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Her Excellency the Honourable  
Kerry Sanderson AC
Governor of Western Australia
Western Australia has benefited immensely from migration, and new 
migrants have often made huge contributions to their new country. The 
stories of those Germans who settled in Western Australia, and their 
contribution to our society, deserve to be told and make interesting 
reading. 

German sailors employed by the Dutch East India Company were 
among the first Europeans to reach our shores on sailing vessels. 
Steamships operated by North German Lloyd (NDL), later to become 
Hapag-Lloyd AG, have been an integral part of Western Australia’s 
shipping history, the importance of which I came to appreciate in my 
seventeen years as Chief Executive Officer of Fremantle Ports. 

This collection of stories showcases the legacies of a number of mi-
grants from Germany. The mercantile efforts of so many settlers and 
their families have been an integral part of Western Australia’s pioneer-
ing history. Many of them made a name for themselves in their own 
right, from pioneering botanists and farmers, including the construc-
tion contractor, and later farmer, who built His Majesty’s Theatre 
in Perth, to merchants, publicans and internationally successful 
entrepreneurs, furniture manufacturers, engineering companies and 

Foreword 

Her Excellency the Honourable Kerry Sanderson AC, Governor of  
Western Australia.

resource traders. The success of German companies in this state means 
they are very much part of the future also.

I am sure that the stories, some collected for the first time for this 
volume, will interest readers and even provide inspiration for others. 
We are provided with an insight into Western Australia’s rich cultural 
heritage, as well as success stories, and can better understand the influ-
ence of German migrants in our state. 
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The Honourable Torsten Ketelsen
Honorary Consul of the Federal Republic of 
Germany in Western Australia
This richly illustrated volume pays homage to the significant contribu-
tions Germans have made to Western Australia socially, culturally and 
economically. Whether they came to these faraway shores as sailors, 
explorers or settlers, as adventurers or refugees, the local community 
from the earliest days welcomed so many and allowed them to prosper. 
As the honorary representative of the Federal Republic in Germany 
in Western Australia I am reminded these days of the courage it takes 
to leave one’s home, and the generosity it takes to receive newcomers. 
Germany’s Willkommenskultur of recent years can be likened to Western 
Australia’s attitude over so many decades. Migration changes societies 
and in the case of Germans coming to Western Australia we hope this 
book will illustrate that it is mutually beneficial.

Foreword 

Torsten Ketelsen, Honorary Consul of the Federal Republic of Germany in 
Western Australia.
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Alexandra Ludewig
Professor of German Studies,  
The University of Western Australia
In 1841, 175 years ago, the first German migrant to settle permanent-
ly in Western Australia was naturalised as a British subject. Fredrick 
Waldeck wanted to demonstrate his commitment to his chosen place 
of residence; the place where he and his loved ones felt at home and 
to which he felt a new sense of allegiance. Thousands of Germans and 
German speakers have followed in his footsteps – male and female, 
young and old, rich and poor – all united by hope and the pursuit of a 
future that would add a new, West Australian, component to their sense 
of identity. This book is dedicated to all those who appreciate diversity 
and the cultural richness it entails, and who have, like so many of those 
in this volume, proved their appetite for risk-taking and new begin-
nings. May there be many more to come.

“An Ordinance to naturalize Johann August Ludwig Preiss. Assented to  
15th April, 1841.”

Alexandra Ludewig, Professor of German Studies, The University of Western 
Australia.

Foreword 
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Mr Torsten Ketelsen, the Honorary Consul of the Federal Republic of 
Germany, commissioned this book in order to celebrate 175 years of 
German settlement in Western Australia. His intention is to honour the 
many pioneers who came to these distant shores from their homeland 
in Central Europe, and whose vision and determination to make a new 
life for themselves and their families contributed greatly to the state’s 
development. Mr Ketelsen’s own vision and passion have guided the in-
ception and evolution of this project, and the author greatly appreciates 
his passion and commitment. 

In its final format, however, this book would not have been possible 
without the support of a number of other individuals and institutions. 
Iris Rohwer-Ludewig and Jörg Rohwer have contributed extensively to 
this volume, providing many photographic images and anecdotes, as 
well as suggesting a variety of contacts in the West Australian German 
community. Interviews with Rod Tremlett, Frauke Bolten-Boshammer, 
Regina and Peter Murphy, as well as Wolfgang and Sonja Schubert have 
yielded fascinating original material, and I would also like to thank 

Monika Hube; Marlene Porzig, President of the Rhein-Donau Club; 
and Norman Daffen, life member of the West Australian–German 
Business Association (WAGBA). A big thank you goes to David Medlen 
and Leisa Mundy, who have tirelessly contributed hours of research, 
following leads and gathering the information necessary to make this 
volume rich and varied; and thank you also to Frauke Chambers and 
Paul Drechsler for reading an early draft.

The kind people at UWA Publishing have, despite challenging time-
lines, been patient and committed supporters of this project.

Finally, I would like to acknowledge past researchers, whose work 
has provided a valuable foundation for this book: thank you Mary 
Mennicken-Coley, Sebastian Boch and Sandra Eubel.
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Introduction
THE STORY OF AUSTRALIA’S SETTLEMENT BY EUROPEANS 
has been told many times over, with immigrants from England, Ireland 
and Scotland playing the dominant roles. Nevertheless, immigrants 
from many other nations, including Germany, also contributed signifi-
cantly to the founding of the Australia we know today. As employees 
of the Dutch East India Company,1 Germans “were amongst the first 
Europeans to set eyes on the continent in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries”2, when the company’s ships departed, intentionally or 
not, from their usual route to the Spice Islands. Indeed, records show 
that at least nineteen Germans were among almost three hundred 
people who initially survived the sinking of the Batavia, the Dutch 
East India Company ship that was wrecked on a reef off the coast 
of Western Australia in 1629. Stranded on the exposed and rocky 
Houtman Abrolhos islands, most of those survivors went on to suffer 
a horrendous fate in the following weeks at the hands of mutineers. 
Like the other castaways, the nineteen Germans included sailors, 
soldiers, cadets and passengers – some of them women and children. 
They hailed from cities including Bremen, Emden, Oldenburg, Xanten, 
and even as far afield as Danzig, Halberstadt and Magdeburg.3 Only 
ten of their number survived and were rescued (among them five of 
the mutineers), and the remains of the others, like those of the other 
195 who died, are thought to be buried in the rocky limestone sands of 
the islands or lost forever to the ocean.4 With this proof that Germans 
had reached Western Australia by 1629, it seems reasonable to assume 
that, as early as 1616, when Dirk Hartog left his pewter plate nailed to a 
post on the island that now bears his name, there were probably several 
Germans amongst the crew of his ship, the Eendracht.

More than a century later, between 1772 and 1775, the German nat-
uralist Johann Reinhold Forster and his son Georg were part of James 

Cook’s second Pacific voyage.5 After their return, Georg published his 
personal account of the voyage. A Journey Around the World depicts 
Australia – onto whose shores Forster had never actually set foot – as 
“a paradise, a charming, fascinating world of attractive islands and 
blue seas”.6 The book made Forster famous; among his admirers was 
Alexander von Humboldt, who, inspired by Forster’s account, became 
one of Germany’s best-known explorers.7 When the First Fleet arrived 
in Botany Bay in January 1788, there were at least three men of German 
descent on board. Captain Arthur Phillip, the first Governor of New 
South Wales, had a German-born father8, and Theodor Heinrich Alt 
and Phillip Schaeffer also had German ancestry. Alt was appointed 
Surveyor of New South Wales9, while Schaeffer is often credited as the 
“founder of Australian viticulture”10, with his claim to fame resting on 
the fact that he planted Australia’s first vineyard in 1791. While the 
great majority of people who settled in Australia came from the United 
Kingdom, it should not be forgotten that there has been a connection 
between Germany and Australia from the very beginning of European 
settlement. Between 1847 and 1910, over 50,000 Germans emigrated to 
Australia and the majority stayed and began a new life here.11 Germans 
were seen as desirable settlers, with a reputation for being hard-working 
and practical.

The following chapters will trace the beginnings of the German 
presence in Western Australia. Mary Mennicken-Coley’s The Germans 
in Western Australia – Innovators, Immigrants, Internees (1993) is the 
only publication to date that is devoted entirely to the experiences of 
German settlers in Western Australia. While our book is by no means as 
comprehensive, it will likewise shine a spotlight on particular periods of 
time and individuals of note, thereby necessarily omitting others.

Opposite (clockwise from top): “The Eendracht and the Hoorn leaving the port of 
Hoorn (NL)” (1620): Fish of New Holland. Table 4; Birds of New Holland. Table 
4; Plants found in New Holland. Table 2; Fish of New Holland. Table 4, in Captain 
William Dampier, A Voyage to New Holland, 3rd edition, 1729.
Right: Captain Arthur Phillip RN (1738–1814). Founder and First Governor of 
New South Wales, Louis Becke and Walter Jeffery, The Naval Pioneers of  
Australia, 1899.



Born German, re-born in WA

14

Western Australia is different

IN COMPARISON TO OTHER AUSTRALIAN STATES, 
with the exception of Tasmania, the history of Western Australia’s 
German-speaking community has received only minor interest from 
scholars. German immigration to Western Australia was “almost 
non-existent”12, as the number of German-speaking immigrants was 
just a tiny fraction of those who settled in South Australia, New South 
Wales, Queensland or Victoria. The fact that Western Australia did not 
boast a large number of German migrants, however, is no indication 
that their experiences were any less colourful or interesting than those 
of their counterparts who settled further east.

In 1870 just forty-three of the entire population of Western Australia 
(then over 25,000) had been born in Germany13, including several 
convicts transported from Britain to Western Australia after 1850.14 In 
the early stages of settlement, “a sprinkl[ing] of German families” had 
made their way to what was then known as the Swan River Colony.15 
By 1891, however, the number of Germans in Western Australia had 
increased to 29016, though this amounted to a mere 0.58 per cent of the 
colony’s total population of 50,000. Due to the discovery of gold in the 
West Australian outback, the state’s population almost quadrupled over 
the next decade17, with the number of Germans climbing to 1,522.18 

Though still only making up 0.85 per cent of Western Australia’s total 
population, German-born immigrants nevertheless constituted the 
largest non–English-speaking group from Europe at that time.19
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SEVERAL FACTORS CAN OFFER EXPLANATIONS AS 
to why the other states appealed more to German immigrants than 
Western Australia. Western Australia’s settlement policy can be identi-
fied as the main reason for the low influx of German or, for that matter, 
other non-British settlers, making Western Australia “predominantly 
British” from the very beginning of colonisation, with between 80 and 
90 per cent of the population born in the United Kingdom.20 While the 
other states also boasted a majority of British settlers, their populations 
were not as homogenous as that of Western Australia. Unlike the other 
colonies, Western Australia had not offered subsidised immigration 
schemes to non-British settlers (and did not until after 1945).21 This 
is not to say that no attempts were made to bring German settlers to 
the colony. Over several decades a number of entrepreneurs, amongst 
them Benedict von Bibra and George Andrew Seubert, enquired with 
the Colony’s Secretary as to whether it would be possible to start an 
organised immigration of Germans to Western Australia. In the 1840s 
the Swan River Colony newspapers reported on proposals calling for 
German migrant families to be brought out to the colony, citing the 
South Australian experience as proof of what excellent settlers they 
made.22 However, each request was turned down due to “the Colony’s 
unwillingness to accept foreigners”.23 As a result, large numbers of 
Germans who were prepared to start a new life in Australia mainly 
settled in South Australia and, later, in Queensland. The majority 
established themselves in rural areas, where they worked as farmers, 
predominantly cultivating wheat.24 While the eastern seaboard and 
South Australia received a continuous influx of German immigrants 

German immigration  
to Western Australia

directly from their homeland, the German community in Western 
Australia was largely made up of people who had initially settled in 
other parts of Australia.25 The first major group of Germans to arrive 
in Western Australia, for example, were farmers from South Australia. 
They arrived in the 1880s and 1890s and mainly settled around the 
Great Southern town of Katanning, with others moving to areas further 
to the north and east, to the area that would later – also due to their 
contribution – become Western Australia’s Wheatbelt.26 

Another reason for lower numbers of Germans settlers in Western 
Australia could have been the lack of promotional material for prospec-
tive immigrants. With the majority of early German settlement taking 
place in South Australia, New South Wales and Queensland, most of 
the positive accounts that were sent home described the advantages 
of the other Australian colonies. For potential migrants, the sheer size 
of Australia may have been daunting and many would consequently 
have been more inclined to settle somewhere where they knew what to 
expect. Furthermore, some of the accounts that were published about 
Western Australia did anything but attract potential immigrants.27 

Compared with the colonies in the east, Western Australia had to prove 
its attraction as a place for German immigrants to settle, despite being 
remote from other major Australian cities and lacking established 
German communities. Nevertheless, some German immigrants did 
decide to begin a new life in what was called the “Cinderella of the 
Australian colonies” in one newspaper article dealing with German 
immigration.28

Left: “An ordinance to naturalize George Andrew 
Seubert. Assented to 12th July, 1869.”
Right: The Inquirer, 24 September 1845: pp. 2,3.
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