John Palmer’s ownership to the Calcutta merchants to whom the
property had previously been mortgaged. Advertisements that the windmill was to let were
published in December 1814 and January 1816 by the merchants’ agent in Sydney William
Walker.42 It was Walker who was to be the main player in dealings with Governor Macquarie in
his plans for the Domain. The large mill appears to have gone out of use in the 1820s. It was
recorded as not in use in 1823 and by 1826 had no sails (Figure 2.21).43
2.6 John Palmer 1760-1833 - Commissary and farmer
John Palmer was born in England in 1760 and entered the navy at the age of nine as a captain’s
servant.44 He saw service in the American war of Independence and was on board HMS Richmond
when it was captured by a French squadron in 1781 off Chesapeake Bay. In 1783, after
34

James Meehan ‘Plan of the town of Sydney in New South Wales’ October 1807 in M Kelly & R Crocker
1978 and Map 5387A ‘Copied from an old Plan without date supposed to be by Meehan’ (State Records New
South Wales).
35
Various notices in the Sydney Gazette including 19 June 1813 p 4c, 10 December 1814 p 2c, 31 December
1814 p 2c, 27 January 1816 p 1c.
36
T McCormick et al 1987:pl. 91 & pl 96.
37
Fairlie, Clark, Jones & Co. to Viscount Goderich 15 March 1833 enclosure with despatch from Hay to
Bourke, 22 April 1833 (Mitchell Library Governors’ Despatches A 1270).
38
Enclosures with Fairlie, Clark, Jones & Co. to Viscount Goderich 15 March 1833 enclosure with despatch
from Hay to Bourke, 22 April 1833 (Mitchell Library Governors’ Despatches A 1270).
39
Land Titles Office Old Register 4 No. 258 p 6. The fact that the mill is distinguished as the ‘small’ mill
indicates that this post-dated the construction of the large mill in c. 1806.
40
Enclosures with Fairlie, Clark, Jones & Co. to Viscount Goderich 15 March 1833 enclosure with despatch
from Hay to Bourke, 22 April 1833 (Mitchell Library Governors’ Despatches A 1270).
41
Sydney Gazette 3 September 1814.
42
Sydney Gazette 10 December 1814 & 27 January 1816.
43
Louis de Freycinet’s map of Sydney 1823 reproduced in T McCormick et al 1987 notes the large windmill
as ‘hors d’usage’ [not in use] reproduced in Louis de Sainson’s illustrations of Government House and of the
governor’s stables shows the tower of the mill without sails see Dumont D’Urville Voyage de l’Astrolabe.
44
Palmer to Hunter 29 August 1796 enclosure with Hunter to Portland Despatch ‘Separate’ 1 September
1796 Historical Records of Australia (Ser. 1) Vol. 1 pp 650-652. Palmer stated that he had been six years
Commissary ‘and served in His Majesty’s navy twenty-two years prior to my appointment here’. See also
Australian Dictionary of Biography Vol. 2 entry for J Palmer.
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Figure 2.10: The leases within the town of Sydney including those at Farm Cove were surveyed by James
Meehan for his plan dated October 1807. On Palmer’s mill lease the two mills and stone house are identified,
with Nathaniel Lucas’ mill and lease to the south. The line of Governor Phillip’s ditch was being ‘new made
by Governor Bligh’. ‘Plan of the town of Sydney in New South Wales’ October 1807, Kelly & Crocker
1978:12.

his release as a prisoner of war, Palmer married Susan Stilwell, the daughter of an American
loyalist family. John Palmer arrived in New South Wales with the First Fleet in 1788 as purser on
the Sirius and in 1790 was appointed Commissary by Governor Phillip, an appointment confirmed
by the home government the following year. As Commissary Palmer was responsible for all
government stores, practically all of the provisions in the Colony. While his work as Commissary
was initially comparable with that of a purser of a man-of-war, by 1796 the growth of the
settlement saw him responsible for some 3,000 to 4,000 people and the separate accounting of
ordnance, naval, victualling and hospital stores.45
The nature of the Colony also placed additional responsibility upon its Commissary. As the
settlement had been intended to be self sufficient it had not been supplied with money and so much
of the economic management and development of the Colony was effected through the
Commissariat. Commissary bills and receipts formed the first currency of New South Wales and
through the issue of Treasury bills the Commissary acted as banker, controlling the flow of foreign
exchange and providing loans and credit. The Commissariat victualled all who were ‘on the stores’
45

Palmer to Hunter 29 August 1796 enclosure with Hunter to Portland Despatch ‘Separate’ 1 September
1796 Historical Records of Australia (Ser. 1) Vol. 1 pp 650-652.
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and provided the principal market for colonial produce on which the Commissariat had first call.
Unlike many of the British government’s commissaries, Palmer was honest.
Like other settlers John Palmer engaged in farming. In 1792 he occupied the old government farm
at Farm Cove and in 1793 was granted 100 acres of land at Woolloomooloo followed in 1794 by
70 acres at Surry Hills.46 By 1795 he was one of the principal stockholders and farmers in New
South Wales and was praised for the efficiency of his agricultural enterprise.47
Palmer’s success in the Colony was however at some personal cost as he had left his wife and
family in England when he sailed with the First Fleet. In 1793 he applied for leave to return to
England but it was not until September 1796 that he was able to set sail in the Britannia.48 He had
not seen his wife and family for nine years. They returned with him to Sydney in November 1800
and at his home on his estate at Woolloomooloo he built an elegant house and entertained ‘the first
rank of colonial society’.
Palmer soon invested further in agricultural pursuits, purchasing farms on the Hawkesbury to a
total of some 900 acres and building his mills and bakehouse in Sydney. He also owned several
colonial built craft, some built in Woolloomooloo Bay on his own property. By 1802 with about
half of his land planted with wheat and maize Palmer had the largest stocks of grain in the
Colony.49 In 1803 he ploughed 300 acres at the Hawkesbury with wheat with the labour of less
than 15 men, a model of the scale of farming which could be achieved by those who could afford
the proper equipment.50 By Palmer’s own account he farmed more than anyone else, a claim well
substantiated by the musters of the period.51
In 1801 Palmer’s sister Sophia married Robert Campbell providing a familial link with one of the
Colony’s most important merchants. The link also had its dangers in a small scale society in which
the importance of Palmer’s official position, his success in farming and his trading connections
made others envious. Matters came to a head under Governor Bligh’s administration when both
Palmer and Campbell held positions of considerable importance and were seen as close confidants
of the Governor, an association which linked them to an unpopular regime. To those who disliked
Bligh, Palmer and Campbell were included in their condemnation of the Governor. Palmer’s
position as Commissary made him a particular target. ‘His next in command’ wrote John Harris to
Mrs King, ‘is little Jack Palmer Magistrate total director of the Public Stores Mills Grain and all
other [-] on charge and I assure you that Campbell and him do as they please you can now get what
you want from the Dry store by taking Palmer’s Bills as I assure you I think there is not many now
afloat’.52
Both Campbell and Palmer were dining with Bligh at Government House on the evening the
Governor was arrested. Palmer was suspended by the rebel administration but refused to meet
claims made by them on the Commissariat until so instructed from England and made no secret of
his support for the Governor. In 1809 he distributed Bligh’s proclamation declaring New South
46

Ed R J Ryan 1981:13 & 21. The Woolloomooloo grant was made on 25 February 1793 and the Surry
Hills grant on 1 April 1794.
47
T. G. Parsons ‘Colonial Commissaries’ in R. T. Appleyard & C. B. Schedvin 1988:12-13.
48
Palmer to Grose 28 May 1793 enclosure with Grose to Dundas Despatch dated 31 May 1793 Historical
Records of Australia (Ser. 1) Vol. 1.
49
Baxter 1988. Of a total of 1070 acres held, 688 acres were cleared and 584 planted with wheat or maize.
Palmer’s stocks of grain in hand in 1800-1802 were 2800 bushels of wheat and 600 of maize.
50
Sydney Gazette 3 July 1803 p 3b.
51
Report from the Select Committee on Transportation. Ordered by the House of Commons to be printed 10
July 1812. Evidence of John Palmer.
52
John Harris to Mrs P G King 25 October 1807 (Mitchell Library King Family papers A 1980 / 2, Vol. 8 p
237 CY Reel 906).
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Wales in a state of mutiny and was sentenced to three months imprisonment. Campbell was also
dismissed as treasurer, Naval Officer and collector of taxes. In May 1810 Palmer left for England
as Bligh’s chief witnesses to testify in the case against Johnson. His brother-in-law later joined
him. During their time in England both gave evidence to the House of Commons Select Committee
on Transportation with Palmer contributing his knowledge of both the Commissariat and of
farming.53 Complaints made, after Bligh’s deposition, against Palmer’s management of the
Commissariat, most of which originated from Bligh’s opponents, were investigated in London but
seemed ‘to have arisen as much from private pique as from zeal for the public service’. However,
given Palmer’s long tenure of office it was thought appropriate to appoint a new Commissary.
During their absence in England both Palmer’s and Campbell’s financial affairs were seriously
affected and on their return both found themselves in straightened circumstances. Palmer received
no compensation for his treatment following the overthrow of Bligh and was demoted to Assistant
Commissary and placed on half pay in 1811. In 1814 he sold all of his properties to the firm of
Calcutta merchants to whom they had already been mortgaged during his absence. The stock and
furnishings of the Woolloomooloo estate were sold in 1816 and the property eventually sold to
Edward Riley in 1822. In June 1813 Palmer was re-employed in the Commissariat until he was
retired on half-pay in January 1819 but his lifestyle was much changed from earlier days. In 1825
Hyacinthe de Bougainville recorded his impressions of Palmer whom he had known on his first
visit to Sydney in 1802;
Having experienced some severe setbacks and lost his position, Mr Palmer lived in
seclusion with his immediate family in the region of Windsor, on a farm that he
worked by himself. Alas, he was no longer the cheerful companion of old, the
wealthy administrator of the colony who had formerly entertained the main citizens so
lavishly and good-humouredly at his residence of Woolloomooloo. However, he
remained kind-hearted and hospitable and made a point of travelling to Sydney to
invite me to his modest cottage.54
Palmer’s fortunes revived in the 1820s and 1830s. When he died in 1833 he was the last surviving
officer of the First Fleet.
2.7
The domain of the Governor’s residence 1807-1809
Throughout Governor King’s term of office leases at Farm Cove continued to be occupied by
private settlers. Like previous governors, King encouraged agricultural enterprise by private
individuals, not the least because it was so much needed to support the Colony. The grounds of
Government House, which had been enclosed by 1792 (Figure 2.2) were altered and improved by
the Governor and Mrs King, with a new shrubbery providing some privacy. Elsewhere roads and
tracks used to access nearby properties including the mills and bakehouse, passed close to the
Governor’s residence. The arrival of King’s successor, Governor William Bligh, in August 1806
was to herald a somewhat different attitude to property rights and to land in the vicinity of
Government House.
In January 1807 the Governor issued a notice warning ‘all Persons whatever ... to keep their Hogs,
Goats or Cattle of whatever description from off Government Farm, between the Ditch crossing
from the back of Government House towards Woolloomoolla, Bennelong, and Anson’s Points’.55
Although no longer used as the Government Farm and in part under lease to private individuals, a
new form of control was being asserted over Farm Cove. In July 1807 the public was reminded of
53
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Governor Phillip’s ‘two lines of demarkation in the vicinity of Sydney, within which no leases or
grants of land for building were to be given’ and of the area ‘particularly marked out as making
part of the Domain of the Governor’s Residence’.56 This official notice contained the first use of
the word ‘Domain’. The phrase ‘of the Governor’s Residence’ identified a purpose for the place.
Governor Phillip’s boundary line was to be the estate attached to Government House.
The whole topic of leases came under review. A number of houses built adjacent to Government
House ‘to its great annoyance’ were ordered to be vacated and the materials taken away as the
ground was ‘wanted for Government purposes’. ‘On application’ the Governor was ready ‘to grant
permission to the said persons to build on such other ground, unoccupied, in the town of Sydney,
as may not interfere with his arrangements on that head’. The properties were to be vacated by 1
November 1807.57 To his superiors in London the Governor wrote calmly of leases which had
been wrongfully issued for fourteen years for land which was now wanted for government
purposes.58 In the Colony Bligh’s threats to leaseholders, his violent language and attacks upon
private property helped to contribute to his own eventual downfall.59
That the matter was somewhat larger than a planning issues associated with particular town
allotments was manifested by the work carried out for the Governor in the ‘domain’. The ditch
marking Phillip’s old boundary was re-dug and the domain marked on Meehan’s map of October
1807 as ‘ground absolutely necessary for use of Government House and stock’ (Figure 2.10).60
Landscaping work included blowing up rocks and constructing carriage roads ‘all around
Bennelong’s Point and down about Farm Cove’ ... ‘the whole ‘all ditch’d in and no thoroughfare
allowed’61 works which must have made life somewhat uncomfortable for the lessees at Farm
Cove. Higher up on the ridge, but within the Domain, the ‘two Windmills and a Bakehouse of
considerable value, belonging to Mr Palmer’ were noted but unaffected during this period.62
Bligh’s active management of the Colony ended with his arrest on 26 January 1808. It was to be
for the next governor to transform the Domain into a gentleman’s estate.
2.8
Defining and enclosing the Domain 1810-1812
If the word ‘domain’ was somewhat unusual in the Colony prior to 1810, it became well
established both in name and purpose during the administration of the Colony’s longest serving
Governor, Lachlan Macquarie. Adopting his predecessor’s definition of the domain as the grounds
for Government House, Governor Macquarie sought to make changes to his residence and its
surroundings to transform them into a gentleman’s estate. His vision also extended much wider as
he sought to improve the Colony as a whole, its physical form, moral life and economic prospects.
Aided by his wife, her architectural pattern books and, from 1814, by the convict architect Francis
Greenway, Macquarie put in train a building programme which was to transform the settlement but
which was eventually to alarm the British government to such an extent as to provoke the Colony’s
first Royal Commission.
At Government House building work began early. An extension to provide a large bow windowed
‘saloon’ or dining room, considered essential for entertaining and an additional office and bedroom
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was begun in October 1810 at the back of the existing house.63 The surroundings were also of
concern. On the eastern ridge of Sydney a new street, Macquarie Street was created running from
Hyde Park north to the back entrance to Government House. This was probably an existing track,
along the top of Farm Cove ridge, serving the mills. Here new government buildings bordered the
domain. The walls of the new General Hospital served a dual purpose, as both the hospital
boundary and the first walled section of the Domain enclosure. Another stone wall, from the
south-east corner of the hospital enclosure to Woolloomooloo Creek, somewhat to the south of
Phillip and Bligh’s ‘ditch’ was built by 1812. This completed the closure of the south side of the
Domain separating it from Hyde Park. At the other end of the estate a stone wall was built along
Sydney Cove. By 1812 almost the whole of the Domain was enclosed. The first official order
concerning the place appeared in October 1812 in the Sydney Gazette and was essentially negative
in tone64:
The whole of the Government Domain at Sydney, extending from Sydney Cove to
Woolloomooloo Bay, being now completely enclosed by Stone Walls and Palings,
except that part of it which is AT PRESENT UNDER LEASE to Mr Palmer and Mr
Riley, where their Windmills and Bakery are erected. Notice is hereby given, that no
Cattle of any Description whatsoever are, after the present Date, to be permitted to
graze or feed on the said Domain, those belonging to Government only excepted; and
any Horses, Cows, Sheep, Asses, Pigs, or Goats which may after this Notification be
found Trespassing thereon, will be taken up and impounded for Damages.
The Public are further to take Notice, that for the future no Stones are to be quarried,
or Loam dug within the said Domain, for other than Government Purposes, unless by
special Permission obtained from His Excellency the GOVERNOR; and none of the
Wood or Shrubs growing within the said Domain are on any Account whatever to be
cut down, or otherwise destroyed, on Pain of Prosecution for Felony; and no Boat,
except those belonging to Government, are to land in Farm Cove, or on any other Part
of the Shore bounding the Domain, except at Bennelong’s Point, on Pain of being
forfeited, and the Persons who shall have so brought them there severely punished, for
Trespassing on the Government Domain, after being cautioned by Public Notice.
No indication was given that it was to be used for public recreation or enjoyment. The mills and
bakehouse were an obvious irritant. Here the enclosure could not be finalised.
2.9
‘Improvements’ 1810-1821
As its boundaries were being fixed, ‘improvements’ were under way within the Domain,65
‘previously little better than a rocky waste full of large stumps’ according to William Hutchinson,
Principal Superintendent of Convicts who supervised much of the work. The old leases at Farm
Cove were vacated, with the exception of the windmills and bakehouse and the small cottages and
their gardens removed.66 Considerable effort was expended in clearing the Domain. Stone was
quarried to improve the landscape, acres of stumps cleared and new shrubberies and plantations
established.67 Avenues of trees including British oaks, stone pines and swamp mahogany were
planted, lining the walks and boundaries of the Domain. Gifts of mature Norfolk Island pines were
63

H Proudfoot, A Bickford, B Egloff & R Stocks 1991:26-27 & 96.
Sydney Gazette 17 October 1812.
65
These are discussed in detail in ‘Mrs Macquarie’s Road & the Macquarie wall’. Report No. 99/69.
Prepared by Heritage Design Services NSW Department of Public Works and Services, February 2000.
66
William Hutchinson, Principal Superintendent of Convicts Evidence to the Bigge Commission 10
November 1819 (Mitchell Library Bonwick Transcripts Box 1).
67
William Hutchinson, Principal Superintendent of Convicts Evidence to the Bigge Commission 10
November 1819 (Mitchell Library Bonwick Transcripts Box 1).
64

_________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Pty Ltd

Conservatorium Site, 1998-2001

53

Chapter 2: Historical Context

planted with due ceremony as sentinel trees in significant locations at the back entrance to
Government House, on ‘Bennilong and Farm-Cove Points’ and ‘at the intended grand Entrance into
the new Govt Garden at “Farm Cove”’, where a new garden was established on the site of the old
government farm.68 A substantial stone garden wall, a house for the gardener and ‘100 yards of
ornamental arcade for vines with circular bowers and domes at each end’ made a substantial
contribution to the gentleman’s estate.69 The picturesque Billy Blue’s house served as a lodge by
the gate to Government House on Sydney Cove, close to the spot where the public could start their
walk around Bennelong’s Point. A cottage orné performed a similar function at the Bent Street
entrance to the Domain at the back of Government House. In 1816 Mrs Macquarie’s Road
provided a circuit of the Domain from Government House around Farm Cove to Woolloomooloo
Bay, south to the boundary with Hyde Park and back along the wall of the hospital to the Bent
Street entrance to Government House. Now ‘respectable’ members of the public could also join in
the enjoyment of the domain.70 Cartwright’s plan of the ‘Governor’s demesne land’ celebrated the
whole scheme (Figure 2.11). Only the mills and bakehouse (tactfully omitted from Cartwright’s
drawing) spoiled the view and the ambience of the gentleman’s estate.

Figure 2.11: C.
Cartwright’s ‘Plan
of the Governor’s
Demesne Land, as
Surveyed in the
Year 1816’ provides
a pictorial but not
accurately surveyed
plan of the Domain
on the completion of
Mrs Macquarie’s
Road. The fenced
mill lease is shown
but the mills and
their associated
buildings are
noticeably absent.
ML map Z M3
811.172/1816/.
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2.10 Removing the mill and bakehouse 1813-1817
In 1813 Governor Macquarie made his first move to clear the Domain of its more prosaic built
features, Palmer’s mills and bakehouse, now mortgaged to the firm of Fairlie Fergusson & Co. of
Calcutta. His secretary’s correspondence on the matter indicated something of the Governor’s
intentions. The ground was required ‘for the very necessary purpose of enabling His Excellency to
enclose the whole Domain, exclusively within a Stone Wall’. The justification for the move was
the expiry of Palmer’s five-year lease, ‘the utmost period any Governor could give a lease for of
Lands situated within the approved Boundaries of the Government Domain’. Given the ‘very
expensive buildings’ erected by Mr Palmer, the Governor would not resume them until 31 March
1815. In the meantime the materials could be removed to be re-erected on another ‘eligible
allotment for that purpose in the vicinity of Sydney’ which the Governor was willing to give. The
bakehouse might however ‘be converted into a Serviceable portion of those Offices’ which the
Governor intended to build ‘shortly close by the place where it stands’ and would be purchased by
the Crown at a fair valuation if surrendered within two months.71
Macquarie’s explanation to Earl Bathurst nearly a year later was somewhat different. Lord Bathurst
would, Macquarie was sure, appreciate:
the Nature and Degree of Annoyance that these Mills and Buildings thus overlooking
the Govt. House, must be to Me and My family, Who, instead of enjoying a Seclusion
from the public Gaze, are thus perpetually exposed to it, Wherever We turn thro’ the
Domain; Even the Passage to the Govern’t Garden, which would be a pleasant Place
of Recreation to Mrs Macquarie and Myself, lead thro’ the Leased Ground and Close
by the Mills, Whereby We are Nearly Excluded from that Satisfaction.72
No mention was made of the Governor’s plans for new ‘offices’ to be built nearby.
William Walker replied politely but firmly. The land was mortgaged to Fairlie & Fergusson, for
whom he was the agent, but the regular interest payments had been made and the mortgage was for
seven years. A further complication was that John Palmer was overseas. He might be back shortly
or would be sending legal documentation to allow his son, who held power of attorney, to deal
with the matter.73 The Governor accordingly postponed action but ten months later in September
1814, knowing of changed circumstances, pressed Mr Walker harder. Palmer on his return from
England had now transferred the property to the Calcutta firm and it was expected that the
materials of the buildings would be removed and the land surrendered by 31 March 1815, as
previously indicated. One small change of plan had occurred on the Governor’s part. The
bakehouse and contiguous buildings were no longer required and so their materials too should be
removed.74 After another interchange of letters the Governor established his final position. All
materials should be removed from the site as they were not required by government and the land
would be resumed on 31 March 1815. Another allotment in the neighbourhood of Sydney was
offered for the re-erection of the mills and ‘a handsome Grant of Land in the interior’ as additional
compensation.75
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Macquarie was in fact demanding more than he really wanted as he explained in his despatch to
Earl Bathurst. His intention was only ‘to Insist only on the possession of that part which is not
Occupied by, or immediately Necessary to the large Mill, and to Suspend the final Measure in
respect to that building’.76 According to the account of events compiled many years later by
Governor Gipps Governor Macquarie then ‘adopted the resolution of standing on the rights of the
Crown’ and took possession of part of the land and had one of the mills and the bakehouse
removed, taking care first to have a valuation made of the buildings by Palmer’s assignees and by
Government.77
Two valuations were compiled for the bakehouse and dwelling house in December 1814, just prior
to the advertised sale of the materials. Little information was provided about these structures other
than the description on the higher valuation of ‘dwelling house, bakehouse, &c. situate near the
Mills as above, including Brick work, plastering, Stone Work, Ovens, &c. Roofing, floors, doors,
Windows, &c. &c. 546 pounds 6s 6d’.78
‘The whole of the materials of the dwelling house and bakehouse erected by Mr Palmer’ were
advertised to be sold on 13 January 1815 with the condition that they be removed within one month
of the sale.79 The buildings were presumably removed shortly afterwards. Despite the valuations
no payment was made to the owners, probably because they considered the compensation offered
too little. The matter was still being discussed in July 1817 when Governor Macquarie noted in his
diary that he had a conversation with Mr Richard Jones, then Fairlie & Co.’s agent, in which he
had offered a grant of 1,000 acres for the relinquishment of the lease within the Government
Domain, if the lease were valid.80
Palmer’s small mill may have remained in operation for some time afterwards. On the same day
that the sale of the materials of the bakehouse and residence was announced, Roger Teeling
advertised that he was grinding wheat at the small mill.81 Pictorial evidence suggests that it may
have been removed somewhat later as it can be seen in Captain Wallis’ illustration dated 1815-1817
but is no longer in evidence in Sophia Campbell’s painting of c. 1817.82
The fact that only a part of Palmer’s lease and some of its buildings were required to be
relinquished suggests that Macquarie’s reasons for the removal of Palmer’s small mill, bakehouse
and dwelling house did not relate solely to the issue of privacy. Palmer’s large mill was not
removed yet this was the most dominant feature in the landscape, nor was there any attempt to
repossess Nathaniel Lucas’ lease and the post-mill which was still in operation on it. It was the site
which had been vacated which was of interest and which was to be used for a new purpose, the
construction of new stables and offices for Government House.
2.11 Building new stables and offices 1817-1821
In March 1816 Macquarie wrote to Earl Bathurst at length about the inadequacy of Government
House and its associated offices which were not only in bad repair but ‘in point of size altogether
inadequate to the residence and accommodation of even a private gentleman’s family and much less
that of the Governor in Chief’. The house was damp, decayed, and of mean appearance with
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insufficient room for even a small establishment of servants. The stables were ‘if possible ... still
worse than the other offices, it having been of late frequently necessary to prop them up with
timber posts to prevent their falling, or being blown down by the winds’. A new ‘spacious and
comfortable Government House with corresponding good offices’ was to be built on a new site in
the Government Domain, on ‘as economical a plan as possible’. No part of the expense was to be
met from England, Macquarie wrote, but all of the work was to be performed by Government
mechanics and labourers.83 Macquarie had already been advised some three years previously that
no public works should be undertaken without the sanction of the British Government, but without
waiting for a reply from his superiors in London, he began planning a new residence and
associated stables and offices.84
Macquarie’s action in proceeding with the construction of the stables was in direct defiance of a
despatch received from Earl Bathurst in response to his own of March 1816. That Macquarie had
received Bathurst’s despatch is clear, for his acknowledgment of it was dated 12 December 1817,
four days before the foundation stone for the stables was laid. Bathurst’s tone was forceful.
Alarmed by the Macquarie building programme, he rebuked the Governor for not submitting a plan
and estimate for approval before beginning such works. ‘In acting otherwise you have incurred a
heavy responsibility’ he wrote and indicated that if Treasury approval were not forthcoming, then it
would be impossible for him to authorise any expense incurred. ‘With a view therefore to your
own protection’ Bathurst wrote, it would be ‘expedient’ that the proposed works should not be
begun or, if they had been, should be deferred.85
It is difficult to see how Bathurst could have issued a much stronger warning. The instructions in
his despatch were however ignored and it was not until March 1819 that the subject was mentioned
again by Macquarie who then informed Bathurst that the government stables would be completed in
about three months. Estimates and plans had been sent with Lieutenant John Watts, the Governor’s
aide-de-camp on his departure from the Colony earlier in the year, over a year after the Governor
had been told to defer such works.86 At about the same time another addition to Government
House was built, designed by Greenway. This was never mentioned in despatches. 87
2.11.1 The design
On 4 July 1817 Macquarie wrote a memorandum to Francis Greenway instructing him to prepare
plans for three buildings, a fort to be erected on Bennelong’s Point, a new house for the Governor
and a court of associated offices and stables. The instructions (together with other material which
would appear to have been supplied with them) were reasonably detailed:
‘2nd To draw a ground plan and elevation of a court of offices and stables (according
to a sketch herewith delivered) for the use of the Governor’s horses, carriages, and
servants attached thereto: - which offices and stables are to be built of brick
3rd To draw a ground plan and elevation of a handsome and commodious castletted
house for the residence of the Governor in Chief of the colony; agreeably to the
schedule of the number and description of apartments herewith delivered; which
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castletted house is to be built of stone; - but the form of the house, and the disposition
of the apartments are entirely left to Mr Greenway’s own taste and judgment’ 88
The precise specifications and directions given to Greenway by Macquarie and the extent of the
Governor’s knowledge of the plan for the stables, before building began, were later to be matters
of contention between them. It also seems likely that Mrs Macquarie was involved in the planning,
and possibly the design, of the building. Greenway later stated that the number of offices required
in the stables plan was supplied by Mrs Macquarie.89 The nature of the sketch which accompanied
the Governor’s memorandum concerning the stables is unknown.
Plans were apparently prepared speedily, for work began on site on 9 August just a few weeks
after instructions had been given for the preparation of designs.90 On 16 December 1817 Governor
Macquarie laid the foundation stone for the new stables on the site of the former bakehouse. It was
a busy day for in the morning he and his party had visited the recently completed Macquarie
Lighthouse and the foundation stone had also been laid for the new fort on Bennelong’s Point. The
day was also an auspicious one for his architect who was granted a conditional pardon.
The design for the new stables was, like the specification for the proposed new government house,
‘castletted’, possibly inspired (on Mrs Macquarie’s part) by Inveraray Castle in Argyle which
belonged to her kinsman, Archibald Campbell91 or on Greenway’s, by Thornbury Castle, which he
later said had been his model for the new government house, ‘only bolder, in the size of the towers
and other parts of the building’.92 Like many buildings of the period, work proceeded rather
slowly. The foundation stone was laid in December 1817 and in October 1819 Commissioner
Bigge reported that the stables were ‘so nearly completed that to stop their further progress would
risk the loss of the labour and materials expended’.93 Nearly a year later they were still not
finished although on 28 September 1820 Macquarie noted optimistically:
‘The new stables - All the carpenters’ work finished, the plaistering and stuccoing will be
completed in 14 days and in three weeks all will be ready for being occupied by the horses, etc.
etc.’94 They were finally ‘only just completed’ in February 1821.95
2.11.2 The labour force
The causes of the delay were various. Greenway complained that he had not been supplied with the
carpenters he wanted from the Lumber Yard and there was also a shortage of materials. 96 Ralph
Oakes, the overseer, complained that Greenway never supplied a plan of any building and made
frequent changes, so that the work was done several times.97 Macquarie said that he disapproved
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of the amount of ornamentation on the towers and of the ‘rich cornish’ round the top of the
battlements, both time consuming design features.98
In December 1819 Greenway supplied a return giving the number of days men in the various trades
who had been employed in the construction of the stables between 9 August 1817 and 19
November 1819.99
Return of Govt Artificers & Labourers employed in construction of the stables in Govt Domain from
the commencement 9th August 1817 to 19th Nov 1819 Supplied by FHG 6 December 1819
Recapitulation
Days
Bricklayers
Stonemasons
Plasterers
Carpenters
Labs. digging foundations etc.
Blacksmiths

5288
5921
280
1208
3711 & 1/2
278
16,686 & 1/2

With a working week of 5 1/2 days and average working time of 56 hours per week the return
suggests that, on average, there were about 16 men per day on site during this period.100 The size
of the work force could, however, be extremely variable and even if large might have few skilled
workers. A victualling list dated 8 September 1821 for other projects provides some evidence for
the varied size of work gangs, from six to eight only on Dawes Point Battery in 1819-1820 to
ninety-one working on St James’ Church and the Court House in September 1821. Of these
ninety-one however there were only four good stone cutters. The rest were learners, quarrymen
and labourers.101
Task work with selected workers could be efficient as Greenway showed when he employed ten
men ‘to build the stone work of one of the towers of the government stables and cut and fix the
embrasures of the tower’ which they finished in three and a half days.102 The efficient allocation of
labour was not however in the hands of the architect. In reality much of the labour force was
unskilled and a great many building projects were under way simultaneously, taxing resources.
2.11.3 Criticism of the stables 1819-1821
Criticism of Macquarie’s building works emerged during the course of the Commission of Enquiry
set up by the British Government into the affairs of New South Wales and whose Commissioner,
John Bigge, arrived in Sydney in September 1819. The British Government had become alarmed
by the growing cost of maintaining its settlement in New South Wales (which it had anticipated
would be self sufficient by this time), by reports carried back to them of flaws in Macquarie’s
administration and by rumours that transportation to New South Wales was no longer feared as a
form of punishment and a deterrent to criminals. The latter concern had been raised as early as
98
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1813 by Macquarie himself who had informed Downing Street that no people on earth lived better
and had less to complain about than the male and female convicts in New South Wales, provided
they conducted themselves with propriety.
The main purposes of Bigge’s commission were:
- to consider New South Wales primarily as a penal colony and, on that basis, to examine
the efficacy of the present system as a punishment and a deterrent to crime in Britain;
-to examine a variety of topics which related to the advancement of the settlements as
colonies and the means by which Britain’s expenditure on them might be reduced.
In order to do this, Bigge’s commission empowered him to examine almost every aspect of the
administration of the Colony, ‘all the laws, regulations and usages of the settlements in the territory
of New South Wales and its dependencies, as well as every other matter in any way connected with
the civil government, the superintendence of convicts, the judicial and ecclesiastical establishments,
and the revenue, trade and resources of the penal colonies’.103
During his seventeen months in New South Wales Bigge toured the Colony to observe things for
himself, gathered official documents and statistics, heard oral evidence, received private
submissions in writing from any inhabitant, and called upon settlers to respond to his own letters or
circulars. The course of such an investigation inevitably provided considerable opportunity for the
venting of personal grievances, attempts to transfer blame for personal inadequacy or failure onto
others and to express long felt dislike, anger or envy.
The investigation of Macquarie’s building schemes (as a part of the administration of the convict
system and of the colony’s economy) was just a part of Bigge’s brief and the stables just one of the
many buildings and public works which had been carried out during Macquarie’s governorship.
Elements of its design and construction were however, typical of major points of divergence
between the British Government (together with many of the Colony’s settlers) and the Governor
concerning both the purpose of the Colony and the use of its resources. The main points of
contention concerning the stables for both Commissioner Bigge and many residents of the Colony
were its size, the wasteful use of scarce labour resources on its ornamentation and disproportionate
scale, its apparent ambition for the proposed new government house and the general question of the
retention by Government of labourers for public works who might be of use to settlers. As a
symbol of unjustifiable extravagance it was anathema to Commissioner Bigge. ‘I cannot help
expressing astonishment’ he wrote to Earl Bathurst, ‘at the useless magnificence of the plan of this
building and my doubt whether under any circumstances of this Colony it would have obtained
Your Lordship’s sanction and approbation’.104 As the forerunner of a new government house, it
was alarming in its scale and architectural style. If this was the accommodation for the horses,
many asked, what would the new government house look like?105 As a project which used
Government artisans and labourers, it restricted the supply of labour to settlers and used convict
labour for works which might have been opened up to contract.
While Macquarie had clearly ignored instructions from the British Government for economy, it is
possible that he may not have realised the scale on which the stables were to be built until the
foundations had been laid. Even then however, he did not intervene to change the plan. In his
evidence to Commissioner Bigge, Greenway indicated that the Governor had seen the elevation of
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the building but not the ground plan.106 Captain Gill, who left the Colony shortly after the
foundation stone had been laid, reported that the plan had been approved by the Governor but
recollected that he had thought that after the building was commenced, ‘the Governor imagined that
Mr Greenway had exceeded the plan, or his orders, in it - I do not know what passed between
them, as I was then leaving the Colony’.107
Mrs Macquarie may also have been an important factor in the equation, although she was not of
course questioned by Commissioner Bigge, nor would it have been imagined that she would have
been instrumental in government decision making. Clearly Governor Macquarie could not have
named her in relation to any matters of government business without detracting from his own
credibility as Governor General of the Colony. It would appear however that it was Mrs
Macquarie who supplied the specifications for the number of rooms and type of accommodation to
be provided in plans for both the stables and for a new government house and that she may also
have supplied the sketch to accompany the instruction for the stables.
Macquarie did in fact concede that the stables were over large but denied that this indicated
anything about the possible size of a new government house. Moreover he felt it unfair that he
should be blamed for the delays incurred, when Greenway’s ‘dilatory habits’ were well known to
the Commissioner. Macquarie also indicated that any blame for the ornamented style the building
had finally acquired could not be laid at his door.108 For the architect Henry Kitchen, one of
Greenway’s main detractors and protagonists, the stables and offices called ‘for the severest
animadversion’ as ‘most extravagantly expensive without affording that accommodation which
from its extent and its objects it ought to do’. For Kitchen the design was a ‘very incorrect attempt
at the style of castellated Gothic’, badly executed and the site ill-chosen on the declivity of a hill
with scarcely room to turn a carriage. In addition it had been constructed ‘upon a spot precisely in
front of what would appear the most eligible site for the intended government house’.109 Kitchen’s
arguments concerning the details of individual buildings were not however the main thrust of his
evidence to Bigge but rather his concerns that the Government employed convicts at great expense,
that it erected ‘puerile and frivolous buildings’ and allowed the convicts to be idle and that, as a
result settlers were without proper accommodation because of the Government monopoly of labour.
Part of Bigge’s final report drew heavily on Kitchen’s evidence and while he did not lay the
responsibility for unnecessary and ornate buildings on Greenway he did suggest a better balance
between the scale of building and the resources available.110
2.12 The government stables and offices
Although frequently referred to as the Government House stables, the building was to include both
‘offices and stables... for the use of the Governor’s horses, carriages, and servants attached
thereto’, that is, living accommodation as well as stabling. An exact description of the
accommodation provided in the stables as completed is difficult to determine. Four sources
provide some information: Greenway’s report at the end of 1819; an elevation and plan of the
building dated 1820 (Figure 2.12); and Greenway and Kitchen’s evidence to Commissioner Bigge
in 1821.
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Figure 2.12: ‘Plan and elevation of the Governor’s Stables and Offices at Sydney, New South Wales 1820’.
The elevation and plan are not drawn to the same scale and the top of the plan is the south side of the
building. The drawing has been attributed to Francis Greenway. ML VI/PUB/GOVS/1.

The fullest written description of the building was that given by Greenway in 1819 in evidence to
Commissioner Bigge, detailing the ‘Size of the rooms in the Government Offices and Stables’ as:
Two stables for 8 horses each 50ft by 20ft
Two stables for 4 horses each 28ft by 20 ft
Four stables in octagon towers 14ft square each for sick horses and stallions, with granaries
& hay lofts above the same
Two double coach houses 20 by 16
Harness rooms to each Coach House in four small octagon towers with other
conveniences
Front towards Bennelong’s Point contains a coachman’s residence & grooms
Three rooms below in each and one above in each octagon tower
Four of the small towers are for saddle rooms & harness rooms attached to the stables
& are about nine feet diameter in the clear
On the side opposite the coachman’s residence was intended by Mrs Macquarie for
cow sheds111
The only known contemporary architectural plan of the building, a ‘Plan and Elevation of the
Governor’s Stables and Offices at Sydney, New South Wales, 1820’ corresponds largely with the
1819 description, but with some slight variations (Figure 2.12). In the 1820 plan the large octagon
111
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towers are identified as accommodation for servants, not for stallions and sick horses, a dairy is
included next to one of the coach houses and accommodation is provided for a dairy maid, cow
man and lodge keeper. The two stables for four horses are identified as ‘Stable for the Governor’s
staff’ and ‘Stable for Brigade Major’.112 Unusually, the elevation and plan of the building are
drawn at different scales and the south side of the building is at the top of the plan, reversing the
usual convention.
The plan is usually attributed to Francis Greenway but its purpose is not known. Dated 1820, it
cannot have been the plan sent to London with Lieutenant Watts who left the Colony in 1819. If
Ralph Oakes is to be believed, it was clearly not for use on site and does not have the appearance
of such a drawing. Nor can it have been the drawing originally shown to Macquarie by Greenway
as this only had an elevation. The stables was ‘only just completed’ in February 1821 but had been
largely built by the end of 1819 and so the 1820 drawing may be a reasonable representation of its
finalised from. Greenway did prepare drawings for Macquarie to send to Lord Bathurst, payment
for which in the form of six cows, was authorised in November 1821.113 Perhaps this was such a
drawing.
Greenway’s evidence given to Commissioner Bigge in January 1821 suggests that some slight
changes were made to the building as originally, planned during construction.114 When asked if the
building as built was as planned, Greenway indicated that it was with ‘the exception of having a
barn in the range now made into a stable’. He also reported that thirty horses could be
accommodated including the four octagon towers for stallions, a slight increase on the figures given
in 1819 and a change from the 1820 plan in which the large octagon towers were for servants’
accommodation. Earlier evidence for the inclusion of a barn in the original plan is provided in
Greenway’s statement of the work done by the different government gangs at the end of 1819.
Complaining that he was not supplied with the carpenters and materials he required, hence the slow
progress on various works, he reported: ‘They have done much better at the Government Stables
but we shall be at a stand for want of flooring boards as we are now obliged to use those boards
prepared for the barn and other purposes’. 115
The Governor’s description of the building in his list of improvements made during his term of
office as a ‘handsome square brick building, stuccoed, containing coach house and stables with
apartments for servants for the use of the Governor and his staff’ somewhat underplayed both the
building’s size and design.116 Another list compiled for Commissioner Bigge recorded the work as
‘stables and coach houses and two wells sunk’, the only indication of the building’s water supply.117
Whatever the precise accommodation provided, the new stables were indeed a commanding feature
of the harbour landscape in both size and prominence of location. By contrast with the scale of the
rest of Sydney’s buildings in 1820 they were impressive and even more so when considered as
mere outbuildings. Measuring some 168ft by 117ft they were larger than the frontage of
Government House itself. Small wonder then that they would ‘always be mistaken at first sight for
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the governor’s residence itself’ rather than his stables.118 Apart from their pretension in size, the
cost was also telling. In attempting to show that his work, using convict labour, had saved the
Government money, Greenway prepared an estimate of the costs of the his buildings had they been
constructed by contract. The cost of the stables, nine thousand pounds, was one of the most
expensive, fourth only to the costs of the Hyde Park barracks and mess (which provided
accommodation for 1,000 men) and Fort Macquarie. Even the two churches, St James’ in Sydney
and St Matthew’s in Windsor were cheaper to build than the Governor’s stables.119
Without Greenway and Macquarie’s new Government House, to which they really belonged, the
new stables were out of context, out of scale and out of time, a constant reminder of the grandeur
that might have been and of an expensive gubernatorial vision shared neither by the British
Government nor by many colonists. As a part of the harbour landscape the stables were a
dominant feature until overshadowed by the completion of the new Government House in 1845
when they became an adjunct to a yet more impressive Gothic structure. From then onwards they
were illustrated in part only, in the foreground or background, finally put in perspective by the
house to which they really belonged (Figure. 2.24).
2.13

Changes to the grounds of Government House in the 1820s-1830s: opening up the
Domain
With the completion of the stables, changes were necessary to connect the existing carriage drives
around Government House with the new building. This work may also have coincided with other
changes made within the Governor’s Domain during the 1820s. In the vicinity of the new stables
access was opened up between the stables and the east end of the existing carriage drive around the
house (Figures 2.13, 2.14). Some of the plantings to the southeast of Government House may
have had to be removed for this purpose. The back entrance drive to Government House from the
corner of Bent Street may also have been realigned. According to Cartwright’s plan of 1816 this
had run diagonally across the ‘field’ behind the house (Figure 2.11). By the 1820s the drive was
aligned along the eastern boundary of the ‘field’, a position which would have facilitated access to
the new stables. At the north end of the back entrance drive a large circular bed was formed
between the garden of the house on the west and the stables on the east, marking the diverge of the
road. A smaller circular bed with a Norfolk Island pine was also established to the south-west of
the stables, protected on one side by loop of fencing.120 These changes to the grounds had been
effected by 1827 as seen in the Burford panorama121 and are also shown, with more detail, in
Woore’s 1829 panorama122 and the 1831 map of Sydney (Figures. 2.13, 2.14, 2.15).
In addition to the connection made between the west end of the stables and Government House, the
road on the south side of the stables appears to have extended to the east down to Mrs Macquarie’s
Road on Farm Cove. This is shown in Meehan’s map of 1826 and its associated field notebook,
the first proper survey of the Domain (Figures 2.16, 2.17) and also on plans prepared in 1832 in
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relation to the mill lease (Figures. 2.18, 2.19). At Farm Cove a gate marked the entrance to Mrs
Macquarie’s Road and the Domain.123
With these changes, the definition of what had been the Inner Domain of Government House
altered, as did patterns of access to the Domain. While ‘respectable persons’ had been allowed
into the Domain by means of Mrs Macquarie’s Road from 1816 or possibly earlier, their routes.

Figure 2.13: Robert Burford’s panorama, from drawings by Augustus Earle in 1827. A curving path across
the mill lease leads down towards the east end of the stables and Farm Cove. The artist’s vantage point was
the top of Palmer’s stone mill. Burford 1829.

Figure 2.14: Thomas Woore’s panorama of 1829 looking north from the top of Palmer’s large windmill. The
back of Government House can be seen on the left of the picture. The smaller circular fenced planting at the
southwest corner of the stables possibly served to conceal them from view along the back drive into
Government House. Thomas Woore , Panorama of Sydney, ML SVI/1829/1.
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around and across the area had been restricted. Fencing and stone walls had enclosed the whole of
the area around Government House from Macquarie Place, around Sydney Cove and Bennelong’s
Point to the government garden and round the perimeter of the garden and nursery back to the gate
opposite Bent Street (Figure 2.11). The walls and fencing defined the Inner Domain, access to
which was confined to occupants of Government House. The public could walk around the
perimeter of the Inner Domain, confined around Sydney Cove and Bennelong’s Point to the
seaward side of Mrs Macquarie’s Road, but were unrestricted by fencing only on the
Woolloomooloo side of the government garden and south to Hyde Park, that is, in the Outer
Domain.124

Figure 2.15: ‘Map of the
town of Sydney 1831’. The
fencing along the west side
of the mill lease separates
two paths from the Bent
Street corner, one the back
entrance to Government
House and the other across
the mill lease and past the
southeast corner of the
stables. SRNSW Map 5449.

From the 1820s this would appear to have changed. The old mill lease which had previously been
completely enclosed by fencing was now more open as was the south side of the stables. With a
new means of access from the east end of the stables down to Mrs Macquarie’s Road it seems
likely that the public took a short cut across the mill lease and down to Farm Cove. The absence
of Governor Brisbane at Parramatta, little activity at the stables and the closure of the large mill
may all have encouraged greater use of the area. Such a track or road was in existence in the
1820s but may even have followed earlier tracks within the old mill lease. Earle’s drawings, made
in 1827 from the vantage point of Palmer’s mill show a curved path to the north of the mill leading
to the government stables, with two figures walking along it (Figure 2.13).125 Plans drawn up in
1829 to illustrate the proposed improvement of Bennelong’s Point with the location of the new
Government House on the site of the old mill also show a curving road from the mill site to the
stables. While the extent of the actual road/track may have been over emphasised in these plans,
which were proposals only, the existence of a road/track in this location is verified by other
sources.126 By 1831 this route from the Bent Street corner leading to the stables was on the map of
124
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Figure 2.16: Meehan’s survey of the Government Domain in 1826. At the south-west corner of the stables is
a circular fenced plantation. A road from the east end of the stables leads down to join Mrs Macquarie’s
Road on Farm Cove. The southern end of the mill lease is still fenced off. SRNSW Map SZ 134.

Figure 2.17: Meehan’s Field Book of his survey of the Domain in 1826. Two roads are shown at the east
end of the stables, one leading north-east down to Farm Cove and another curving to the south, presumably
across the mill lease. A smaller path runs between, probably the path to the botanic and kitchen gardens.
SRNSW Field Book 245.
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the town of Sydney (Figure 2.15). 127 In effect part of what had earlier been the enclosed Inner
Domain of Government House was now accessible to the general public.
Another route across what had previously been the Inner Domain may have come into existence in
the same period and was certainly established by 1833 as shown in Richard Cunningham’s sketch
of the gardens made in July that year (Figure 2.20).128 This was a second road or path from the
east end of the stables leading south-east towards the west side of the government garden where it
branched into two, one path leading to the gate into the lower garden and other to the governor’s
kitchen garden and down to the road across the Domain from the Bent Street entrance. The route is
not shown in Meehan’s 1826 map of the Domain but a smaller path in this location is indicated in
his field book on which the map is based (Figure 2.17).129 By 1825 Governor Brisbane had given
up five acres of land on the west side of Farm Cove Creek (formerly part of his Inner Domain) as
an addition to the Botanic Gardens.130 This path provided a means of reaching both this new
addition to the Botanic Gardens and the governor’s private kitchen garden, as well as a short cut to
the Outer Domain.
2.13.1 Compensation claims
While the landscape of the Domain was changing, the house of Fairlie Fergusson & Co. showed a
dogged determination to pursue its interest in Palmer’s lease which they had first mortgaged and
then acquired in 1814, together with Palmer’s other properties, for a very considerable sum.
Applications for compensation for the land and buildings taken by Macquarie and used for the site
of the new stables were put forward in 1820 and 1825 and were pursued both in the Colony and in
London. As a going concern on valid leases Palmer’s mills and associated buildings had certainly
been very valuable. By the time the claims were being most actively pursued, Palmer’s promise of
a lease for twenty-one years (made in 1802) had almost expired and, as Gipps later pointed out, the
claimants had little to lose. For the bureaucracy faced with demands for compensation, the validity
of the term of the lease granted by Governor King became the matter at issue.
On the ground, the owners appeared to be paying little attention to the property as the building fell
into disrepair. By about 1828 the government took possession of the stone windmill and the land,
dismantled the mill and converted the building into a convenient place for the road gangs to use as
a works depot, to store tools, deposit lime and put up a weigh bridge.131
In 1833 when the British government authorised payment of the compensation claim together with
nineteen years’ interest, Fairlie & Co.’s agent Mr Steele refused the payment and arranged for his
men to occupy the land and padlock the gate (Figures 2.18, 2.19).132 An action of intrusion was
then brought by the Attorney General against Steele and the case was heard in the Supreme Court
in October 1834 with the jury finding against Steele on a point of law, as instructed by the judge.133
Palmer’s stone windmill ‘an object of admiration to some and an eye-sore to others’ was finally
removed from the Domain in September 1836.134
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Figure 2.18: A sketch of the mill
lease prepared from an earlier map
in connection with the seizure of the
property by Fairlie Fergusson &
Co.’s agent Steele in 1833. The size
and location of the ‘bakehouse now
removed’ in relation to the stables
and the location of the mills are
shown. The stone mill [‘new mill’]
was finally removed in September
1836. SRNSW, Col. Sec., Special
Bundles 2/8021.2.

Figure 2.19: A sketch of Palmer’s mill lease prepared for the Governor in 1832. A road links the east end of
the carriage drive of Government House and the stables, continuing to the east to a gate on Mrs Macquarie’s
Road on Farm Cove. SRNSW, Surveyor General’s Sketch Books Vol. 1 Fol. 91 : Reel 2778 Frame 372.
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2.14 The stables without their house 1821-1845
There is little documentary evidence for the use of the stables and offices from their completion in
1821 until the move to the new Government House in 1845. Stable accommodation already existed
at Government House in Bridge Street (and was increased in the Macquarie period) where the
stables, carriage house, sentry boxes and a room for the stable hand appear to have remained in use
until 1845.135 Additional accommodation may have been desirable for the Governor’s servants
(some of whom were provided for in the ‘offices’ in the new stables) but it is perhaps unlikely that
substantial changes would have been made to the established living arrangements of Governor
Macquarie’s staff by early in 1821. For by now he knew that his resignation had been accepted
and that he would soon be leaving the Colony. If the cow sheds in the new stables had been put
into use, at least one of them would have been vacated in February 1822 when the Macquaries took
their favourite cow back with them to Mull.136

Figure 2.20: Richard
Cunningham’s sketch of
the gardens in July 1833.
The path to the stables is
clearly marked on the
west side of the kitchen
garden. Gilbert 1986:55.

Macquarie’s replacement, Governor Brisbane, who took up office in 1821, preferred to live at
Government House, Parramatta and spent little time in the house in Sydney which, despite the
Macquarie additions, he found ‘very unfit’ for a residence. Instead Brisbane suggested that the
stables might be converted into a residence for the Governor, the work being funded by the sale of
waterfront allotments on the west side of the Domain. Brisbane’s comments on the stables towards
the end of his term as Governor tend to suggest that they were little used by him, being quite out of
scale with his needs: ‘I would beg further to suggest that the Gothic building on the pleasantest site
of the Domain, which was intended for Government Stables, is utterly useless at present from the
great disproportion of the establishment of the Government, may easily and advantageously
improved into a Government Residence’.137

135

H Proudfoot, A Bickford, B Egloff & R Stocks 1991:26-27 & 54-55.
Australian Dictionary of Biography Vol 2 entry for L Macquarie pp 192-193 & 195.
137
Brisbane to Bathurst 25 May 1825 quoted in Gillespie 1975:62.
136

_________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Pty Ltd

Conservatorium Site, 1998-2001

70

Chapter 2: Historical Context

Brisbane’s obliging loan of the Government Domain and stables ‘for the temporary accommodation
of the newly formed Australian Agricultural Company’s sheep, horses and cattle’ towards the end
of 1825 would also suggest that the stables were not fully utilised.138
When Governor Darling arrived in the Colony in 1825 he already had authorisation from the
British Government to build a new government house, or to convert the stables.139 Some moves
towards the construction of a new residence were undertaken. In January 1827 a Government
Notice called for the submission from architects of plans and elevations for a new government
house, with premiums of fifty, thirty and twenty pounds offered for the three best plans.140 Little
more appears to have been heard of the competition although The Australian reported in March that
work was to begin modelled on the prize winning design of no less a person than Mrs Darling.141
Tenders were called, stone was cut and carted to ‘Mill Hill’ and it was even reported that Mr
Greenway was to be the architect, using Mrs Darling’s plans with only some “very slight or trifling
Mrs Darling’s plans had in fact been prepared at least a year before the
alterations”.142
competition was announced, for in March 1826 she was busy ‘drawing plans for all kinds of
buildings my fame is become so great’ and the plans of Government House were being copied for
Mrs Arthur, the wife of the Lieutenant Governor of Van Diemen’s Land.143 But the project in
Sydney proceeded no further as other more important matters occupied the Governor’s time.
Instead, further additions and repairs were made to the existing house in Sydney and the Parramatta
house was also used.
The first real evidence of occupation at the stables appeared in 1834 when an estimate was
prepared, at the Governor’s direction, for putting the stables ‘in thorough repair’ and ‘fitting up a
portion of the building to accommodate eight Men and the same number of horses of the Body
Guard’. The Colonial Architect reported that it would be necessary to:
Reshingle the eastern stables. Provide lead flashing to the whole of the building. Wood
gutters to do [ditto]. Take down the wall and open the floor to repair the drain near
the north east coach house and rebuild the wall. Remove the floor and flagg the
kitchen for the use of the Body Guard. Take up and relay the broken flagging. Repair
the hay racks and partitions, and make saddle [----] and arm rack. Repair all
plastering, woodwork and glazing. A new door to paddock, and a new door towards
the tower. 144
The work was undertaken in 1834-1835 suggesting that this became the new home of the
Governor’s Body Guard.145 Captain Barney’s comment in 1836 that the stables ‘could not be put
into sufficient repair’ for less than 1,500 pounds tends to suggest that the building was still not in
good repair even after the 1834-1835 work. The context of Barney’s comments may however have
something to do with this estimation, as he may have been keen to suggest that the stables be
discounted in discussions concerning the site for the new government house. Clearly the building
did have its problems. The flooring of the stables was under water during heavy rains in 1836.146
138

Gilbert 1986:42.
Bathurst to Darling 30 June 1825 quoted in Gillespie 1975: 64.
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Sydney Gazette 19 January 1827 p 1a.
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The Australian 24 March 1827 p 3d.
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Fletcher 1984: 207.
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Surveyor General to Colonial Secretary 1 May 1834 letter no. 34/2916 n Colonial Secretary
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Blue Books 1834 & 1835 (State Records New South Wales 4 / 265 & 4 / 266).
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Report from the Committee on the proposed New Government House, with the Minutes of Evidence.
Votes & Proceedings of the NSW Legislative Council 1836 Evidence of Capt George Barney.
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Further expenditure was incurred in 1841147 after which there was no further spending until the old
government house was vacated.148 From the outside the building was not in very good repair. The
publication Sydney Illustrated (1842-1843) commented that the stables were ‘going rapidly to
decay’.149
2.15 Plans for a new Government House 1832-1845
After ten years of indecision, the question of a new residence for the Governor was finally resolved
by Governor Bourke who put in train arrangements for the choice of a site and requested that
‘some eminent architect in London’ be instructed to prepare plans as there was no-one in the
Colony ‘in whose professional experience as an architect I can place any reliance with reference to
a work of the kind’.150 The stables now came into prominence once more, not in their own right as
accommodation for horses and servants, but because their location and design were crucial factors
in the choice of a site and architectural style for the new government house.
The choice of location for the stables had been a contentious issue from the start. Henry Kitchen
criticised the site of the stables as ‘precisely in front of what would appear the most eligible site for
the intended Government House’.151 Greenway when giving evidence to Commissioner Bigge in
1821, claimed that he had disagreed with the Macquaries on the matter and had intended that the
new government house be ‘in front’ of the stables whereas Macquarie had intended that the new
house be to the south of the stables.152 Greenway had then ‘laid down a plan to build Government
House more forward in the Domain in the same style of architecture; the stable would then remain
as attached offices’.153 Quite whose opinion prevailed is not clear, but the whole question was
academic as work on the house never proceeded. Greenway’s later treatise on architecture,
published in 1835 largely as a vindication of his own work, indicated that the main entrance lodge
to the new government house was to have been at the south end of Macquarie Street ‘opposite the
intended screen, or entrance to Hyde Park’, suggesting perhaps that the new residence was to have
been on the higher ground to the south of the stables and would have been approached first from
the entrance at Hyde Park with the outbuildings behind it.154
In the 1830s the site for the new government house was again discussed but this time with an
additional factor, the proposed sale of allotments in part of the Domain to pay for the new house
and the consequent need to redraw the boundaries of the Government Domain for the new
residence. The Surveyor General’s plan, transmitted to Lord Goderich with Governor Bourke’s
report in 1832, proposed the construction of the new residence immediately to the north-west of the
stables, with an entrance near the old government house from which new streets would radiate to
connect with the main streets of the town. New accommodation for wharves and warehouses would
be provided along the east side of Sydney Cove. The plan, published in the New South Wales
Calendar and General Post Office Directory for 1836, provided for the massing of the stables and
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Blue Books 1841 (State Records New South Wales 4 / 273).
Colonial Secretary, Copies of letters to engineering and public works officers 1826-1847 (State Records
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Library).
152
F H Greenway evidence to Commissioner Bigge 23 January 1821, Bonwick Transcripts, Box 1 pp 385386.
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the new house, in the same architectural style, ‘as to contribute much to the general appearance of
the whole’ but clearly showed that the new house would be smaller than the stables.155
The architectural style of the new house was however pre-determined by the stables. Bourke sent a
drawing of the stables to London with his request for an architect so that the ‘professional person in
London, from whom I would propose to obtain a plan and elevation, may judge of the style of
buildings which will harmonize with that of the stables, and with the scenery of the site upon which
the house is to be situated’.156
By 1836 the question of a site had still not been decided and a Select Committee of the Legislative
Council was appointed to resolve the matter. Eventually a location to the north of the stables was
recommended, the choice finally receiving approval from London in October 1837. Work began to
Edward Blore’s design (adapted by Mortimer Lewis to fit the site) in September 1836 and was
finally completed in 1847. The stables remained and Governor Gipps moved into the new house in
1845.
2.16 Changes to the surroundings of the stables 1830s-1840s
With the construction of a new Government House, on a new site, the grounds of the Inner Domain
had to be reconfigured to provide a suitable setting for the residence together with the necessary
carriage drives and entrances. The method of paying for the new house also had a considerable
impact upon its future surroundings and that of the government stables. That part of the Domain
which lay to the west of the continuation of Macquarie Street from Bent Street down to Sydney
Cove was excised, to be laid out in streets and allotments. The entrance to Government House, for
which a suitable gate house was built in 1846-1847, was on Macquarie Street opposite the end of
Bridge Street.
The curtilage for the new Government House, the Inner Domain reserved for the exclusive use of
Government House and its occupants, extended from Fort Macquarie at the north to the entrance
drive to the Domain opposite Bent Street to the south and from Macquarie Street on the west to the
Botanic Gardens on the east. The land to the north of the stables constituted the main pleasure
grounds of Government House which were landscaped. To the south, between the stables and Fig
Tree Road, the ground was essentially associated with the farm aspect of the estate, fenced off for
grazing the governor’s stock and raising feed (Figures 2.22, 2.24).
Figure 2.21: Louis de
Sainson’s ‘View of the
Governor’s stables’, 1826
drawn from Mrs
Macquarie’s Road looking
south. The north side of the
stables is clearly visible. The
top of Palmer’s large mill,
without its sails, can be seen
above the stables. Dumont
D’Urville, Voyage de
l’Astrolabe.)

155
156

Enclosure with Bourke to Goderich 2 November 1832, quoted in R Gillespie 1975:90.
Bourke to Goderich 2 November 1832, quoted in Gillespie 1975:89.
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Figure 2.22:
Townsend’s ‘Plan of the
Inner Domain, Sydney’
January 1845. Part of
the original road from
the First Government
House to the stables has
apparently been retained
to service the entrance to
the new Government
House and stables. A
part of the road leading
south across the mill
lease is still in evidence
as is the path to the
botanic and kitchen
gardens now connected
to Government House
drive. The connecting
road from the southeast
corner of the stables to
Farm Cove has
disappeared. SRNSW
Map 5628.
Detail on next page.
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Detail- Figure 2.22:
With the Stables and the
new landscaping.

The effect of the new boundary of Government House was to exclude the public from access to
parts of the Domain which they had enjoyed since at least 1816 and from routes into and across the
Domain which had come into existence in the 1820s and early 1830s. While an alternative public
route to the gardens and Domain from Sydney Cove was scarped out around the foreshore around
Bennelong’s Point, no alternatives were available around the south side of the stables and across
the former mill lease which was now all enclosed by fencing.
Within the grounds of the new Government House features of the earlier landscape were
incorporated into the new design together with some new additions (Figure 2.22). Part of Mrs
Macquarie’s Road defined what was later to be developed as the Eastern Terrace while further
south it was utilised to form part of the secondary carriage road running from the south-east corner
of the house down past the east end of the stables. Where the original line of Mrs Macquarie’s
Road had turned to run east along Farm Cove, a new length of road was added, running south to
connect with the existing roads leading to the gate on the western boundary of the Botanic Gardens,
to the west side of the Governor’s kitchen garden and to Fig Tree Road, as shown in
Cunningham’s 1833 plan (Figure 2.20). This was the main route from Government House across
the Inner Domain to the Botanic Gardens. By the stables the road from the south-east corner
leading to the botanic garden and governor’s kitchen garden also remained but the route to the
north-east leading down to Farm Cove disappeared in these changes. It was presumably no longer
wanted as this area was not open to the public (cp. Figures 2.16, 2.22). For the occupants of
Government House a connection was retained down to Farm Cove from within the grounds,
leading off the south-east drive.157 The 1865 survey gives a clear picture of the arrangement of the
roads within the grounds of Government House and in the vicinity of the stables (Figure 2.27) as
drawn in Townsend’s 1845 survey (Figure 2.22).

157

‘Mrs Macquarie’s Road & the Macquarie wall’. Report No. 99/69 Prepared by Heritage Design Services
NSW Department of Public Works and Services, February 2000, pp 41-46.
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One other major change was made in this period in the vicinity of the stables when a large fenced
plantation was formed along the western and northern sides of the building. This served a double
purpose. It screened and softened the view of the stables when seen from Government House and
also partially hid the stables from view on entering the grounds at the main gates on Macquarie
Street. The view of the north side of the stables had been unrestricted in the late 1820s (Figure
2.21) but the plantation was established by the early 1840s (Figure 2.23) suggesting that it may
have been established as work proceeded on the construction of the new house. 158

Figure 2.23: ‘Government Stables’ in 1841 by Conrad Martens, looking south from the new Government
House. A walled plantation around part of the north side of the stables is in evidence. ‘Sketches in Australia’
fol. 20, ML Z PXC 296.

2.17

Government House stables 1845-1900

2.17.1 From 1845-1879
From 1845 until 1900 the stables assumed the role for which they had originally been designed, as
stables and offices for the second Government House, providing stabling for the Governor’s horses
and those of his staff, with associated living accommodation. For the duration of the 19th century
and into the early 20th, the Governor, his entourage and family required horses as their normal
means of transport in the city and beyond, for recreation and for sport. Whether for individual
riders, for gigs or for the full equipage of coaches or the four-in-hand complete with attendant
grooms and coachman, the horse with its attendant staff, was an essential part of any establishment
of substance.

158

Louis de Sainson’s view of the Governor’s stables, looking south from Mrs Macquarie’s Road in 1826
shows no trees by the north wall. The plantation is shown in Townsend’s ‘Plan of the Inner Domain, Sydney’
1845 (State Records New South Wales Plan No. 5628).
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Figure 2.24: The stables in their new setting as ancillary to the new Government House in 1850. G E
Peacock ‘Government House, Sydney’, Dixson Galleries.

As the need for staff accommodation increased, alterations were made to convert some of the
stabling, which had been somewhat over generous in Greenway’s design, into additional living
quarters. Facilities which had not been provided for in 1817, such as wash houses and laundries,
were built outside the perimeter and were fenced. By the late 1880s-early 1890s the adaptation of
much of the building for staff accommodation necessitated the construction of additional stabling
and a coach house. This was built outside, and abutting, the original building at the south-east
corner.
The first major expenditure was incurred in 1846-1847 when 800 pounds, specially voted for the
purpose, was spent on repairs to the government stables.159 No description of these works has been
located but the date, coinciding with the removal of the Governor to the new Government House,
suggests repairs and alterations occasioned by relocation and the need to readjust staff
accommodation. In common with other large houses of the period, the new Government House
provided no accommodation for outdoor staff who would normally expect to be housed elsewhere
on the property. It seems most likely that one of the earliest occupants of the stables was the
coachman and presumably other stablemen, if they had not been living there already before the
move from the first Government House.
In 1850 alterations were proposed to provide accommodation for the Governor’s mounted orderlies
who provided both a messenger and bodyguard service to the Governor and also for the waterman,

159

Colonial Secretary - Copies of letters to engineering and public works officers 1844-1847 pp 362 & 409
(State Records New South Wales 4/3886, Reel 3000).
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Figure 2.25: The
Inner Domain in
1860. No buildings
have yet been added
within the walled
area to the north of
the stables. SRNSW
Map 5651.

whose house was being given up at this time.160 These works involved the conversion of the
stables in the west wing of the building into living accommodation and the readjustment of the
stabling space.
As the form of the stables as built, and then as altered or repaired in 1846-1847, is not known, it is
difficult to define the precise extent of the works undertaken in 1850. It would appear however
from the documentary evidence that these alterations affected much of the west wing of the
building. In the north-west corner (which in the Greenway plan had comprised only stables) some
of the stable partitioning at the north end was removed and a new dividing wall built (with a
chimney only on the north side) to form accommodation. In the remainder of the area four new
stall partitions were constructed with two rooms leading from the stalls. In the southern half of the
west wing a new wall was inserted (with chimneys on either side). The area does not appear to
have accommodated stall partitions previously as there is no indication that these were to be taken
out, only the ‘cistern and contents’. A detached brick privy was also built at this time and was
probably sited outside the stables to the north.161 Other repairs undertaken in the same year give
some indication of the various functions of parts of the building with references to the dog kennel,
cart shed, loose boxes in the Governor’s stables, excavation for drains in the north stables and
emptying and filling in the cesspool in the octagon privy. 162
Inadequate guttering and stormwater drainage manifested itself in the collapse of ceilings,
principally because ‘water from the octagon turrets is allowed to run on to the roofs and when the
wind blows the rain is driven under the shingles and gets to the ceiling’. Elbow pipes and

160

Colonial Architect - Government House, Sydney 1837-1838 & 1856-1860, Stables 1847-1864 pp 279
(State Records New South Wales 2/8162).
161
Colonial Architect - Government House, Sydney 1837-1838 & 1856-1860, Stables 1847-1864 pp 275 &
277 (State Records New South Wales 2 / 8162)
162
Colonial Architect - Government House & Stables 1850-1863 & 1847-1851 p 195-199 (State Records New
South Wales 2 / 8163)
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downpipes were installed to correct the problem.163 Galvanised iron began to replace shingles as
roofing material, although this was only installed in stages in the 1850s and 1860s. 164
A specification for repairing and painting the stables early in 1855 enumerates the various parts of
the building and provides evidence of usage.165 The probable identification of the various parts is
given in parentheses:
[possibly the southern wing? - not enclosed]
- old wood shed & open or spare stable & turret
[east wing]
- harness room & turret No. 1
- 1. coach house
- No. 1 stable right hand of passage
- passage between stable
- No. 2 stable left of passage
- turrets & passage over stables
- No. 2 coach house
- harness & turret
[north wing]
- offices occupied by coachmen, grooms etc.
coachman’s room
lobby & grooms - bed room & turret
[west wing]
- rooms occupied by the orderlies
orderlies’ kitchen & No 2 turret
orderlies’ stables
- passage, turrets & gallery over stable
- gardener’s apartments
- spare room, turrets etc.
The description in this specification would suggest that the south wing of the stables was still much
as originally designed for Mrs Macquarie’s cow house, being open to the yard and used as a shed
and spare stables. In the east wing the arrangement described is much as shown in the 1820 plan,
with the substitution of a harness room in place of the proposed dairy. As there were proposals for
a dairy at the First Government House in Bridge Street in 1826 and a new dairy had been provided
at the new Government House,166 it seems unlikely that this bucolic vision had ever been realised at
the stables.167 Such close proximity to horses, hay lofts and generally dusty surroundings seems an
unlikely location for an activity that required spotlessly clean surroundings. The north wing was
utilised as quarters, much as originally planned and in the west wing the alterations made in 1850
provided accommodation for the orderlies and their horses at the north
163

Colonial Architect - Government House, Sydney 1837-1838 & 1856-1860, Stables 1847-1864, January
1852 (State Records New South Wales 2 / 8162)
164
Colonial Architect - Government House & Stables 1850-1863 & 1847-1851 p 195-199. In 1863 the
material was specified as ‘Rodgers best corrugated galvanised iron’ p 51 (State Records New South Wales 2 /
8163)
165
Colonial Architect - Government House, Sydney 1837-1838 & 1856-1860, Stables 1847-1864, pp 105-109
(State Records New South Wales 2 / 8162)
166
Barry McGregor & Associates 1996 (draft) p 25.
167
Colonial Secretary - Copies of letters to engineering & public works officers 22 December 1826 (State
Records New South Wales 4 / 3878 p 394).
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Figure 2.26: The
grandeur of
Government House
dominates the
skyline but it is
wash day at the
stables. The
photograph can be
dated to late in
1864 or early in
1865 by the repairs
being carried out to
the parapet of
Government
House. Macarthur
family papers CY
491 No. 301, ML.

west corner and for the gardener (replacing the waterman) in the centre, with some room to spare
at the south end of the wing.
The works undertaken in 1855 were to put the whole of the building in good repair. The plastering
was all to be made good in Portland cement, all of the woodwork, including the ‘venetian shutters’,
made good and painted in two oils, the lead lights to be repaired, roofs to be repaired where not
covered in galvanised iron, the interior walls to be whitened with lime white or coloured (in the
quarters) and the whole of the exterior to be coloured ‘where coloured before’ with the downpipes,
rain heads and elbows being repaired as necessary.
The two main entrances to the stables were on the south side of the building, an arrangement which
remained unchanged after the construction of the second Government House. By 1845 most of the
north and the whole of the west side of the stables were enclosed and surrounded by a plantation.168
From the 1850s onwards it was this area outside the north and west walls that came to be used as
the stables’ back yard, accommodating privies, wash houses, fowl houses and the like. Between
1860 and 1865 two timber structures were added, joining the privies built in 1850, and smaller
enclosures fenced around these buildings (cp. Figures. 2.25, 2.27).169 By 1859 the east end of the
stables, where the ground sloped away, was enclosed with a semi-circular fence.170 It seems likely
that this area was being used to deposit rubbish and was the large piece of ground referred to in
1861 ‘between the fence and the Government stables which seems to be of no use except for
shooting rubbish’.171 There were no entrances into the stables on this side which was effectively
the only blind side of the building not being used for other purposes and hidden from public view.
The south side of the building was apparently preferred for putting out the washing (Figure 2.26).

168

‘Plan of the Inner Domain, Sydney 1845’ by Townsend (State Records New South Wales plan no 5628).
Compare map of Inner Domain by E Bell dated 14/12/59 (State Records New South Wales Plan No 5652)
and the Trigonometric Survey of Sydney 1865, Sheet GH 1 (State Records New South Wales).
170
1859 map and 1865 Trigonometric Survey of Sydney Sheets GH1 & GH2 (State Records New South
Wales).
171
Report from the Select Committee on the State and Management of the Sydney Domain’ Votes &
Proceedings of the Legislative Assembly, Session 1861.
169
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The need for accommodation for staff rather than for horses appears to have continued in the
1860s. By 1863 the south wing, or a part of it, (a shed and stables in 1855) had been converted into
quarters.172 Documentation is wanting for works carried out in the later 1860s and 1870s and a
photograph of the stables in about 1870 shows a building much in need of external maintenance
(Figure 2.28). An apparent lack of attention to the structure was however remedied by the choice
of a site for the building to house the International Exhibition of 1879 in the Inner Domain
immediately to the south of the stables.

Figure 2.27: The stables
in 1865. A number of
small buildings have been
added to the north outside
the building but within
the area of the fenced
plantation. SRNSW,
1865 Trigonometric
Survey of Sydney Sheet
GH1.

2.17.2 Residents of the stables
Information concerning the residents of the stables is provided only incidentally in the documentary
record, in requests for repairs, alterations and other works. The main residents were the men
associated with the work of the stables, the coachman, under-coachman, grooms etc. and also the
mounted orderlies who accompanied the Governor or travelled on his behalf. Their horses were
stabled at the government stables together with the Governor’s and those of his household,
including his private secretary and aide-de-camp.
As both stables and residence, the
accommodation at the stables included domestic facilities such as kitchens, privies and wash
houses.
Government House, as originally built, had not been designed for a Governor with a large family
and was also poorly supplied with accommodation for servants. Governor Denison’s family with
his ten children put a particular strain upon accommodation and additions were made during his
term of office (1855-1861) to try to alleviate some of these.173 The government stables could, on
occasion, provide temporary accommodation for male servants, including both indoor and outdoor
staff. It was not however an entirely male domain. In 5 October 1846 little Edward Smith aged 11
months died. His place of residence was given as the government stables where presumably his
mother resided. His father was identified simply as ‘a Frenchman’.174 Residents other than those
directly associated with the work of the stables included, in the early 1850s-1860s, the hall porter,
waterman and gardener. Accommodation specifically for married servants was being planned in
1859.
172

Colonial Architect - Government House & Stables 1850-1863 & 1847-1851 p 71 (State Records New
South Wales 2 / 8163). Works include ‘covering roof of quarters south side of yard with best corrugated
galvanised iron’.
173
Barry McGregor & Associates, draft dated June 1997:81.
174
St James’ Church, Sydney : Burial Register entry for 6 October 1846 (St James’ Parish Archives).
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Figure 2.28: The stables photographed from the southeast in August 1870. ML Government Printer
Videodisk 1 Image 05687.

As with Government House itself, several of the occupants of the stables would have changed on a
regular basis. Coachmen, postilions and grooms were valued and trusted members of large
establishments, responsible for the safety of its members when out riding or driving and in charge
of expensive animals. The governors of New South Wales regularly brought such men with them
on their appointment to Sydney amongst the members of their personal staff.
2.17.3 The Garden Palace International Exhibition building 1879-1882
The construction of the Garden Palace and its associated buildings for the International Exhibition
in 1879 had a massive but relatively short term impact upon its Macquarie Street surroundings, but
effected permanent and substantial changes to the grounds of both Government House and the
Botanic Gardens. After almost foundering in 1878 when under the direction of the Agricultural
Society, plans for the International Exhibition moved swiftly after being taken over by the Colonial
Government in January 1879. Swiftest of all was the design, planning and construction of the
enormous building to house the Exhibition, the Garden Palace which was accomplished in eight
months.175 This was located immediately to the south of the stables in that part of the Inner
Domain which had been used for grazing the Governor’s stock. To the east, between this large
paddock and the adjoining Botanic Gardens were some two to three acres of low flat land which
was enclosed and used for growing green feed for the Governor’s stock. This area had long been
separately fenced and was under cultivation in 1845.176 In order to create the site for the
175
176

Fitzgerald 1989:67-95.
Plans of Inner Domain by Townsend, 1845 (State Records New South Wales Map Nos. 5628-5631).
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Figure 2.29: The site plan for
the International Exhibition of
1879. A new boundary was
established for the grounds of
Government House just to the
south of the stables. Official
Record of the Sydney
International Exhibition 1879.

Figure 2.30: The entrance to Government House looking south along Macquarie Street in the mid-1870s.
ML, SPF. Sydney - Streets - Macquarie Street.

Exhibition Building the saddle shaped area to the south of the stables was levelled and the low
ground of the Governor’s paddock was filled up.177 In effect the grounds of Government House
were reduced by about a third (Figure 2.29). The new building completely dominated its site and
surroundings dwarfing the adjacent stables (Figure 2.34).

177

Official Record of the Sydney International Exhibition, 1879 (1881).
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With the southern part of the former Inner Domain now taken for other purposes, a new boundary
had to be established for the grounds of Government House. The lines of carriage drives and paths
within the grounds of Government House were also adjusted accordingly, surfaces upgraded and
fencing renewed. The boundary of the exhibition site, forming the new boundary to the grounds of
Government House ran just to the south of the main entrance and stables and was neatly fenced.
On the south side of the entrance gates where there had previously been a sloping grassy bank a
fenced plantation was formed (Figures. 2.30, 2.31).178 With the southern part of the former Inner
Domain now excised from the grounds of Government House the route from the south-east corner
of Government House south to the old kitchen garden and Fig Tree Road was cut by the new
boundary. By the 1880s this road joined the road on the south side of the stables to form a
continuous loop from the front of Government House to the stables and back again (Figures 2.33,
2.37).179
Figure 2.31: A much
improved entrance to
Government House
looking south along
Macquarie Street c.
1879-1882. New
fencing encloses the
Garden Palace
Exhibition grounds
and a new plantation.
ML, SPF. Sydney Streets - Macquarie
Street.

Figure 2.32: The
stables as seen from
the top of the Garden
Palace
Exhibition
Building during its
construction in 1879.
Charles
Bayliss’
panorama 1879. ML,
SPF. Sydney 1879.
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Mitchell Library, Small Picture File : Sydney - Street - Macquarie Street c. mid-1870s and 1881.
‘Mrs Macquarie’s Road & the Macquarie wall’. Report No. 99/69 Prepared by Heritage Design Services
NSW Department of Public Works and Services, February 2000, pp 57-59.
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Figure 2.33: The view from the Garden Palace Exhibition Building c. 1881 looking north. New
fencing encloses the Exhibition area and the eastern boundary of the grounds of Government House
where roads have been much improved since 1879. Charles Bayliss’ panorama 1881 ML, SPF.
Sydney 1881.
With the stables now in full public view, immediately next to the Exhibition Building and its
ornamental grounds, the building had to be much improved. Photographs taken from one of the
towers of the Garden Palace both during and after construction show a stables in good repair in
marked contrast to the condition of the building in 1870 (Figures. 2.32, 2.33). It seems most
likely that this took place in preparation for the exhibition. These images, looking down into the
stables, also provide the only known pictorial evidence of the courtyard and the interior elevations
of the building.180 At the east end of the stables the rubbish dump had presumably been filled in,
or suitably concealed, by 1879.

Figure 2.34: The Exhibition Building dominated its
immediate neighbour the stables and all of the Domain
and Botanic Gardens. ML, Government Printer
Videodisk 1 Image 06830.

180

Bayliss’ panorama 1879 (Royal Australian Historical Society).
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Three years later in September 1882, the Garden Palace Exhibition building was destroyed by fire
within hours. The conflagration could have proved disastrous to the stables had the wind been
blowing in a different direction. ‘There was at one time’ it was reported ‘ some danger of the fire
extending to the Governor’s stables, but the Volunteer firemen, obtaining a supply of water from
the pond in the vicinity kept the flame off. The heat, however, was so intense that the horses had
to be removed, and the carriages were taken to a place of safety’.181
Following the fire the land which had formerly had been a part of the Inner Domain did not revert
to the use of Government House but was set aside and remodelled in formal Victorian Style as the
Garden Palace Grounds. The grounds of Government House were now permanently reduced to a
boundary just south of the Macquarie Street entrance gate and stables, skirting the platform on
which the Exhibition Building had been constructed. Replanting was undertaken on the former
exhibition site but the boundary between the site of the new Garden Palace Grounds and
Government House remained essentially the same (Figure 2.35).

Figure 2.35: The stables in the early 1880s after being much improved in appearance for the International
Exhibition in 1879. The new Garden Palace Grounds are being formed where the exhibition building once
stood. SRNSW, Government Printer Image No. 1155.

2.17.4 The stables from the 1880s to 1900
By 1886 more accommodation had been built outside the north wall of the stables (Figure 2.36).182
This provided additional rooms for the coachman’s quarters and also for the orderly sergeant’s
quarters, possibly required for married men and families. Yards at the back of the quarters also
provided a degree of privacy for the occupants. Changes had also been made to the fenced
plantation around the northwest corner of the stables. This had been considerably reduced from
that shown in the 1865 survey, which included the whole of the west wing, to only a triangle of
land at the north-west corner. In the south wing the western half of the building was used as
quarters for the under coachman and the eastern half as the aide-de-camp’s stables and a harness
181
182

Sydney Morning Herald 23 September 1882 p 7b.
Ground plan of stables dated 12/2/86 (Public Works Plan Room PB4 / 141).
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room. Additions outside the north wall were made between 1865 and 1886 (cp. Figs. 2.27 &
2.36). Accounts of funds expended on the building suggest that this work probably took place in
the late 1870s or early 1880s.183 The photographic evidence would suggest a date after 1881
(Figure 2.33). A plan dated 12 February 1886 provides the only detailed survey of the building in
the 19th century other than that drawn in 1820 (Figure 2.36).184
Most of the remaining additions to the building constructed during the 19th century were to provide
accommodation for horses and carriages. With so much of the original stables building taken up
for staff accommodation, this had to be constructed outside, at the southeast corner of the building.
These additions, identified in a later plan as a coach house and loose boxes, were built between
1886 and 1893,185 possibly in 1888 or 1891.186 A covered area at the northeast corner of the
courtyard was built by the late 1890s as was a second storey extension over the northwest gateway,
possibly providing more accommodation for staff (Figure 2.38).

Figure 2.36: The stables in February 1886. NSW Department of Public Works, Plan Room PB 4/141.

183

NSW Statistical Register.
Ground plan of stables dated 12/2/86 (Public Works Plan Room PB4 / 141).
185
The additions are not shown on the 1886 plan of the stables but appear on the Metropolitan Detail Survey
of 1893 (Mitchell Library M Ser 4 811.17 / 1 Section M4).
186
NSW Legislative Assembly - Annual Reports of the Public Works Department, 1888-1894.
184
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Figure 2.37: The stables in 1893. Additions have been made to the north and east of the building and the area

of the former plantation has been much reduced. The connection down to the botanic gardens has now been
broken and the road from the southeast corner of the stables joins the carriage drive running from the southeast corner of Government House. ML, Metropolitan Detail Sheets M Ser 4 811.17/1, Section M4.

Figure 2.38: Farm Cove c. 1894-1901. Some additions have been made within the stables, a roofed area at the
northeast corner of the courtyard and a two-storey extension over the northwest entrance. SRNSW,
Government Printer Image No. 640.
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Federation and Federal Government House 1900-1912

2.18.1 Keeping up with Melbourne
With the approach of the inauguration of the Commonwealth of Australia in January 1901,
considerable discussion centred around the respective claims of Sydney and Melbourne on the
Governor-General’s time and, in the absence of a Federal capital, as the location of his main
residence. While the Constitution Act prescribed that the seat of the Australian Parliament would
be in Melbourne then, New South Wales argued, Sydney as the capital of the first state of the
nation should certainly be the Governor-General’s main place of residence when Parliament was
not sitting. Interstate rivalry with Victoria, for long a powerful motivating force in New South
Wales, caused some confusion about the terms upon which Government House, Sydney was to be
made available to the Commonwealth Government. The New South Wales Government matched
the terms offered by Melbourne, little realising that these provided for a peppercorn rental with the
full costs of upkeep being met by the State Government. While Federation was welcomed by the
majority of the States, there was nevertheless a desire that it be achieved cheaply.
Earl Beauchamp, the last Colonial Governor of New South Wales departed on leave prematurely in
November 1900 in order to enable the Governor-General, the Earl of Hopetoun to move into
Government House, Sydney. Uncertainty about the respective roles of State Governors at
Federation, together with a desire to cut costs, caused a delay in the appointment of State
Governors in several states, including New South Wales. It was not until May 1901 that Sir Harry
Rawson took office as Governor of New South Wales living at Cranbrook, the house rented for
him at Rose Bay. Government House, Sydney, renamed Federal Government House, was now the
residence of the Governor-General and remained so until October 1912.
One round which had been won by New South Wales in the interstate contest for supremacy at
Federation was the question of the Governor-General’ s landing place in Australia and the location
of the inauguration ceremony, both of which were to take place in Sydney. Earl Hopetoun landed
alone in Sydney on 15 December 1900 in a reduced state of health due to an attack of typhoid fever
contracted in India on the journey out and moved into Government House.187 On 1 January 1901
the Commonwealth of Australia was inaugurated in a ceremony in Centennial Park, Sydney with
the swearing in of the Governor-General and of the members of the first Federal Government. The
first meeting of the Federal Executive Council was held at Government House, Sydney later the
same day.188 Later in the same year Hopetoun hosted the Duke and Duchess of York at Sydney as
a part of their visit to Australia to open the first session of the Australian Parliament on 9 May
1901. This time Melbourne was the first port of call but the eleven week tour included all states.
2.18.2 Accommodating the Governor-General 1900-1912
While Sydney had pretensions to accommodate the Governor-General for much of the year when
he was not required in Melbourne, Government House, Sydney could not compare with the
impressive size of Government House, Melbourne. Substantial alterations were made to the house
in Sydney in the first years of its use as Federal Government House and other substantial additions,
such as a large ballroom were planned, in order to make it more suitable for vice-regal
entertaining. A wealthy aristocrat, Hopetoun’s style as Governor-General was somewhat more
lavish than had been anticipated by Australians who hoped that Federation would bring some
reduction in the costs of maintaining constitutional heads of state. The size of Hopetoun’s suite,
which preceded him to Melbourne - a private secretary, assistant private secretary, military
secretary, aide-de-camp, house steward, twenty house servants, seventeen horses, thirteen
187

Lady Hopetoun had malaria and had been unable to leave Colombo with her husband. She follow him at a
later date but had a relapse on her journey across Australia, Cunneen 1983:8-9.
188
Cunneen 1983:8-11.
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stablemen and his carriages - was impressive and clearly could not be accommodated at
Government House, Sydney.189
Substantial expenditure was incurred on the Sydney house during the years 1901-1902 and it seems
most likely that the majority of the alterations and improvements made for the accommodation of
the Governor-General were made at this time. These included a considerable increase in the
accommodation for house servants in the service wing, an enlarged servants’ hall and
improvements to the kitchen.190 It is probable that additions to the stables were also made at this
time particularly as these too provided both more stabling and extra accommodation for stablemen.
The description of the stabling in the west wing as ‘Royal Stables’ might suggest an association
with the royal visit in 1901 but all of the alterations would be consistent with Hopetoun’s life style
as Governor-General.
In common with the alterations to the house of this period, no documentation of these alterations
has been located and they are best illustrated in the photographs of the stables taken in 1913 as
work began for their conversion for use as the Conservatorium of Music191 and in a surviving plan
which dates to the period 1902-1911.192 Two inventories of Government House, taken for the
purposes of the lease entered into between the State and Commonwealth Governments and dated 30
August 1902 and 19 September 1911, provide some other information although this is difficult to
interpret.193
Alterations and additions to the stables in the early period of use of the house for the GovernorGeneral appear to have included:
- the conversion of the orderlies’ stables and quarters in the west wing into eight stalls and
a loose box (the ‘Royal Stables’);
- the addition of a second storey at the south end of the west wing;
- the construction of a second storey addition to the south wing (probably for
accommodation) and the conversion of the whole of the ground floor into stabling (part of
this was previously used as accommodation for the under coachman).
In 1902 the north wing was used for the accommodation of the messenger and porter, Kavanagh,
and the coachman and the stud grooms’ quarters were probably at the south end of the west wing
adjacent to the stablemen’s mess room. By 1911 the north wing was used to accommodate the
coachman and the stud groom, the west wing to accommodate the stablemen and caretaker and in
the east wing the former No. 1 coach house was now a motor garage. By 1911 part of the stables
was used for the storage of household items such as crockery, bedding etc. 194
2.18.3 Stables and grounds
Alterations to improve the surrounds of the stables are mentioned in the annual reports prepared by
the Director of the Botanic Gardens and Domains, J H Maiden, who was also responsible for the
grounds of Government House. In 1900 a ‘handsome fountain with basin’ was placed in the centre
189

Cunneen 1983:8.
Barry McGregor & Associates, draft dated November 1996:60-61.
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Photographs 4 / 7575.1 (State Records New South Wales).
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Public Works Plan Room PB4 / 142 [nd]. The plan probably dates before 1911 as the inventory of that
date lists the former coach house No. 1 as a motor garage and on the plan this is still shown as a coach
house.
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Government House, Sydney - Agreement of occupation Series SP 394 / 1 / 0 Item NL 18 / 1673
(Australian Archives, NSW office).
194
Inventories for 1902 and 1911 in Government House, Sydney - Agreement of occupation Series SP 394 /
1 / 0 Item NL 18 / 1673 (Australian Archives, NSW office).
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of the stables’ courtyard and some flower beds introduced along the sides of the enclosure (Figure
2.39).195 Two years later a large bed was made at the end of the entrance road facing Government
House midway between the stables and the guard room and flowering shrubs planted. Maiden
noted that it took much labour as the ground was solid rock. Like much of the rest of the Domain,
gardening often consisted first of excavation.196

Figure 2.39: The stables yard in the early 20th century. The fountain was installed and the flower beds made
along the walls in 1900. ML Government Printing Office Videodisk 1 - Image 34665.

At the same period considerable labour was being expended on five acres of land which had been
ceded to the Botanic Gardens along the eastern boundary of Government House. The reason for
the reduction in the curtilage of Government House are not known but the move immediately
preceded the lease of the house for the use of the Governor-General. This area, which extended
from the Eastern Terrace to the south-east of the stables, was re-graded to form a continuous slope
leading down to the adjacent Lower Garden by importing onto the site over 60,000 cartloads of
fill.197 The new boundary line was fenced for most of its length with galvanised iron and at the
south-east end, closer to the stables, with wooden palings and planted with trees and shrubs to form
a screen for the house. The new boundary of Government House, readily identified by its
continuous screen of trees and shrubs, which extended around the east side of the stables to meet
the road on the south side, is shown in the 1914 plan of the Botanic Gardens (Figure 2.40).
In 1905 similar infilling and landscaping took place around the north and east sides of the stables
where the ground was low and swampy. Some 3,500 cart-loads of soil and fill were deposited to

195

Annual Report of the Botanic Gardens & Domains 1900.
Annual Report of the Botanic Gardens & Domains 1902.
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form a terrace. The new surface was then grassed and shrubs and ornamental trees planted.198
This terrace was extended further to the east in 1911, using poor quality filling excavated from the
site of the National Library [the Mitchell Wing of the present State Library]. By 1912 another line
of road had been built within the grounds of Government House to the north of the stables (Figure
2.41). It was not however to last for long as the area was soon to be disturbed for the construction
of the new city railway. One addition was also made to the site during this period, a small
detached building in castellated style built on the east side of the stables. The Government
Architect’s plan is dated 20 January 1911 and the building was constructed that year.199 This small
addition was to provide quarters for the State Governor’s orderlies, suggesting that both the
Governor General and the State Governor made use of the stables during this period.
2.18.4 The city intrudes
Larger planning issues for the city as a whole were also beginning to impinge upon the
surroundings of the stables and the grounds of Government House. As a result of one of the
recommendations of the 1909 city of Sydney and suburbs improvement committee Macquarie
Street was widened in 1914. This involved the removal and relocation of the gates and guard
house of Government House from the Macquarie Street frontage to a site to the east at the end of

Figure 2.40: Plan of the Botanic Gardens in 1914. The new boundary of Government House is marked by
continuous planting. ML.

198
199

Annual Report for 1905.
Public Works Plan Room PB 27 / 25 & Annual Report of the Botanic Gardens & Domains for 1911 p 30.
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Figure 2.41: Looking
north from the top of the
stables in December 1912.
The carriage drive of
Government House now
forms a continuous loop to
the north of the stables.
The railway tunnels are
soon to be excavated
through the area. ML
Government Printing
Office Videodisk 1 Images 30339 & 30340.

Figure 2.42: The newly completed Conservatorium
of Music in August 1916. The Government House
gates and lodge have been relocated from Macquarie
Street. ML, Government Printing Office Videodisk 1
- Image 31633.

Figure 2.43: Excavation by
the cut and cover method for
the tunnels of the City
Railway curving round the
east end of the
Conservatorium c. 19161918. The terrace outside the
refreshment room at the
north-east corner of the newly
completed Conservatorium of
Music has a far from pleasant
view. Burke 1988: 12.48.
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the carriage drive, closer to the stables (Figure 2.42). At the same time work also began on a
section of the City Railway running from Macquarie Street in a wide arc around the north and east
side of the stables. The work was carried out by the cut and cover method and began in 1916
(Figures 2.43, 2.44).

Figure 2.44: The city railway tunnels around the Conservatorium were completed by June 1918 but the area
remained an eyesore until handed back by the Railways in 1930. Work to restore the grounds was undertaken
by the Botanic Gardens and Domains staff with some unemployment relief labour. ML, SPF. Sydney Public Buildings - Government House.

2.18.5 The cost of an empty house
The question of the costs of the Governor-General’s establishment to the Commonwealth and to the
individual states had not been fully resolved when Hopetoun arrived in Australia. Delays in
promoting legislation for the Governor-General’s needs led to Hopetoun’s resignation in 1902
when Parliament refused to vote him any allowances, leaving the full costs of paying for staff,
interstate visits, travelling expenses, dispensing hospitality and the running costs of both
Government Houses to be met by the Governor-General out of his own income. While as a
wealthy aristocrat Hopetoun could personally afford this, he was concerned that future holders of
the office would not be able to manage unless they too possessed large private fortunes. While the
prime minister, Barton, bore much of the blame for failing to promote the legislation at a
propitious time (knowing the matter of expenditure to be a contentious one), the rivalry of Sydney
and Melbourne and their lack of federal spirit in their quarrel over who was to accommodate the
Governor-General were also remarked on. One more positive outcome of this debacle was
however that in 1902 an arrangement was reached between the Commonwealth government and
New South Wales and Victoria concerning the upkeep of their Government Houses.200 A formal
lease was executed and an inventory made of the house and its contents.

However much New South Wales wished its status to be upheld by the presence of the GovernorGeneral in residence in Sydney, the fact remained that the duties of the Governor-General’s office
frequently precluded this. Sittings of the national parliament in Melbourne were longer than had
200
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initially been anticipated and it was also appropriate for the Governor-General to visit other states
to provide a personal face to the, for some, rather distant concept of federalism. In effect little
time was spent in Sydney, a total of only 521 days in the four year period 1 July 1901 to 30 June
1905, a fact which did little to encourage state spending on the Governor-General’s
accommodation.201 In July 1905 J H Carruthers, the New South Wales Premier, complained to the
Prime Minister, Deakin that Government House was to all intents and purposes empty and unused
for most of the year and asked that the house be handed back to the State. No transfer resulted, but
as a result an agreement was reached in which the Commonwealth undertook to maintain the house
and grounds of the residences in both Melbourne and Sydney.
2.18.6 Labor, resumption and the return of the State Governor
The vice-regal presence continued to be intermittent in Sydney during the terms of office of both
Baron Northcote and Lord Dudley. Ironically it was during the term of office of Lord Denman that
the matter finally came to a head in New South Wales, for of all the Governors-General it was
Denman and his family who preferred the Sydney house and lived in it frequently. The occasion
on which the matter resurfaced was when the lease came up for renewal in 1911. The political
scene in New South Wales had now changed with the election of the first Labor government early
in 1911, committed to the reduction of vice-regal expenditure. In addition, the interim financial
arrangements for the funding of Commonwealth and state governments put in place at federation
had now ceased and with the Surplus Revenue Act of 1910 Commonwealth and state finances were
now completely separate. W A Holman the attorney-general of the Labor government, when
acting premier in May 1911 informed the Commonwealth government that New South Wales
proposed to resume Government House for public purposes. Uses such a museum, art gallery,
hospital or library were suggested with the grounds of the house to be added to the Domain for
public use. An extension of the lease which expired in August 1911 was given to December of the
same year to allow Denman to occupy the house. This was again extended as discussions between
the two governments continued. McGowen on the New South Wales’ government’s part offered to
rent the house and some of the grounds to the Commonwealth on the understanding that the
arrangement would cease when Denman left office while Denman also suggested that more of the
grounds be offered for public usage and the house be open to the public when he was not in
residence. McGowen’s offer was however refused by the prime minister, Fisher, knowing that the
Commonwealth parliament was unwilling to agree to more expenditure on the Governor-General’s
establishment. On 7 October 1912 Lord and Lady Denman left Government House, Sydney for
Melbourne. On 14 December the grounds were open to the public but the event ended in disarray
with public concern at the apparent disloyalty of a Labor government to the Imperial ideal.

Public concern about the legitimacy of the state government’s actions in resuming Government
House for purposes other than for the residence of the governor took the form of protracted legal
action by the Citizens’ Committee in both state and federal courts with an appeal to the Privy
Council in London. The final verdict from the Privy Council was given in 1915 and in October
1915 the Governor of New South Wales, Sir Gerald Strickland moved back into Government
House. One part of the original complex, its oldest part, was however missing. Although Holman
had been forced to retreat from his proposal that Government House should be taken over for
public purposes, the stables had been alienated for another use, and converted into New South
Wales’ first state conservatorium of music.

201
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2.19 Converting the stables into the Conservatorium of Music 1913-1915
The proposal to found a conservatorium of music came from an Advisory Committee established in
1912 by the Minister for Public Instruction, Campbell Carmichael, to provide practical guidance
for the establishment of an Academy of Fine Arts to include music, painting and sculpture. The
initiative was very much Carmichael’s personal project and one in which the parliamentary process
was virtually ignored. The outcome of the Advisory Committee’s deliberations was to propose the
establishment of a conservatorium of music which would promote standards in musical education
and appreciation and would ‘dissipate the wrong ideas of musical art which fill this country’, that
is, the music of the popular stage and popular culture.202 Anxious to put the proposal into effect,
an existing building was sought which might be converted for such use, rather than designing a
new purpose built structure. Paddy’s Market was originally recommended by the Committee but
when Government House and its fine stables were vacated by the Governor General the much
cheaper alternative of converting the stables was considered to be eminently suitable.

While the Citizens’ Committee pursued its legal challenge to the government’s resumption of
Government House for public purposes through the courts, Carmichael instructed the Government
Architect to prepare plans for a concert hall, practice rooms and offices to be constructed within
the shell of the Greenway stables. Whatever the outcome of the matter of Government House,
Carmichael argued, the stables would never be used as such by any future occupant and the
retention of ‘a magnificent block of buildings on one of the finest sites in the world as the exclusive
residence of an aide-de-camp’s horse’ was ridiculed. The musical world had urged the necessity
for immediate action and the stables were the only buildings that could be used ‘unless the scheme
is hung up indefinitely’. 203
The purpose of the Conservatorium was to set standards in the teaching of music which would be
acknowledged both in Australia and overseas with, Carmichael hoped, the added possibility that
music might come to be acknowledged as a subject in its own right within the school curriculum.
‘The Australian climate and the conditions of life undoubtedly tend to produce a highly artistic
temperamental people, and in order to foster and encourage a love of music a sound grounding in
technique is required together with expert teaching in interpretation. An efficient local
Conservatorium will afford these facilities, and thus effect an immense saving in the time and
money which are now expended in acquiring the outward and visible proof of a musical
training’.204
Work in stripping out the old stables for new construction began in July 1913 and the removal of
additions around the outside of the building continued into 1914 and 1915 as premises which were
already vacant were officially vacated. The recently built orderlies’ quarters were converted for
the use of the caretaker with the addition of a kitchen.205
2.20 The Conservatorium of Music 1915
As designed by the Public Works Department’s architect Seymour Wells, the conversion of the
stables for the purposes of a conservatorium utilised the central courtyard as the site for the new
concert hall to seat just over one thousand with the stage at the east end and a gallery at the west
with class rooms and cloakrooms around on four sides within the area of the old building. Ten
foot wide corridors around the north, west and south sides of the hall between the new work and
202
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the old and open lobbies at the four corners of the building where the original entrance gates had
been provided ample space for the flow of patrons entering and leaving the concert hall. The two
storey portions of the former stables accommodation, built only some ten years previously, were
used as class rooms in the south wing, offices, stores and toilets in the west wing and as janitor’s
quarters in the north wing. All trace of the original entrance to the stables on the south side of the
building was removed and a new entrance made with the ‘unique feature’ in the form of a
cantilever reinforced concrete awning at the west end of the building.206 Outside the refreshment
room at the northeast corner a new rubble wall supported a refreshment terrace giving a fine view
over the harbour and the railway excavations (Figure 2.43).207 While the new roof line of the
concert hall rose above the original building, filling what had once been an open yard, and the
fenestration of much of the original building had been much adapted, the castellated stuccoed
appearance of much of the structure remained, providing a visual reminder of the earlier building
(Figure 2.42). In its interior colour scheme and decoration the building was unornamented and
rather sparse with white and dull green as the main colours. The concert hall in particular was
very plain. This may have been for acoustic reasons and also to be ‘peaceful and restful to the eye’
but as the project ran well over budget, financial and war time constraints may also have applied.
All of the materials used were of Australian manufacture and local production, again probably a
patriotic necessity in time of war.208
In 1914 the position of Director of the Conservatorium was advertised and on 6 May 1915 the
Conservatorium was officially opened by the Governor of New South Wales, Sir Gerald Strickland
at an inaugural concert. The Minister for Education, Arthur Griffith invited the Governor to
declare the Conservatorium ‘the property of the people of New South Wales now and for ever’.
The Governor, more modestly, formally declared the Conservatorium open.209 The first Director,
Henri Verbrugghen was appointed on 20 May and arrived in Sydney in August for a five year
term. Teaching began on 6 March 1916 with student enrolments of 320.210
2.21 The Conservatorium 1916-1922
The Conservatorium’s aims as set out in 1916 emphasised the role of the institution in setting
standards of teaching in music and in enhancing performance standards:

-‘The chief aim of the Conservatorium will be to provide tuition of a standard at least equal
to that of the leading European Conservatoriums thus obviating the necessity of students
going abroad to complete their Musical Education.
- The Conservatorium will protect amateurs against the frequent waste of time and money
arising from unsystematic tuition, whilst those who contemplate a professional career,
either as performers or teachers, can obtain the all-round equipment and practical
experience essential to their future success’.
- To adult singers and instrumentalists, who are desirous of raising the standard of their
work to a higher artistic level, the advantages offered by the Conservatorium will
especially appeal’.211
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The only permanent staff were the Director and the members of his Verbrugghen Quartet who had
come to Australia with him. Other teachers were paid hourly and were not allowed to teach within
a fifty-mile radius of the Conservatorium except at approved schools and colleges. Students were
not allowed to perform publicly without the permission of the Director. For some, this reduced
their prospects of continuing their musical education when permission to play in theatres and other
popular places of entertainment to earn the funds necessary for their studies was refused.
Under Verbrugghen’s energetic and highly professional leadership the Conservatorium made an
impressive start. Much depended upon the calibre of its first Director to launch such an enterprise.
The Conservatorium Orchestra replaced the Sydney Symphony Orchestra and in 1918 with a state
government subsidy was renamed the New South Wales State Orchestra. In 1920 it became the
first full time orchestra in Australia and performed 132 concerts that year including visits interstate
and to New Zealand.
In 1919 provision was made for high school work to be carried out at the Conservatorium to enable
musically gifted pupils to pursue their musical studies more easily, the beginning of the
Conservatorium High School. In 1920 the first diplomas awarded by the Conservatorium were
presented. At the end of his five-year contract in 1921 Verbrugghen resigned and left for a tour of
New Zealand with the Conservatorium Orchestra, continuing on to America. The following year
the state government refused the conditions set down by Verbrugghen for his return to Sydney on
financial grounds.212
2.22 Alterations for Dr Verbrugghen 1915-1921
Having been appointed after building works had been completed and the Conservatorium officially
opened, it is perhaps not surprising that Verbrugghen had his own views about the sort of
accommodation which was required. Soon after his arrival he pointed out the need for a small
concert hall to accommodate 120-140 people and commented that some of the teaching rooms were
too large and could be divided into two or three.213 Several aspects integral to Seymour Wells’
design, such as the wide corridors and roomy vestibules which provided adequate access to and
exit from the concert hall seemed superfluous and impractical to the Director while problems with
damp, white ants and a lack of sound proofing made other accommodation less than inviting. Rain
seemed to produce the same result as had been suffered in the stables in earlier days with
collapsing ceilings and the route of the proposed city railway so close to the building delayed any
thought of additional large construction on the site.214

Within the first few years of its use, several alterations were made to the building at the Director’s
request. In 1916 alterations were made to the classrooms on the south side of the building on the
first floor215 and a structure was inserted in the organ recess in the Main hall for a choir.216
Between 1915 and 1919 the classrooms on the north side of the building were altered to make a
small concert hall, and space for the library and book store.217 As no provision had been made in
the original design for accommodation for the Director, the vestibule, refreshment room and
classroom at the northeast corner of the building were converted for the Director’s use as the
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History of the Conservatorium in New South Wales State Conservatorium of Music Handbook (1994) pp
139-143.
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The Theatre Magazine 1 October 1915.
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Research notes by Don Ellsmore from Department of Education Conservatorium records (State Records
New South Wales 20 / 12587 - 20 / 12602).
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Public Works Plan Room PB4 / 173.
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Research notes by Don Ellsmore from Department of Education Conservatorium records (State Records
New South Wales 20 / 12587 - 20 / 12602).
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Public Works Plan Room PB4 / 181 dated 4 January 1919 shows these as existing

_________________________________________________________________________________
Casey & Lowe Pty Ltd

Conservatorium Site, 1998-2001

98

Chapter 2: Historical Context

Director’s classroom, private room, waiting room and secretary’s room.218 The work was
undertaken in 1915 or 1916219 and a two storey verandah constructed outside the Director’s rooms
in 1916.220 A number of other alterations had also been undertaken to the building by 1921. These
included the extension of the lesser concert hall to the west into the room previously occupied by
the library, the removal of the library to the north-west vestibule and a roof garden over the
southern half of the east wing (1919).221 In 1922 more roof space in this area was converted into
additional buffet space.222 Externally the recent changes made in Macquarie Street began to soften
and plantings were made against the east wall of the Conservatorium to help to blend the new
entrance into its surroundings (Figure 2.46).
2.23 The High School 1919
In 1918 provision for high school work took the form of alterations to the corridor at the back of
the concert hall with the formation of a new ceiling, the provision of lockers, presses and blinds
and painting the walls. Classes began in 1919.223 In 1919 plans were drawn for a small two storey
addition outside the north-west corner of the original building. Built of asbestos (possibly because
of concerns about the city railway and the stability of any larger structure on the site) it was
nevertheless crenellated and the exterior windows of the same style as the rest of the building.224
The plan for the works shows that, like the vestibule at the north-east corner, the vestibule at the
north-west corner had also been filled in to provide additional classroom space.

By 1921 a more formalised teaching situation had evolved and the Conservatorium offered a
modified high school course consisting of English Language and Literature, History, Maths,
Science (elements of acoustics), French and Geography, for a limited number of musically gifted
students who, in the opinion of the Director, were justified in following a music profession. This
initiative arose out of a concern that general, ordinary schooling interfered with musical training
because of time table clashes at public schools. The addition to the north-west corner of the
building as planned in 1919 were enlarged by 1921 with the extension of two extra classrooms,
probably for the High School.
2.24 Harder times 1922-1935
During the Conservatorium’s first years considerable support had been forthcoming from the
government to accommodate the requests of the Director and to promote his musical initiatives.
This honeymoon period ended in 1922 when, for reasons of financial stringency, the government
refused to meet the conditions laid down by Verbrugghen for his return to Sydney after his initial
term of appointment. By the time the second Director Dr Arundel Orchard took up his post in
1923 much of the support which had been given so willingly to his predecessor had disappeared.
No subsidies were forthcoming for the State Orchestra or for scholarships. Faced with the demise
of the State Orchestra, Orchard persuaded the government and private donors to provide sixty-six
scholarships for students studying orchestral instruments and for the next ten years it was the
218
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Conservatorium Students’ Orchestra which was the principal orchestra in New South Wales. In
1929 it was the Conservatorium Orchestra which performed the ‘First Classical Broadcast Concert’
for the Australian Broadcasting Commission at the Sydney Town Hall. A series of sixpenny
afternoon concerts at the Conservatorium was also begun.225 After a period of continuing
alterations and modifications to the building during Verbrugghen’s time, few changes were made in
the 1920s and 1930s with the exception of a small addition to the High School premises constructed
in 1929.226 By 1927 with over 1600 enrolments and fifty teachers, all available accommodation in
the Conservatorium was fully used. However, pressure on space was relieved temporarily by
external circumstances when enrolments halved during the depression.

Figure 2.45: Panorama of Macquarie Street, the Botanic Gardens and Domains in 1920. The remodeling of
the east side of Macquarie Street after widening is apparent and the new planting of palm trees. The gates
and guard house for Government House have been relocated. The Verbrugghen hall dominates the
Conservatorium. Aplin and Storey 1991.

Outside the building the effects of the Depression were also in evidence where ‘sundowners’
camped in the Domain, for some of whom it was their only home. Some did however find
employment in the grounds on work relief. Amongst the jobs undertaken at this time was the
restoration of the ground which had been taken for the construction of the City Railway (Figures
2.43, 2.44, 2.47). Although these tunnels had been completed by 1918 the ground had remained
fenced off and under the control of the Railways until 1930 when it was given back, in a very
rough state, to the care of the Director of the Botanic Gardens and Domains (Figure 2.48). A new
bank was made from the east side of the Conservatorium sloping down towards the Botanic
Gardens with a road at the foot of it. A road was also built immediately around the
Conservatorium and High School. Work was still in progress in 1934 presumably hampered by
lack of funds.227

225

Australian Dictionary of Biography Vol. 11 pp 89-90 Entry for William Arundel Orchard.
Public Works Plan Room Additional studios dated 9 April 1929.
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Figure 2.46: The Conservatorium as seen from ‘The Astor’ in 1923. Trees and shrubs have been planted
against the west wall and a level parking area to the south. ML Government Printing Office Videodisk 1 Image 17355.

Figure 2.47: Farm Cove 1929 (detail). The site of the railway tunnels to the right of the Conservatorium is
still fenced. The caretaker lives in the detached orderlies’ quarters of the former stables. ML SPF.
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2.25 New developments and plans for change 1935-1950s
Orchard retired in 1934 to be succeeded by Dr Edgar Bainton. In the same year the
Conservatorium amalgamated forces with the Sydney ABC studio players to form the New South
Wales State Symphony Orchestra. The inaugural concert took place on 31 October 1934 and was
conducted by Bainton. In 1936 the ABC assumed complete control of the orchestra out of which
grew the Sydney Symphony Orchestra.228 In 1935 the Opera School was formed at the
Conservatorium adding another dimension to its activities.

Figure 2.48: The parish
map 1930 showing the
line of the railway tunnels
across the Domain and
round the
Conservatorium. (ML,
Parish of St James 1930).

On the building front, plans for the reconstruction of parts of Macquarie Street in 1935-1936
proposed radical changes in the vicinity of the Conservatorium and appeared to offer the prospect
of a possible new home in a National Opera House and Theatre. The Conservatorium was to be
demolished. A competition was held for the redevelopment of the east side of Macquarie Street,
won by the firm of Peddle Thorp and Walker but the scheme was shelved with the outbreak of
war.229 By the time Bainton retired in 1946 student numbers had risen to 2,000 and the available
accommodation was now limiting the Conservatorium’s teaching programme. The concept for the
redesign of Macquarie Street remained a possibility after the war but there were more pressing
building needs in other areas and the plan progressed no further.
Plans of the building drawn in 1947 for the installation of safety facilities show that few changes
had taken place in the building since the 1920s. The installation of additional safety features in
1947 such as escape stairs made some inroads into the available space and new studios and offices
were planned at gallery level in the west wing.230
The appointment of the composer and conductor Eugene Goossens as Director of the
Conservatorium in 1948 and also as permanent conductor for the ABC invigorated Sydney musical
life. The lack of a suitable large venue in Sydney thwarted plans for some musical events and
hopes of establishing a National Opera House awaited government action. At the Conservatorium
228
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too facilities remained much as they had been for nearly thirty years. It was not until the 1960s
that the problem of limited space was finally addressed.

Figure 2.49: Sydney Harbour
from the BMA Building
September 1937. A road has
now been built circuiting the
Conservatorium. ML
Government Printing Office
Videodisk 1 - Image 26578.

The nearby surroundings of the Conservatorium were however undergoing rapid and massive
change. It was perhaps ironic that in 1956 as the last section of the City Railway came into
operation with the opening of the station at Circular Quay and the tunnels around the
Conservatorium were finally put into use, another answer to Sydney’s transport problems was
affecting the building. The Eastern Express Highway, begun in the 1950s and completed in 1962
as the Cahill Expressway carved a gash through the Domain and along Macquarie Street where its
largest impact was seen immediately to the west of the Conservatorium. The semblance of a
parkland setting for the building, which had been maintained by replanting after the widening of
Macquarie Street, was now lost and traffic and traffic noise edged into the Domain. The drive to
Government House was re-routed to the east of the guard house closer to the Conservatorium.
2.26 New additions for the High School and Conservatorium 1962-1972
The space available for the High School had remained limited since extensions for that purpose had
been built in the 1920s. By the 1940s enrolments were still small (some 32 in 1942) with pupils
graded into classes from 1st to 3rd year leading to the Intermediate Certificate. In 1944 the Higher
School Certificate course was extended from three to five years leading to both the Intermediate
and Leaving Certificates and classes at the Conservatorium High School were extended to fourth
year standard. The size of the school was determined by the accommodation available for these
combinations of classes. The introduction of the Wyndham scheme in 1962 necessitated a larger
enrolment and additions to the building were built to accommodate a larger High School and staff.
A new wing was constructed on the north side of the Conservatorium on the site formerly occupied
by the 1920s school buildings providing accommodation both for the High School and also for the
Conservatorium library.231 In addition new accommodation was finally provided for the
Conservatorium with the construction of eighteen studios on three levels to the east of the existing
building in a curved building detached from the original.232 The orderlies quarters, built in 1911
231
232
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which had been utilised until this date were then demolished (Figure 2.47). Both the new High
School and studios were designed by the Government Architect’s branch and executed by Joseland
and Gilling. The new studios and new wing were opened by the Minister for Education in 1964.
233
In 1967 the first full-time salaried teaching staff of the Conservatorium were appointed.234
Further, more extensive additions and alterations were planned towards the end of 1969. The
alterations included extensive changes to the first floor of the west and north wings of the original
building to provide a larger number of studios and classrooms and increased toilet facilities.235 At
the north-east and east of the original building three major extensions were built; to the east, an
addition to the 1964 suite of studios continuing the curved plan of the first stage; on the north, a
new auditorium (called the Joseph Post Auditorium) and between the two a further set of studios.236
These extensions and renovations were opened by the Governor of New South Wales in September
1972. Although purpose designed the extensions suffered from train noise and vibration from the
City Circle rail tunnel which affected all performance venues to some extent.237
2.27 Growth and development 1970s-1990s
From the appointment of the first full-time salaried staff in the late 1960s, the role of the
Conservatorium began to expand as it changed into a tertiary education institution of national and
international standing. During the 1970s and 1980s new courses were added to the curriculum
including jazz, operatic art, church music and piano tuning and in 1977 the first Bachelor of Music
course was offered, followed by the Bachelor of Music Education in 1983. National seminars,
overseas tours by the Conservatorium orchestra and ensembles and a visiting resident artists
programme attracting well known international artists raised the profile of the Conservatorium and
student enrolments tripled in the period 1970 to 1975. Concerts, seminars and other events were
increasingly open to the public. Lunchtime and twilight concerts positioned the Conservatorium
within the musical life of Sydney and by the late 1970s over 300 such events were offered each
year to the public. In 1977 the Sydney International Piano Competition was inaugurated and in
1978 a Music Research Centre was set up. Regional centres which had begun with the Newcastle
branch in 1952 increased in the 1970s with the addition of Wollongong, the Northern Rivers and
the Central Western Music Centre. By the 1990s Conservatorium tours were able to attract
corporate sponsorship and sister agreements were entered into with other similar institutions
overseas. In 1989 tertiary amalgamation was planned and in 1990 the Conservatorium was
established as a College of the University of Sydney.
2.28 The search for space 1973-1997
Although provided with two major building extensions in ten years, additional space was still
required and was provided from 1973 to the late 1990s off site. In 1973 accommodation was
provided in the Police Commissioner’s Building in Macquarie Street for the Schools of Education
Studies and Composition Studies, replace in 1974 by the Old Treasury Building with, in 1976, the
addition of space in the Chief Secretary’s building.238 In 1975 the Minister for Education
announced that it had been decided that enrolments at the Conservatorium should be limited to the
current site capacity without any extension to Macquarie Street, although it was agreed that
accommodation needed in the short term might be provided in the Treasury building subject to
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costs and available funds. At this time it was anticipated that the new College of the Arts being
developed at Macquarie University would eventually develop a School of Music.239
In 1978 a feasibility study for a new Conservatorium was completed while the library transferred to
the Treasury building where other new facilities were built in 1979. These were lost to the
Conservatorium in the early 1980s with the development of proposals for the use of the Treasury as
an hotel. Other historic sites were mentioned such as the site of the first Government House on
Bridge Street but again other more profitable uses were found for spare government properties. In
1982 the library relocated to Lend Lease House at 47-53 Macquarie Street as did all of the
academic departments leaving the Greenway building for practical studies. Five floors of Lend
Lease House were eventually occupied.240 In 1983-1984 renovations were carried out in the
Greenway building, including the historic problem of damp proofing. In 1985 a report on long
term accommodation needs was prepared and in 1985-1986 suggestions for accommodation
included a new purpose built facility in The Rocks or the occupation, on a progressive basis, of the
Chief Secretary’s building. By 1987-1988 further proposals included the construction of an
underground extension to the Greenway building and the use of the Woolloomooloo finger wharf.
Despite initial cutbacks in 1987 the Joseph Post Auditorium was rebuilt and sound proofed in 1988
and opened by the Premier, Neville Wran. In 1990 the School of Academic Studies, library and
finance unit relocated to five floors of 109 Pitt Street.241 Work on the Harbour Tunnel, begun in
1988, was completed in 1992 bringing yet more traffic routes to Macquarie Street in close
proximity to the Conservatorium.
As the search for space continued further options using historic government buildings were
explored. These included the grounds of Rozelle Hospital (near the Kirkbride complex housing the
Sydney College of the Arts), the Government Printing Office and the Chief Secretary’s building.
Eventually attention focused on the refurbishment of the Greenway building together with the use
of several floors of the Chief Secretary’s building and an adjacent annexe in Phillip Street. An
assessment of this option was prepared by the Department of Public Works and Services on behalf
of the Department of Training Education Coordination with a view to the preparation of a Cabinet
submission by the end of March 1997. In June 1997 the Premier the Hon. Bob Carr announced
proposals for the refurbishment of the Greenway building, the removal of the additions around the
original building and the construction of a new complex as an integrated campus for the Sydney
Conservatorium of Music and the Conservatorium High School.
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