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Introduction

Jenny Gregory

Ideas for a university
The idea of a university  – its purpose and its constitution  – has 
been a matter of debate for more than a century. It recurs every few 
decades. Today the scale of university expansion has never been so 
great: there are more universities and more university students than 
ever before, but the debate continues. Over time it has usually been 
crafted around binaries. Should the university be for the elite or for 
the masses? Should it be under public or private control? Should 
it be for purely intellectual or utilitarian purposes  and – this often 
colloquially expressed – should it be useless or useful? Should it be for 
teaching or research?

The University of Western Australia has been a party to these 
debates from its earliest years. Although heirs to the British university 
model, its founders looked more broadly at the nature of universities 
throughout the western world. The three models for a university in 
the mid-nineteenth century, when the Australian university system 
had its beginning, have been described by Robert Anderson, who has 
written extensively on the history of universities.1

On the one hand, there were the universities of Oxford and 
Cambridge. With foundations stretching back into the Middle Ages, 
they represented an elite view of higher education in which privileged 
students, male, lived within a university community.2 As Anderson 
notes, ‘the moral influence of residential life and social interaction 
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outside the classroom were as important as formal instruction’. By 
the mid-nineteenth century students in these universities – who were 
generally destined for the clergy, the law, medicine or the public 
service  – studied the liberal arts, primarily the classics (Greek and 
Latin), ancient history, logic, philosophy and mathematics as well 
as religion.

On the other hand, there was the model of the German university 
established by Wilhelm von Humbolt in Berlin in 1810. It was 
based on several key principles: the independence of academia; the 
integration of the natural and social sciences and humanities, and 
the unity of research and teaching. Its central principle was ‘the 
union of teaching and research in the work of the individual scholar 
or scientist’.3 More than 170 years later, these ideals were restated in 
the Bologna Declaration of 1988 that was adopted by most European 
universities.

But there was also ‘the idea of the university’, proposed by 
Cardinal John Newman in the early 1850s, as a place of ‘universal 
knowledge’ in which a broad liberal education would be offered.4 For 
him, this implied teaching intellectual knowledge rather than moral 
ideals, and diffusing and extending knowledge rather than advancing 
it. Research played little part in his conception. Others, such as 
Matthew Arnold in mid-nineteenth-century Britain, developed and 
popularised Newman’s views, so it became broadly accepted that 
universities should produce generalists rather than specialists, and that 
non-vocational subjects in the arts and sciences could train students 
for a range of occupations.

The first university established in Australia, the University of 
Sydney (1850), followed and extended the models of the state, secular 
and non-residential University of London and the Queen’s Colleges 
of Ireland in a colonial hybrid.5 The University of London (1836), 
an amalgamation of University College and King’s College, and 
later other approved institutions, was initially an examining body 
for these colleges, but by the 1850s was developing its own degrees. 
Its innovation lay in opening its degrees to students (male) regardless 
of their location. The Queen’s Colleges of Ireland (1845) were 
established to satisfy Catholic demands for university education. Their 
innovation lay in providing university education for students from 
all religious denominations. The act establishing the University of 
Sydney combined these innovations, so that it would be for ‘the better 
advancement of religion and morality, and the promotion of useful 
knowledge, to all classes and denominations…without any distinction 
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3Introduction

whatsoever, an encouragement for pursuing a regular and liberal 
course of education…in literature, science and art’.6 Nevertheless, 
much debate over the establishment of colleges, the influence of 
the church, with sectarian rivalry to the fore, and the governance 
of the university, surrounded the establishment of the University 
of Sydney. Ultimately it was established as a non-sectarian non-
residential institution founded and endowed by the state, although 
colleges were established. Students could attend regardless of their 
religious affiliation, and there was no religious training in the secular 
degrees of arts, laws, and medicine that it offered. But the idea of a 
‘liberal education’ was narrow, following the exemplars of Oxford 
and Cambridge. Its first professors were in classics, mathematics, 
chemistry and experimental philosophy, and its early students were all 
male. By the turn of the twentieth century, however, female students 
had gained entry (1881); curricula in medicine, law and engineering 
had been introduced; and vocational degrees in dentistry, agricultural 
science, veterinary science, architecture, economics and commerce, 
education, and military studies, had extended the earlier, more narrow 
conceptualisation of a liberal education.7

Melbourne also considered the idea of a university in the early 
1850s. Victoria did not become a separate colony until 1851, but the 
rapid population increase generated by the discovery of gold as well 
as inter-colonial rivalry prompted the establishment of the University 
of Melbourne in 1854. A University Council was established in 1853 
and a number of its members, all pre-gold migrants, half university 
graduates (from Oxford, Cambridge, Trinity College Dublin 
and Edinburgh) and the majority aged only in their thirties and 
forties, were in part motivated by their grave dismay at a society 
dominated by the pursuit of money and in sore need of moral and 
social improvement.8 Like the University of Sydney, the University 
of Melbourne was a hybrid. It was established as an institution of the 
state, although its governing body was the Council of the University, 
and it was a secular non-residential institution. Its first degrees were 
in arts, medicine, laws and music (though the latter was not taught for 
some forty years). And its first chairs were in Classics, Mathematics, 
Natural Science, and, dauntingly all rolled into one, Modern History 
and Literature, Political Economy and Logic.9 In the early years of 
the twentieth century, the curriculum gradually expanded as the 
university slowly recovered from the depression of the 1890s; by 1910, 
as well as Arts, Law, Engineering, Medicine, Science and Music, 
students could now enrol in Education, Public Health, Dental 
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Science, Agriculture, Veterinary Science, Architecture, Metallurgy, 
and Mining.10

The University of Adelaide originated as a Union College 
established by the Baptist, Congregational and Presbyterian churches 
in 1872. The promise of a private endowment, although later 
withdrawn, prompted the establishment of a university. Its governing 
act was modelled on those of Sydney and Melbourne, so that the 
university was also non-sectarian. It was partly funded by the state, 
which put up £10,000 for the buildings providing this was matched 
by public donations, and gave an annual grant that was equivalent 
to five per cent of other private gifts. An endowment of £20,000 
from Sir Thomas Elder enabled the appointment of professors of 
Mathematics (Pure and Applied) and Natural Science (including 
Geology, Mineralogy and Chemistry), as well as lecturers in history 
and political economy, botany, animal physiology, and engineering 
and surveying. The university was formally inaugurated in 1876.11 
Medicine was established in 1881 and Law the following year and by 
1894 students were enrolled in four faculties: Arts, Science, Law, and 
Medicine and Music.12

The fourth and fifth universities to be established in Australia were 
the University of Tasmania (1890) and the University of Queensland 
(1909). The early years of the University of Tasmania were precarious 
and it remained very small for many years.13 The idea of a university 
had been discussed in Queensland from the 1880s, but initially there 
was little public support. It was only with the success of a University 
Extension movement in the 1890s that public interest was gradually 
garnered, with proponents referring to the American public universities 
of Ohio (1804), Michigan (1817) and Illinois (1867) for their model. In 
1906, at the Extension movement’s University Congress, a draft bill 
for a university was drawn up. A series of prosperous seasons had 
buoyed the mood of politicians after a period of drought, depression 
and flood, and to mark the state’s jubilee, the bill to establish the 
University of Queensland was passed into legislation in 1909. The first 
three faculties were Engineering, Mining and Arts, and a Diploma of 
Education was offered. During parliamentary debates on the bill, the 
emphasis had been on ‘usefulness’, and many had supported the idea 
of a ‘people’s university’ open to all and free of fees, but in the event 
only trainee teachers were exempt from fees.14

In the fifty or more years since the establishment of Australia’s first 
university, the idea of the university had shifted from the classical 
tradition of Oxbridge to a more utilitarian view of education. The 
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5Introduction

economic depression of the 1890s in Australia and elsewhere had 
impacted significantly on attitudes to higher education. The twin 
forces of national or social efficiency and the utilitarian movement 
had gained sway. At the national level, if Britain and her Empire 
were to retain global dominance, they must become as efficient as 
Britain’s great rival Germany, then poised, with the United States, 
to overtake Britain in industrial production. In the United States, 
where the movement was known as social efficiency, it was part of 
a drive for greater efficiency in industry, symbolised by the work 
of Taylor in revolutionising methods of production. At the same 
time, the utilitarian impulse, derived from the work of Jeremy 
Bentham and John Stuart Mill, was applied to the education system. 
Education should yield the greatest benefit to the greatest number of 
people and this could only be achieved by the provision of ‘useful’ 
vocational training. Higher education should no longer serve a 
narrow elite interest group within society, but must serve society 
as a whole.15

Hence it is not surprising that The University of Western Australia 
was founded to ‘advance the prosperity and welfare of the people’ and 
that utilitarian sentiments came to the fore. As early as 1879, Sir John 
Winthrop Hackett, the University’s first Chancellor and its major 
benefactor, who championed the idea of a university in Western 
Australia from the early 1890s onwards, had revealed his views of the 
future of universities in Australia in a lecture given at the University 
of Melbourne, as new research by Hackett’s biographer Alexander 
Collins tells us. In this lecture, he laid out the history of universities 
since the twelfth century.  He then compared English and German 
universities, criticising English universities, and the University of 
Melbourne, arguing that they functioned largely as examining boards, 
while German universities

 …imbue the undergraduate with general culture, and…train him up 
for some technical avocation, aiming, as it were, at securing a general 
development of all the mental faculties in a specific direction.16

He held to these views, promoting the establishment of a university 
that would both provide a general education for students and solve 
practical problems – through his editorial columns in The West 
Australian, of which he was editor and part-owner, and in parliament 
from the early 1890s. To the charge that Western Australia could not 
afford a university, he is said to have replied,
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The time is coming when we cannot afford to be without a university. 
It is not only for the education of our young people but also for research work. 
There are countless problems continually arising in our back country. 
There are treatment troubles in connection with our ore. Insect pests, 
poison weeds and stock diseases can only be effectively dealt with when 
scientifically investigated. A university would be of inestimable service 
in helping the development of our natural resources. [emphasis added]17

He continued to promote the merits of the German universities above 
those of British universities, which he considered ‘elitist’, arguing 
in parliament that if a university like Oxford or Cambridge were 
established in Western Australia ‘it would fall to the ground within 
six months’.18 On the other hand, German universities, with their 
emphasis on teaching and research, were experiencing sustained 
growth as Germany was transformed into a highly industrial nation 
in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, with its exports 
beginning to rival those of Britain. Indeed, some German academics 
expressed concern that its universities could be turned into factories 
for practical research.19

This then was the backdrop to the foundation of The University 
of Western Australia. Fred Alexander discussed the origins of the 
University in great detail in his definitive history of its first fifty 
years: the flood of teachers, architects and other professionals from the 
depressed eastern colonies to boom-time Western Australia during the 
1890s; the influence of the University of Adelaide, which examined 
Western Australia’s Junior Certificate and Matriculation students from 
1898 and encouraged the development of the University Extension 
movement in Western Australia; and the influence of and connections 
with other Australian universities, not least through the establishment 
of a Graduates Union in Western Australia in 1906.

Hackett chaired the Royal Commission set up to investigate the 
establishment of a university in 1909. As Alexander notes, the com-
mis sion investigated models of universities from around the world. 
Members sent in reports on their visits to a range of universities: 
Hackett to ‘modern’ universities in Britain (Manchester, Sheffield) 
and Ireland (Belfast), and others to Cambridge, Manchester, Liverpool, 
Birmingham and London. Information was also sought from more than 
twenty universities in Britain, Ireland, the United States and Canada, 
as well as from the existing Australian universities. A copy of the draft 
University of Queensland Bill and subsequent act was also requested 
and considered. The members of the commission were mainly in 
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their thirties and forties, and mostly Australian-born, but only two 
were Perth-born. At least five were university graduates, from Oxford, 
Trinity College Dublin, London, Melbourne and Adelaide.

In his report to the Royal Commission in May 1910, Hackett used 
diplomacy as he strove to reconcile those who looked to the past with 
his vision for a thoroughly modern university.

In education, the foremost place must be given to modern subjects and 
to practical work. I trust there will be no iconoclasm discovered in this. 
Least of all is there any desire on my part to make light of those ancient 
studies which have made splendid the learning and teaching of centuries 
past. We want these also, but they will occupy a less lofty state. If the old 
gods be dethroned they will not be dishonoured but the practical and 
useful must at all costs be provided for.20

Although rejecting the model of the ancient universities, he also found 
fault with the constitutional aspects of ‘modern’ universities in Britain, 
the United States and Canada. He recommended that, rather than 
attempting ‘to acclimatise an exotic in design and working’, the ‘Aus-
tralian type’ that had evolved and had been accepted by the University 
of Queensland should be adopted. In turn, the Commis sion’s report in 
September 1910 recommended the adoption of a system modelled on 
the new University of Queensland, considering it ‘in many ways…the 
most liberal and most in accord with modern requirements’.21

The act establishing the University passed into legislation on 
6  February 1911. In establishing, incorporating and endowing the 
University, it laid out its constitution and governance. The preamble 
noted that the purpose of the University was ‘further instruction in 
those practical arts and liberal studies which are needed to advance the 
prosperity and welfare of the people [emphasis added]’ and that ‘special 
encouragement and assistance should be afforded those [with] lack of 
opportunity or means’. Notable among the clauses of the General 
Provision were those preventing the application of any religious test, 
and ensuring that the privileges of the act were extended ‘to women 
equally with men’. The question of fees was left to the governing 
body, the Senate.22

Alexander details the first Senate: the machinations involved in 
the appointment of members and the background of each, with 
pen portraits of key members based on the recollections of William 
Somerville, long-serving senator and self-appointed champion of the 
working class.23 It was comprised of Hackett as Chancellor, Cecil 
Andrews, the Hon. Thomas Bath MLA, James Battye, Sir Walter James, 
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Dr  James Smith, all members of the Royal Commission; Frederick 
Burrows, William Catton Grasby, the  Hon. Norbert Keenan, 
the  Hon. Sir  John Kirwan  MLC, Dr  Gertrude Mead, Katherine 
Moss, George Roberts, Alfred Sandover, the  Hon. Athelstan Saw, 
William Somerville, the Hon. Thomas Walker MLA, and the Hon. 
Frank Wilson MLA. Of these original eighteen, six were graduates 
from Adelaide, two each from Dublin and London, and two each 
from Melbourne, Otago and Oxford. Seven were politicians, with 
an equal balance from the left and the right, and three represented 
goldfields electorates. Four of these had a background in the law 
and two in journalism. Two others were from business, two from 
medicine, two from the public service, and one each from agriculture, 
the arts, journalism, mining and trade unions. None represented a 
religious denomination.24 The backgrounds of this group of men and 
women were diverse, and this is reflected in the interest groups they 
represented and the decisions they made.

The old gods that Hackett had spoken of were not entirely 
dethroned. The first professors were a mix of the old and the new, 
with chairs in English, History and Economics, Mathematics and 
Physics, as well as the more utilitarian fields of Agriculture (endowed 
by Hackett), Biology, Chemistry, Geology, Mining and Engineering. 
The old fields of classics and ancient history, mental and moral 
philosophy were relegated to lectureships, but so too were the modern 
languages of French and German as well as the eminently practical 
veterinary science. They were organised into three faculties – Arts, 
Engineering and Science.

Nevertheless, sending a signal out into the world, it was the only 
university in Australia at that time to adopt a motto in English rather 
than Latin. This decision was made before the actual wording of 
the motto was decided. It was proposed by Hackett as Chancellor, 
and approved by Senate in June 1912. The actual wording was more 
difficult to arrive at – ‘Therefore Get Wisdom’ and ‘Seek Wisdom’ 
being proposed. Both were based on Old Testament references from 
the King James Bible: Proverbs  4:7, which reads ‘Wisdom is the 
principal thing; therefore get wisdom: and with all thy getting get 
understanding’; and Ecclesiastes 7:25, ‘I applied mine heart to know, 
and to search, and to seek out wisdom, and the reason of things…’ 
The wording was referred to a committee that came up with majority 
and minority reports. As Alexander tells us, the Senate decided on 
‘Seek Wisdom’ by nine votes to four.25 Hence ‘Seeking Wisdom’ is 
the title of this centenary history.
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Writing a history of a university
To write a history of the University is a daunting task. In the late 1950s, 
in preparation for the University’s jubilee in 1963, Fred Alexander, 
Professor of History, began research for his 875-page history of 
The University of Western Australia. Amid a career that frequently 
looked beyond Australian shores, he had a powerful commitment to 
the future of the University and the community it served, and his 
Campus at Crawley: a narrative and critical appreciation of the first fifty years 
of the University of Western Australia (1963) chronicles in great detail the 
development of the University over its first fifty years.

As the seventy-fifth anniversary of the University approached, Brian 
de Garis, Professor of History, was requested to update Alexander’s 
history. He adopted a multi-vocal approach to try to encompass all 
aspects of a university that, by the 1980s, had grown dramatically. But 
some considered the approach of his edited collection Campus in the 
community: The University of Western Australia, 1963–1987 (1988) top-
down, and, with the rise of social history, other histories ‘from below’ 
jostled for attention. The University archivist, Christine Shervington, 
embarked on an oral history project to capture the memories of many 
associated with the University before it was too late, compiling a 
collection of these as University Voices: traces from the past (1987). But 
foremost in its radical critique of the ‘official’ history was The Missing 
Chapters: women staff at The University of Western Australia, 1963–1987 
(1988) by Patricia Crawford and Myrna Tonkinson, who asked ‘where 
are the women? where are the janitors, the cleaners, the tea ladies? the 
hidden people’ in the official history.

Twenty-five years on, as we approach The University of Western 
Australia’s centenary, social history is no longer ‘new’. But, ever a 
bowerbird drawing from many disciplines and covering a multiplicity 
of fields, social history with the newer cultural history has brought its 
own challenges as historians today struggle to encompass the politics, 
the economy, the culture, the geography of places, as well as the 
history of their peoples – recognising gender differences, racial and 
ethnic differences, and the histories of different classes.

Hence, where once Fred Alexander could confidently tackle a 
history of the University, today it has become more difficult. The 
University Alexander wrote about was a small institution: its central 
core was Winthrop Hall and the Hackett Memorial Buildings, and 
there was only a scattering of buildings to the south. The initial 
student number of 184 in 1913 had risen to only 4,085 when 
Alexander’s history was published in 1963, and in 1969 (the first year 
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that staff numbers are recorded in the Unistats) there was a total of 
1,343 staff, and only 429 of these were academic. It was a different 
world: numbers also reveal that, as well as the tea ladies and janitors 
some staff members will remember, there were chauffeurs on the 
University payroll in 1969.

Alexander admitted ‘mixed feelings’ about the task: he had worked at 
the University for forty of its fifty years, feared that his views would be 
subjective, and feared the weaknesses of many centenary histories that 
had been labelled ‘dreary compilations’.26 De Garis was also dubious 
about the invitation to edit a history for the University’s seventy-fifth 
anniversary, but for him it became ‘a pleasurable and rewarding task’ 
that enabled him to learn much more of the university of which he too 
had been a part for so long.27 These concerns also crossed my mind.  I 
too have had a long and continuing association with UWA, having 
first enrolled as a student in 1967.  But, though initially approached 
with a sense of trepidation, the task of structuring and editing a 
centenary history of the University has been immensely rewarding.

By 1988, when Campus in the Community was published, student 
numbers had more than doubled and staff numbers had almost doubled 
since the publication of Campus at Crawley in 1963, as shown in table 1. 
Another twenty-five years on and student numbers have increased by 
another fifty-eight per cent to 23,792 in 2011, while staff numbers have 
increased by thirty-six per cent to 3,554 FTEs in 2011. The University’s 
buildings now cover much of the Crawley campus and its facilities 
include UWA Claremont, and the UWA Sports Park in Mount 
Claremont, as well as centres in Albany and Geraldton. Much of its 
teaching and research takes place outside the core campus buildings.

Table 1 – Number of enrolled students and staff in 1963 (1969),* 1988 

and 2012

1963 (1969)*
Jubilee Year

1988
75th Anniversary

2011
Centenary

Students 4,085 10,063 23,792

Staff (total FTE) (1,343) 2,267 3,554

Academic staff in academic organisational units (429) 734 (32%) 1,400 (39%)

General/professional staff in academic  
organisational units

(516) 669 (30%) 1,101 (31%)

Staff in non-academic units (398) 864 (38%) 1,053 (30%)

* Staff numbers are not available in Unistats until 1969.
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With the increasing complexity of the institution, a single 
authorial voice is no longer an appropriate means of recording the 
University’s history, as de Garis recognised in 1988. But equally, the 
grand narratives of the past  – typified by Alexander’s immensely 
detailed scholarly work (described irreverently, and known to have 
been used by some as a doorstop) – that postulate a single view of 
history have been largely rejected by the historical profession. Instead 
today’s historians, recognising that history partly depends on point 
of view, tend to favour multiple voices and multiple perspectives as 
a more useful way of approaching and revealing the past. That is the 
method of this particular history.

But it must also be recognised that a certain shape has been imposed 
on this history of UWA. The University was Western Australia’s only 
university until 1975. Hence its contribution to the community, at 
both city and state level, has been immense and, particularly since 
World War  II, this contribution has reached out to the nation and 
beyond. Thus the University’s links with the broader community are 
emphasised in the organisation and scope of this history.

Are there missing chapters? Initially it was thought that because of 
the attention that the University had paid to issues of gender, racial 
and ethnic equity in the last decade or more, that these could be 
discussed as they emerged in each chapter, and authors were requested 
to take this approach. However, as the research unfolded, it became 
apparent that full equity was in fact a work in progress. For this 
reason, Chapter 8 focuses on the University’s continuing ambition to 
embrace equity and diversity.

Notably missing, however, is detailed discussion of the work of 
the vast numbers of professional staff without whose administrative 
expertise the University would falter. All those in the centralised areas 
of Finance and Resources, Information Services, Registrar’s Office and 
other areas of the University – mysterious to many academics – as well 
as those in the administration of each faculty and school are missing. 
Their work is essential to the administration of a modern university and 
supports the teaching and research of academics. As table 2 shows, in 
1969 they made up sixty-four per cent of the staff. That percentage has 
remained remarkably stable, increasing to sixty-eight per cent in 1988 
and falling back slightly to sixty-one per cent in 2011, and this despite 
the impact of economic rationalism in the late 1980s and 1990s, with 
the outsourcing of cleaning, and the demise of tea ladies and library 
janitors, not to mention the chaffeurs of 1969. This history focuses on 
the academic role of the University in teaching and research.
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Table 2 – Numbers and percentages of professional (or general) FTE staff 

employed at UWA in 1969, 1988 and 2011

Professional staff 1969 1988 2011

Academic organisational units 456 668.7 1,100.7

Non-academic organisational units 398 863.9 1,052.7

Subtotal 854 1,532.6 2,153.4

Total university staff 1,343 2,266.3 3,553.6

Professional staff as a percentage of the total  
university staff

64% 68% 61%

These may not be the only missing people. Editors and authors alike 
were constantly challenged by the question: who should be named? 
As de Garis noted in the preface to Campus in the Community, this 
was partly dependent on space. Authors frequently pleaded for more 
words, sometimes successfully but, as it is, we have exceeded the 
initial word length that we were given for the book.

Rather than repeating Alexander’s Campus at Crawley, which 
dealt so exhaustively with the period up to and including the 1950s, 
and de Garis’s Campus in the Community, which emphasised faculty 
and departmental activities in the 1960s through to the 1980s, this 
history takes a different approach. Authors were asked to emphasise 
the 1960s onwards while sketching in earlier background information, 
but also to take a thematic approach. Seeking Wisdom is divided into 
two parts. Part One looks inward to discuss key themes that are 
common to the internal life of the University, while Part Two looks 
outward to enable readers to understand how the University has been 
so closely integrated with the wider community and the remarkable 
contribution that The University of Western Australia has made to 
that community.

Part One includes chapters on the development of the University’s 
beautiful grounds (Gillian Lilleyman), its magnificent buildings 
(Robyn Taylor), the changing nature of its governance (Norman 
Etherington), changes in its approach to teaching and learning ( Jane 
Long), the increasing emphasis on research (Norman Etherington), 
the development of its libraries (Toby Burrows), a lively look at student 
life (Susie Byers and Andrew Thackrah), the challenges of achieving 
equity and diversity in the University (Cecilia Leong-Salobir), the 
increasing international student population ( Joe Christensen), and the 
role of sport in student life (Tony Barker).

UWAC_text_A_AW.indd   12 21/11/12   11:27 AM



13Introduction

In Part Two, as well as providing an overview of the history of 
the field each writer was to examine, they were asked to focus on 
the University’s impact on the community, at the local, national 
and international levels. Different writers have interpreted this 
editorial request in different ways. Part Two includes a chapter on the 
University’s cultural influence through the arts, architecture, fine arts 
and education, as well as its community activities (Susannah Thompson 
and Jenny Gregory), which is followed up by an examination of 
theatre and drama at UWA and beyond (Bill Dunstone and Joan 
Pope) and the influence of music in the community ( John Meyer 
and Victoria Rogers). The University’s impact through science and 
the professions is then discussed in the three chapters that follow, on 
science and engineering (Nancy Longnecker and Jane Davis), on 
psychology, dentistry, medicine, social work and other health sciences 
(Sue Broomhall), and on business and the law (Reg Appleyard). Lastly, 
the University’s connections with the scholarly world overseas are 
discussed (Richard and Michal Bosworth). I end with a summary 
of our findings and, noting that one of the functions of history is to 
provide a sense of the precursors, the changes and continuities that 
remain central to our own time, some thoughts about the relationship 
between the University’s past and its future.

Notes
1 Robert Anderson, ‘The “idea of a university” today’, History & Policy, March 

2010. Anderson is Emeritus Professor of History, University of Edinburgh. He 
has written extensively on the history of universities.

2 Although a residential college was founded for women at the University of 
Cambridge in 1869 and at the University of Oxford in 1878, women were not 
permitted to be full members of the university until 1920 at Oxford and 1947 at 
Cambridge.

3 Anderson notes that the emphasis in German universities shifted towards 
specialised research late in the nineteenth century and this fuelled its industrial 
and social progress, as well as its military strength. British universities followed 
suit in the early twentieth century and, as time went on, collaborative overtook 
individual efforts to meet the demands of scientific research.

4 Newman was promoting the establishment of the Catholic University of Ireland 
(later University College) Dublin, to which he was appointed the first rector in 
1854. Catholics had been permitted to enroll at Trinity College, Dublin since 
1793, but professorships, fellowships and scholarships were reserved for Protestants 
until 1873, and the Catholic Church in Ireland is said to have prevented its 
members from enrolling unless they had the permission of their bishop.

5 Cliff Turney, Ursula Bygott and Peter Chippendale, Australia’s First: a history of 
the University of Sydney, vol. 1 1850–1939, The University of Sydney in association 
with Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 1991, p. 55.
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Looking inwards
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In 1969 The University of Western Australia awarded its curator 
of grounds, George Munns, an Honorary Master of Arts degree. 
The presentation of this award, an appreciation of years of dedicated 
service from a member of its garden staff, reflected the importance 
the University placed on the quality of its landscape. This attention 
was acknowledged nationally in 1980, when the grounds of the 
University and St George’s College were listed on the Register of 
the National Estate, and again in 1986, when the University was 
awarded the inaugural Western Australian Civic Design Award for 
the high standard of its planning, its buildings and its landscape, the 
culmination of the work of a series of dedicated employees and a 
setting that was planned from the outset.1 In 2011 The University 
of Western Australia was one of only two university campuses in 
the southern hemisphere featured in a book on university planning 
and architecture published by Routledge. Campuses were chosen 
as exemplars of ‘original, influential or particularly representative 
or arresting contribution to the milieu of university design from 
its medieval origins to the present day’. The authors noted that the 
UWA campus ‘is informed by a vision of architecture and landscape 
conceived as an entity, working in harmony to create a subtly 
beautiful environment’.2

1

Creating a landscape

Gillian Lilleyman
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Harold Desbrowe-Annear’s 
award-winning plan of the 

University Campus, 1915, reproduced 
from R. J. Ferguson’s Crawley 

Campus (1983)

Early years
The importance of planning and design had long been championed 
by the University’s first chancellor, Sir John Winthrop Hackett, who 
launched an international design competition for the campus follow-
ing a precedent set two years earlier for the national capital. Like 
Walter Burley Griffin’s design for Canberra, the winning 1915 design 
by Melbourne architect Harold Desbrowe-Annear of elliptical walks 
and radial avenues bore the influence of the Garden City movement 
and appealed to contemporary tastes.3

However, with the onset of World War I and Hackett’s death in 
1916, together with indecision over the suitability of the site, progress 
at Crawley stalled. Apart from the Engineering School, which moved 
into Crawley Park House in 1914, the University stayed at Irwin Street 
in the city. Meanwhile, the Public Works Department managed the 
site with help from John Meadowcroft, gardener at Crawley Park 
when it was owned by Sir George Shenton.4

The University’s landscaping at Crawley began with the provision 
of an oval. As facilities in Irwin Street were limited, in 1919 Senate 
granted the engineering students permission to create a playing field on 
their new campus under the guidance of Hubert Whitfeld, Professor 
of Mining and Engineering. Whitfeld had just returned from war 
service in America, and, firmly believing that young people should 
be involved in organising their own amenities, supervised them to lay 
out the oval ( James Oval) according to Desbrowe-Annear’s plan, with 
help from the University surveyor George Nunn, Senate member 
William Somerville and Meadowcroft. However, it was not until the 
lease agreement for Crawley was signed in 1922 that clearing for the 
oval began in earnest.5

Initial appraisals had noted the attractiveness of the Crawley site’s 
indigenous vegetation and its proven suitability for ‘floral and arboreal 
growth’.6 The first university plantings were supplied by the Hamel 
Nursery of the Woods and Forests Department in 1921. According to 
Somerville, most of these trees died from lack of summer watering;7 
nonetheless, Hamel Nursery continued as a major supplier for many 
years, and the Woods and Forestry Department provided men and 
expertise to clear a site for the Hackett Buildings in 1927.

With the realisation of the Hackett bequest in 1926, the whole 
scenario at Crawley changed. Of the University’s £400,000 windfall, 
Whitfeld (now Vice-Chancellor) proposed that £50,000 be set aside 
as an endowment fund to maintain the buildings and grounds, and 
he made £10,000 available for immediate landscaping. One of the 
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Leslie Wilkinson’s revision of 
Desbrowe-Annear’s plan, 1927, 

reproduced from R. J. Ferguson’s 
Crawley Campus (1983)

first expenditures of the Senate Buildings and Grounds Committee, 
formed to oversee the program, was to level and grass the new oval 
and tennis courts (on Myers Street) that had been laid out according 
to Desbrowe-Annear’s plan. The next expenditure was to invite 
Leslie Wilkinson, Professor of Architecture at the University of 
Sydney, to revise Desbrowe-Annear’s plan, the limitations of which 
had become apparent.

Wilkinson, whose paper on university architecture had been read 
to the Perth meeting of the Australasian Association for the Advance-
ment of Science that year, was delighted with the prospects of the 
site when he arrived at the end of the spring term in 1926. Retaining 
the two main radial avenues of Desbrowe-Annear’s plan, Wilkinson 
eliminated the series of concentric circles that would have restricted 
future expansion. He kept the southern section of the campus for 
Agriculture and the area north of the Perth–Fremantle Road (Stirling 
Highway) as residential, apart from the Science Building, which had 
been completed in 1925. James Oval and the tennis courts were also 
a fait accompli, but the Practice Oval near the colleges now became 
the Women’s Hockey Ground: to Wilkinson, the logical site for the 
Practice (later Riley) Oval was an open field between Meadowcroft’s 
cottage and Crawley Park House where the engineering students 
played football between lectures. Wilkinson’s most important change 
was to realign the main administration buildings (the Hackett 
Buildings) with Ferdinand Street (Winthrop Avenue), instead of 
angled on the higher ground in the north-west corner. This, together 
with Wilkinson’s role as an adjudicator in the subsequent competition 
for their design, defined the face of the University.

The task of translating Wilkinson’s plan onto the landscape fell 
to Henry Campbell. Scotland-trained, Campbell had been head 
gardener at Government House since 1904; and from 1919, as the 
Superintendent of Government Gardens, had been landscaping 
Perth’s various foreshore reserves controlled by the State Gardens 
Board. The University first approached the State Gardens Board 
about laying out and managing its campus in 1924, when there was 
concern that tennis courts the Board was constructing at Matilda Bay8 
might compromise the University’s river access. This proposal, which 
required government outlay, was coolly received by the Board’s chair, 
Louis Shapcott. It was only after Whitfeld had met with Campbell 
in relation to the grounds of Irwin Street, when he no doubt applied 
his persuasive charm, and when the University had a working plan 
and the money to pay for Campbell’s services, that Shapcott agreed 
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The Great Court c. 1931. Henry 
Campbell laid out the perimeter 

beds, bordering them with 
palms, while retaining indigenous 

jarrah and introduced trees. In 
the background to the left is his 
palm garden in its early stages.

UWAA 1942P

to the University employing his superintendent on a part-time basis.9 
Campbell duly arrived in April 1927.

As one of his first jobs, Campbell supervised the clearing of old 
fruit trees and vines north of Crawley Park House for an approach 
drive to new extensions to the Engineering School and planted an 
avenue of fourteen cork oaks, along with twenty-three oak-species 
nearby. He also introduced a palm garden between the oaks and the 
newly grassed oval ( James Oval).10 Working to Wilkinson’s plan, he 
then laid out the two radial alleys (named Saw and Battye Avenues 
in 1946) and the Practice Oval, around which blocks of eucalypts 
representative of each state of the Commonwealth were planted, with 
an uncleared section near the Perth–Fremantle Road representing 
Western Australia.11 The only significant reminders of the eucalypt 
collection are the South Australian sugar gums (Eucalyp tus cladocalyx) 
near Hackett Drive, although the idea was later carried over in the 
general policy of planting indigenous trees, especially on the north-
eastern corner as a link to Kings Park.

More of Campbell’s trees survive in the Great Court, which he 
laid out in 1929. A focal point in Desbrowe-Annear’s plan, this area 
south of Winthrop Hall was retained by Wilkinson as the forecourt 
of a major group of buildings to the west. Perspectives drawn by 
Wilkinson and Rodney Alsop, the principal architect of the Hackett 
Buildings, show an Italianate court affording views of the river, linked 
through the Undercroft beneath Winthrop Hall with the Court of 
Honour (now Whitfeld Court). Campbell markedly changed this 
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The memorial seat at the western 
end of the Reflection Pond was 
dedicated to Professor Hubert 
Whitfeld in 1941. Facing a similar 
seat dedicated to Rodney Alsop, it 
commemorates Whitfeld’s insistence 
on the importance of quality in the 
University’s buildings and grounds. 
UWAA 2317P

Detail of Alsop’s design for the  
Court of Honour (later named 
Whitfeld Court). UWAA 5823P

concept, enclosing the garden with a perimeter of trees in the style 
of the Supreme Court Gardens in Perth, which he had landscaped in 
1920. Except for the Tropical Grove on the northern perimeter, much 
of Campbell’s planting in the Great Court was cleared in the 1960s. 
These trees, rather than tropical, are mostly warm-temperate species, 
but hardy and hence characteristic of public gardens planted in Perth 
at the time.
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In 1928 in preparation for the Hackett Buildings, Campbell 
supervised the levelling of the Court of Honour, but he was not 
responsible for its planting. This was directed by Alsop. Inspired by 
his frequent trips overseas, Alsop’s design of simple lawn terraces and 
Italian cypresses as a setting for the magnificent Italianate Renaissance-
style buildings he designed in collaboration with Conrad Sayce, owes 
much to the Arts and Crafts movement principle that a building 
should be integrated with its surroundings.12

The quality of this setting also owes much to the close working 
relationship between Alsop and Whitfeld. When supervising the 
planting of the Court of Honour in July 1932, Whitfeld closely 
consulted with Alsop, and he took care to protect the architect’s 
legacy after Alsop’s death.13 Whitfeld was also mindful of preserving 
Campbell’s contribution.14 In both aims, he was supported by Oliver 
Dowell, who, as Campbell’s foreman, had been responsible for most 
of the groundwork.

Following Campbell’s death in 1930, the University’s arrangement 
with the State Gardens Board ceased, but Dowell stayed on in 
University employment. Dowell and Campbell had a shared interest 
in local flora, but importantly, they also shared religious beliefs: both 
were members of the Plymouth Brethren. During the Depression, 
when jobs were scarce, you looked after your own. Dowell, in his 
turn, employed fellow Brethren. As a consequence, for more than 
forty years the University (and St George’s College) was to have a 
close-knit band of gardeners, many of them related.

Like Campbell, Dowell continued to work closely with Whitfeld, 
their collaboration creating one of the University’s most loved places, 
the Sunken Garden. Here Whitfeld had recognised the potential 
to convert what had been a sand quarry for the construction of 
the Hackett Buildings into a secluded garden. At the same time, 
Whitfeld employed Dowell’s landscaping skills at Tuart House, the 
Vice-Chancellor’s official residence. Both gardens made use of left-
over materials, the natural rockwork displaying elements of the Arts 
and Crafts influence seen in Edna Walling–designed gardens of the 
same period.15

When Whitfeld died in 1939, the chairmanship of the Grounds 
Committee passed to William Somerville, who, as a foundation 
senator, at times Chancellor and Acting Vice-Chancellor, had taken 
a keen interest in the grounds since the first days at Crawley. Insisting 
on the importance of trees and often frustrated that gardeners ‘looked 
no further than their next crop of dahlias’,16 Somerville encouraged 
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Dowell and his leading hand, George Munns, in pioneering the 
propagation of the Western Australian Christmas tree (Nuytsia 
floribunda). With jacarandas, these were to create a spectacle of blue 
and gold in the Great Court for many years. Somerville is possibly 
best immortalised in the auditorium of Norfolk Island pines that was 
named for him in 1945. Although originally Wilkinson’s suggestion, 
it was Somerville who brought the ‘living’ auditorium to fruition 
in 1927: from sourcing the plan and the trees; adapting a stage, and 
designing seating and paving; to fending off any criticism of overuse, 
and later recording its history. Somerville was involved at every step. 
It is fitting that his ashes rest there.

Directed by Somerville, and with appreciative support from Vice-
Chancellor George Currie, Dowell continued to develop the grounds 
during World War II with at times just one other helper. At the end 
of 1946, Dowell resigned to become an orchardist and self-employed 
gardener, and George Munns, who had worked with him since 
1932, was appointed foreman.17 Consolidating the gardens established 
with Dowell, Munns carried on their valuable hybridisation work 
with Geraldton wax (Chamelaucium uncinatum). New varieties were 
displayed near the Sunken Garden, where Munns completed the 
terraced seating in 1948.

Dictated by cost and availability, plantings included easily 
propagated poplars, Indian coral trees and fire bush shrubs. Later, 
with improved water supplies and increased staffing, foundation 

Constructing the stage in Somerville 
Auditorium in 1951. William 
Somerville was closely involved with 
the Auditorium from its inception in 
1926 until he died in 1954, when his 
ashes were scattered beneath the trees. 
Image courtesy of UWAA 4346P
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The circular rose parterre in the 
Great Court, c. 1960. The rose bed 
was moved to a sunnier location in 
Whitfeld Court in the 1980s. The 
karri (Eucalyptus diversicolor), 

known as the Honeymoon Tree 
because it was collected by Oliver 

Dowell while on his honeymoon in 
the state’s south-west, is still there. 

Image courtesy of UWAA 27388P

beds of camellias, azaleas and fuchsias appeared south of the Hackett 
Buildings. The Great Court had the ‘biggest aspidistra in the world’,18 
a circular rose parterre and beds of annuals, from which flowers were 
sold to raise money for causes such as the Women’s College Fund. 
The gardens, like those at St George’s College, were similar in style 
to neighbouring suburban gardens. The college grounds were laid out 
under Dowell’s guidance by Munns’s brother-in-law George White 
in the early 1930s, and later managed by another brother-in-law, Ted 
Melbourne. Substantially unchanged, these gardens retain the imprint 
of their early planners and are very much as the University gardens 
were during Munns’s tenure.

Tuart House and garden c. 1937. 
Working closely with Whitfeld, 

Oliver Dowell and his gardeners 
landscaped the Vice-Chancellor’s 

residence in the mid-1930s.
Image courtesy of UWAA 2316P
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Curator of grounds, George Munns 
(wearing hat), and his foreman, 
Ted Melbourne ( far right), with 
other grounds staff, cleaning the 
Reflection Pond c. 1960. Image courtesy 

of UWAA 60669P

Years of expansion

Munns’s most challenging, yet rewarding, period was during the 
1960s building boom, when he worked closely with the University’s 
consultant architect, Gordon Stephenson.19 After the passing of 
the University Buildings Act freed up university trust money for 
expansion in 1952, and the limitations of the Wilkinson plan became 
apparent, the University engaged the services of Gordon Stephenson, 
then Professor of Civic Design at the University of Liverpool, to 
advise on the future layout of its buildings. Stephenson first visited 
Western Australia in his capacity as town planning consultant to the 
state government in 1953, and had expressed his appreciation of the 
‘lovely landscaped’ campus. He took up a permanent appointment as 
consultant architect to the University in 1960.

In revising Wilkinson’s plan, instead of concentrating buildings 
on the western side of the Great Court, Stephenson positioned them 
to the east and south, placing Reid Library in the southern third 
of the Court and the Arts Building on its eastern boundary. In an 
academic tradition adopted from the northern hemisphere, buildings 
were arranged to create a series of quiet inner courtyards and small 
spaces. As a result, places such as the New Fortune Theatre in the Arts 
Building; the Social Science and Japanese Studies courtyards further 
south; and various small courtyards created in the 1970s around the 
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The Great Court and Reid 
Library cafe, c. 1960s. Professor 
Gordon Stephenson’s revision of 
the Wilkinson Plan placed Reid 

Library in the southern third of the 
Great Court and the Arts Building 

on the eastern side. Image courtesy of 

UWAA 25223P

Gordon Stephenson’s plan of the 
University, 1965, reproduced from 

R. J. Ferguson’s Crawley Campus 
(1983)

Law, Mathematics and Psychology buildings now characterise the 
central campus.

This arrangement made the campus physically more introspective 
and, together with the adoption of one of Stephenson’s main objectives, 
that of keeping vehicular traffic away from the centre of the Univer-
sity through the implementation of ring roads and perimeter parking, 
divorced the University from its primary landscape asset, its riverside 
setting.20 Heavy perimeter planting, especially in the southern half 
of the campus, reinforces this sense of enclosure. But the overall 
effect is redeemed by another Stephenson objective: existing trees, 
‘which grow more slowly than buildings’, should be retained wherever 
they gave shape and form to the site. Hence, viewed from the river, 
buildings nestle in a canopy of trees, unified by a theme of buff-
coloured walls and terracotta roofs.

Stephenson maintained a keen interest in the landscape through-
out his appointment. From 1962 he chaired a Senate landscaping 
committee,21 working with Munns to marry each new construction 
into the grounds as quickly as possible, as typified by the foundation 
plantings of shrubs around the Arts and Engineering buildings. 
Despite his keen interest in landscape, the need to accommodate 
projected student numbers meant Stephenson’s successive campus 
plans relegated more and more available space to buildings, to a 
point in 1965 where the campus was in danger of losing much of its 
landscape quality. The salvaging of prime open spaces such as Riley 
Oval, the Oak Lawn and what later became Prescott Court was 
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Characterising the central section of 
the campus, the Japanese Studies 

courtyard in the Social Sciences 
Building was created in 1975.

Image courtesy of UWAA 2610P

left to his successor, Arthur Bunbury, when Stephenson resigned as 
consultant to concentrate on his academic position as Professor of 
Architecture at UWA.

A graduate of the University of Melbourne, Bunbury was 
appoin ted University architect at Crawley in 1966. Over the next 
two decades, without losing sight of Stephenson’s principal planning 
tenets, Bunbury was able to preserve those areas now contributing to 
the quality of today’s campus by quietly and systematically shuffling 
buildings, and recommending that certain areas be classified by 
Senate as Permanent Green Reserves. Whitfeld Court, the Great 
Court, James Oval, Sunken Garden and Somerville Auditorium were 
classified in 1975, the Oak Lawn, Prescott Court and Riley Oval 
later. But, as George Seddon points out in his history of the campus 
landscape, precise boundaries to these Permanent Green Reserves 
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Jean Verschuer designed pedestrian 
promenades on each side of Whitfeld 
Court and the Great Court. This 
view shows the paving along 
Saw Promenade. Image courtesy of 

UWAA 59272P
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have not yet been established, leaving them vulnerable ‘to nibbling 
away at the edges’ as happened to Riley Oval in 2003.22

During Bunbury’s tenure, Seddon, whose long association with the 
campus landscape dated from a period on Stephenson’s Landscaping 
Committee in 1968, was instrumental in the appointment of the 
University’s first landscape architect. Shortcomings in hard land scaping, 
which had not kept pace with the building boom of the 1960s, and 
problems of access, some of which had persisted since the University’s 
inception, were highlighted in 1970 following the construction of a 
pedestrian underpass into Whitfeld Court. Reluctant to tackle such a 
high-profile area without professional advice, Bunbury had considered 
engaging an interstate consultant until, on Seddon’s recommendation, 
local landscape architect Jean Verschuer was appointed for the project 
in a part-time capacity.23

In landscaping the approaches to the underpass, Verschuer was 
then able to implement a proposal, first mooted in 1953, to ban cars 
from the vicinity of Winthrop Hall. Verschuer, whose position 
became full-time after George Munns retired, designed pedestrian 
promenades on both sides of Whitfeld Court to harmonise with 
the existing buildings, and continued the paving theme south of 
Winthrop Hall into the Great Court.

Stephenson and Munns had substantially modified the Great Court 
after the Reid Library and the Arts Building were built in the 1960s, 
but areas such as Somerville Auditorium and the Sunken Garden, 
once popular venues for concerts and theatre, were outdated and 
required attention. Somerville Auditorium was being used for just a 
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Sunken Garden, April 1969.
Image courtesy of UWAA 3328P

Jackson Court showing statue of 
dancer by Greg James. Image courtesy of 

UWAA 59900P

See also colour insert.
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few weeks in summer as an outdoor picture theatre, with its amenities 
so run-down that Stanley Prescott (later Sir), on the point of retiring 
as Vice-Chancellor in 1970, suggested replacing it with a more 
suitable building.24 Prescott admitted himself that his suggestion was 
‘suicidally courageous’, nevertheless his comments served to launch a 
study into the future use of the auditorium, which saw it incorporated 
with the Octagon Theatre, the Music Building and Dolphin Theatre 
into a performing arts complex in 1976. Landscaping the changes, 
Bunbury and Verschuer were mindful of enhancing the tranquillity 
and sense of enclosure of the auditorium.25 Together with nearby 
Jackson Court, which was landscaped in the 1980s by William James, 
this forms one of the most beautiful precincts on campus.

To bring the Sunken Garden in line with the safety requirements 
for performance venues, Verschuer redesigned the rather precipitous 
steps on the western side of the garden as a sloping walkway. On the 
eastern side (now Whelan Court), she combined beds of indigenous 
plants with existing hackberry as a gently graded approach to the 
Vice-Chancellery. Rather than the high-maintenance topiary and 
trimmed hedges of the 1950s and 1960s, Verschuer preferred a less 
formal garden style. She had experience in arid region landscaping in 
the mining towns generated by Western Australia’s resources boom of 
the 1960s, and favoured Australian plants.26 Some 1970s choices were 
contrary to Alsop’s original concept and were later removed, but in 
less prescribed areas, paperbarks and lemon-scented gums continue to 
grace the perimeter and the central courtyards of the campus.

Consolidation and refurbishment
When Jean Verschuer resigned in 1980, Tony Morgan, a recent 
graduate from Canberra University, was appointed landscape archi-
tect. Whereas hard landscaping had been the main priority of the 
previous decade, Morgan focused on refurbishing the horticultural 
components of the grounds: in his first year alone, 50,000 trees 
and shrubs were planted. The impact on trees of new buildings, 
underground service conduits and car parks was addressed. Certain 
services were also upgraded. For example, the run-down irrigation 
system was fully automated so that watering could be performed after 
hours. The retirement of John Davey in 1978 had seen the last of the 
gardeners who lived on campus27 on hand to oversee such matters. 
Davey was succeeded briefly by Andrew Gwynne until Glenn Sproule, 
who had joined the grounds staff in 1976, was appointed foreman 
gardener in 1983. 
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With the renewed emphasis on 
the grounds as an educative tool, 

landscape architect Tony Morgan 
labels a cork oak (Quercus suber) 

in 1983. Image courtesy of UWAA 27252P

The 1980s saw more training of horticultural apprentices, a policy 
first implemented by Verschuer, and an increase in the number of 
female grounds staff and overseas work placements. Coinciding with 
the introduction of courses in horticulture and landscape architecture 
at the University, there was a renewed emphasis on the educative role 
of the gardens. Until Dr John Beard established the Botanic Garden 
in Kings Park in 1963, the University grounds came closest to playing 
that role in Western Australia, with Dowell and Munns frequently 
called upon for advice, especially on native plants. However, the 
Taxonomic Garden established in 1967 by the faculties of Botany and 
Agriculture was one of the few areas where plants were systematically 
labelled, despite several past attempts; the most comprehensive, a 
mapping of the Sunken Garden and the Great Court by Munns and 
botany lecturer Gordon Smith in the early 1960s. These studies were 
expanded with help from Kings Park staff and the information was 
used to publish a tree guide, Campus Walkabout, in the 1990s. 

An important landscaping project of the 1980s was the creation of 
Prescott Court following the closure of an extension to Myers Street 
in 1969. Characterised by mature marri and jarrah trees, preserved 
when the Institute of Agriculture was built in 1938, this space best 
embodies the link to the land’s original Aboriginal inhabitants. 
There is a greater use of Australian plants at the southern end of 
campus, particularly in the choice of screening vegetation. Here, 
the peppermints provide visual and historical continuity as well as 
informality, a situation reinforced by the incorporation of wooded 
foreshore reserve land after Hackett Drive was realigned in 1977.28 

Dedication of Prescott Court, 1980s. 
Image courtesy of UWAA 5145P
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The Eocene Garden to the right 
of the Geology Museum portico. 
A Jurassic Garden is at the rear 
of the Geology Museum. Both 
were the inspiration of geology 
lecturer Basil Balme. IMC 3112, 

courtesy of Gillian Lilleyman.
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When Tony Morgan left in 1987, the full-time position of Univer-
sity landscape architect lapsed. In 1988, William James was appointed 
in a consultancy role. Because management and implementation 
policies then became the responsibility of the grounds staff, the 
position of curator of grounds, first created for Munns, was reinstated 
for Glenn Sproule. 

During the 1990s, Sproule and James consolidated the educative 
role of the campus by introducing more specialised gardens. Acacia 
and banksia collections were planted around the Botany–Biology 
complex in collaboration with staff of the School of Plant Science, 
while bamboo and palm collections were added to the Nedlands site 
after the University acquired it from the Education Department in 
the late 1980s. Near the Geology Building, an Eocene Garden and a 
Jurassic Woodland were planted, the inspiration of geology lecturer 
Basil Balme.

With Glenn Sproule’s resignation in 2002, there was a succession of 
changes to grounds staffing. Murray Rogers and Stewart Young filled 
in as acting curators and Ron Pease from Murdoch University served 
from 2004 to 2006. Grounds staffing was then restructured. The 
position of full-time University landscape architect was reinstated 
with the appointment of local graduate Helen Whitbread. Matthew 
Lunn, a Britain-trained horticulturalist who had spent the previous ten 
years transforming the grounds at Curtin University,29 was appointed 
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curator of grounds, the first time the University had simultaneously 
employed a curator and a full-time landscape architect. When Lunn 
resigned after eighteen months, the position of curator lapsed and 
Murray Rogers was appointed operational supervisor.

Community and student involvement
Ever since Hackett stated that ‘every advantage so magnificent a site 
offers shall be the property of the community at large’, the general 
community has always taken a keen interest in the campus grounds.30 
As the state’s first university, the plans for the design competition were 
open to public display and comment, while progress was reported in 
detail in the West Australian newspaper, or watched with concern.31 
Whether as a playground for local children, a venue to host royal 
visitors or for its various sporting and theatre venues, the University 
grounds have always been open, a first stop for tourists when the port 
of Fremantle was the main gateway to Perth up until the 1960s.

Community involvement was officially formalised with the launch 
of a Friends of the Grounds group in 2003 with Rose Chaney the 
inaugural Chair. It is administered through the Office of Development 
as part of the Hackett Foundation and was represented on a university 
planning committee by Lady Brodie-Hall (formerly Jean Verschuer). 
The group manages the bench donation scheme and, as a centennial 
project, has been working with the landscape architect to refurbish the 
Taxonomic Garden in conjunction with the School of Plant Science. 
A major undertaking of the Friends was the publication in 2006 of A 
Landscape for Learning, a history of the grounds.

Student involvement with the campus landscape is more problematic, 
although their appreciation is obvious, whether gathering on Whitfeld 
Court (and later the Oak Lawn) during Orientation Week, sharing an 
intimate moment in the Tropical Grove, or being photographed at 
graduation, then marriage. Older graduates recall friendly chats with 
Munns, whose protection of the grounds is legendary. But except 
for digging the Reflection Pond and some initial clearing, active 
student participation has mostly been restricted to paid holiday work, 
despite Whitfeld’s early efforts to recruit volunteers; student politics 
rarely extends beyond concerns about parking or the encroachment of 
buildings on playing fields, with only an occasional comment on the 
general state of the gardens.32

Numerous challenges face university planners of the future. They 
must minimise the impact of large-scale buildings on green spaces 
and the ubiquitous spread of bitumen. Heritage concerns must be 
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balanced with the recognition that, unlike buildings, landscape is not 
static; horticultural components grow out of scale or decline with 
senescence. Allowed a degree of self-expression, successive landscape 
designers have contributed a rich diversity of plants and garden styles, 
making the campus a true landscape for learning.
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Christopher Waters, a membership that remained virtually unchanged until 1968, 
when Arthur Bunbury replaced Stephenson as University architect.

22 Seddon and Lilleyman, Landscape, p. 114.
23 UWAA file 1740, Whitfeld Court, letter Arthur Bunbury to George Seddon, 

27 February 1970.
24 UWAA file 186, Somerville Auditorium, letter Prescott to Senate, 25 June 1970.
25 UWAA file 186, Somerville Auditorium, part 2, Landscape Architect’s report.
26 This trend was mirrored in suburban gardens when, as a result of water 

restrictions in the early 1970s, government departments advocated the use of 
drought-tolerant species and a wider range of indigenous plants became available 
from specialist nurseries.

27 And the last of the Brethren gardeners.
28 Peppermints were among the first trees ordered from Hamel Nursery, to block 

the dust from the unsealed Perth–Fremantle Road.
29 From a typical institution-style garden to one worthy of inclusion in Australia’s 

Open Garden Scheme.
30 UWAA cons. 405, file 1, letter Hackett to Senate, 23 February 1914.
31 UWAA cons. 405, parts 1–11, letter architect Eustace Cohen to Whitfeld, 29 July 

1927, watching with a telescope from his home in South Perth the construction of 
the extensions to the Engineering School (now the Guild Tavern).

32 According to the student newspaper The Pelican in the 1970s, ‘woe betide’ the 
Guild Council or presidential candidate who proposed any policy that did not 
include more car parks.
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