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II. SUMMARY 
 
 
 
The Australian Constitution of 1901 required Parliament to establish its seat of 
Government in territory in New South Wales, but distant from Sydney.  Interpreted as 
cause for building a new city it was, from the earliest deliberations, conceived as a city 
beautified by a landscape enhanced by water. 
 
Despite Australia’s variable climate, particularly its unreliable rainfall, the Canberra site 
on the Molonglo River provided an opportunity for storing a large body of ornamental 
water in a picturesque landscape setting, provided storage reservoirs were built to 
maintain water levels.  Walter Burley Griffin’s design gave the Lake form as a chain of 
ornamental lakes and parklands through the centre of the city.  However, developing the 
Lake was complex and costly and although Parliament met at Canberra from 1927 it 
was not until the early 1960s that work began on implementing the Lake.  Lake Burley 
Griffin was inaugurated in 1964. 
 
Inquiring into the significance of landscape setting and ornamental water for Australia’s 
National capital the thesis reviews designed landscapes in cities that Australia aspired to 
emulate and the organisational and professional structures that enabled landscape 
projects to be implemented.  Using Canberra’s lake as a focus this thesis examines the 
national and international context of landscape ideas, analyses the processes of 
landscape implementation in the public domain and evaluates the design outcome.  The 
importance of national aspiration, national control of resources, Federal and State 
government rivalries, the power of government bureaucracy, the contribution of the 
design professions and the influence of Modernism as a design force in the built 
environment are addressed. 
 
The thesis establishes that over the sixty-five-year period Australian perceptions and 
expectations of landscape underwent a fundamental change.  From the idea of landscape 
as a part of the aesthetic and moral high ground of national consciousness and 
international discourse, landscape, particularly landscape with water, became a device 
to consolidate power, bolster national pride, garner international recognition and 
enhance recreational opportunity.  The thesis establishes the fundamental importance of 
Lake Burley Griffin and its parklands in creating a distinctive image of a visually 
unified National capital as well as a focus of public activity. 
 
As an empirical thematic history the thesis articulates landscape ideas and practice with 
the creation of a place of national significance.  Through links with cultural context, the 
history of cities, and the history of design the research and its findings extend the 
knowledge base of the profession and practice of landscape architecture in Australia. 
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VII. PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  
 
 
 
I visited Canberra for the first time in 1963 as a student and was enthralled by the 
landscape.  The broad scale setting of encircling hills, the sense of space and the clarity 
of light certainly impressed this girl from Newcastle.  The grounds of the Australian 
National University were impressive.  Designed with fountains, numerous quiet 
courtyards and shady walks, an extensive program of tree planting was starting to show 
effect.  The halls of residence and many of the academic buildings were new and 
designed in the fashionable Modern style of architecture.  Down near the river massive 
earth-works were churning up the dust.  The university and the city seemed young and 
progressive.  Returning to the city in 1969 as a tourist, the scene was memorable.  A 
stunning lake now graced the centre of the city.  
 
In 1973, after living overseas for a number of years, the National capital became my 
home.  Along with the thousands of others coming to live in Canberra over that decade, 
I accepted the legacy of the designed landscape that Canberra had to offer and 
integrated it into my sense of ‘home’.  Festivals in the park, boating, swimming and 
picnics by the Lake became a way of life.  Set beside other capital cities I had visited, 
such as London, Paris, Rome, Vienna and Berlin, where public landscapes were 
impressive and formal ornamental water features were ubiquitous, Canberra’s urban 
landscape exuded a distinctive informal character and charm. 
 
My specific research interest in the landscape of Lake Burley Griffin began in 1992 
following an investigation into the cultural heritage of an agricultural site at Pialligo, 
near Canberra airport.  The site contained a number of mature redwood trees, Sequoia 
sempervirens, a north-American tree that grows best in areas of high rainfall or with 
adequate ground water.  This site had neither.  Further research revealed that these trees 
were part of Walter Burley Griffin’s 1918 plan for an extensive redwood forest on the 
northern edge of a large lake to be called East Lake.  As a part of a chain of lakes 
through the centre of the city, the higher level East Lake was planned to be an enormous 
lake whose level would fluctuate in order to maintain the rest of the lake at a constant 
level.  Between 1919 and 1920 Griffin, as Federal Capital Director of Design and 
Construction, gave instructions for approximately one hundred thousand redwood trees 
to be planted under the supervision of the Chief Afforestation Officer Charles Weston.  
Coinciding with a severe drought most of the young trees died.1  Although a lake was 
built in the early 1960s, this part of Griffin’s lake did not eventuate. 
 
Many questions were raised.  What was the background to Lake Burley Griffin?  
Although named after Griffin, why did it vary so much from his design, why did it take 
50 years for it to be built, and why was East Lake not developed?  Did Griffin attribute 
any special significance to the Lake, and if so, what was it?   
 

                                                           
1 G.P. Murphy, Parks and Gardens in Canberra, Department of the Capital Territory, 1979, p.26, 27. In 
writing to the NSW Forestry Commission in February 1920, Weston commented: ‘A plantation of about 
97,000 of these [Sequoias] was made last Spring. Owing to drought, our losses in this plantation total 
approximately 60,000 trees ... Personally, I have lost hope concerning the Sequoias ever proving 
successful in the immediate vicinity of the Federal City and shall not further recommend their planting 
except in the mountain country of the Territory.’ However, after rain in March 1920, Weston supervised 
the planting of approximately 15,000 more. 
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As a landscape architect, my interest in these questions stems from a desire to 
understand the ideas and influences that inform landscape design and the processes of 
implementing such large scale public projects in order to place the theory and practice 
of landscape architecture in an Australian context. 
 
There are many people and agencies that have assisted me in my research and I thank 
them, most particularly: 
 
 . National Archives of Australia 

. Australian National Library, including the Petherick Room, Manuscripts, 
  Maps, Newspaper and Oral History sections 
. University of Canberra Library 
. National Capital Authority Library 
. ACT Archives 
. ACTEW Library 
. Department of Urban Services Map Library, ACT Government 
. Richard Clough for access to his slide collection 
. Family, friends, colleagues and supervisors who have shown great patience,  
  support and tolerance. 
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1:  INTRODUCTION 

 
1.1 BACKGROUND TO THE THESIS 
 

When the Commonwealth of Australia was proclaimed at Sydney on the first day of the present 
century to the strains of martial music, the thunder of guns, and the cheers of a vast concourse of 
citizens, many bright anticipations were formed of its future.1 

 
Reflecting on the events of ten years earlier, John Sulman, Australia’s most highly 
respected town planner and architect, noted that one of the two most discussed topics in the 
decade following Federation was the foundation of a Federal Capital City.2  Along with 
many others, Sulman saw this opportunity through a veil of nationalistic sentiment and 
imperial association.  He promoted the view that ‘we should enshrine all that we hold most 
dear in the preservation of our liberties and our rights in a fitting setting’.3  That fitting 
setting, and its preoccupation with landscape and water, is the focus of this thesis. 
 
In 1901 the Australian Constitution required Parliament to determine its seat of 
Government.  It was to be in its own territory of 100 square miles in New South Wales and 
located at least 100 miles from Sydney.  Until then, Parliament would meet in Melbourne.  
These requirements reflect some of the aspects of competition and compromise made by a 
set of British colonies on becoming states in a Commonwealth.4  Rejecting the suitability 
of either Sydney or Melbourne can also be seen as a desire to start anew in a pristine settin
uncorrupted by the unplanned, chaotic industrial city that was so prevalent at the end of the 
nineteenth century.  Not only would society progress through the application of modern 
principles of planning, design and management, but Australia would announce its new 
national status to the world through the creation of the city.  Minister for Home Affairs 
King O’Malley proclaimed that this ‘must be the finest Capital City in the World – the 
Pride of Time’.

g 

                                                          

5   
 
Within the design and building professions an active exchange and discourse developed 
with a focus on the appearance and layout of cities and the application of science and 
technology to solve their social, functional and aesthetic problems.  Particular urban 
projects, involving landscape setting and ornamental water, in both the new and old worlds, 
exemplified principles and possibilities.6  
 
The integration of city and landscape was important to the discourse.  Natural and designed 
landscapes were perceived in terms of beauty and taste and as a part of high culture.  
Landscapes were also valued in economic, political, technological and social terms.  Not 
only was a predominantly British-generated culture of landscape appreciation transferred 

 
1 John Sulman, ‘The Federal Capital of Australia’ in Transactions of the Town Planning Conference, 1910, 
p.604. 
2 The other topic was an adequate national defence. 
3 John Sulman, The Federal Capital, John Sands Limited, Sydney, 1909, p.19. Sulman regarded 
parliamentary democracy as the subject and a planned hygienic city as the object. 
4 Helen Irving, To Constitute a Nation, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1997. 
5 Peter Harrison (Robert Freestone ed), Walter Burley Griffin Landscape Architect, National Library of 
Australia, Canberra, 1995, p.6. 
6 Peter Hall, Urban and Regional Planning, Routledge, London, 1996, Chapter 3. (First published 1992) 
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1:  INTRODUCTION 

and transformed by Australians, but through association and distinction the Australian 
landscape also became an icon of nationalistic pride.7 
 
The Federal capital was imagined as an ideal city, free from the problems of past cities.  Its 
location, requirements, layout and appearance engaged the interest of political and 
professional groups, as well as others, and formed the basis of many official inquiries.  In 
1899 Alexander Oliver was commissioned by the New South Wales Government to report 
on suitable sites for the Seat of Government of the Commonwealth.  One of his criteria was 
a ‘Picturesque’ site.8  The findings of the 1901 Congress of engineers, architects, surveyors 
and others interested in the building of the Federal capital noted the need for suitable 
topographical features and water supply for the creation of artificial lakes and public 
gardens.9  In 1903 John Kirkpatrick, Commissioner for the Commonwealth Royal 
Commission on sites for the Seat of Government, wanted the site to have the ‘ability to … 
contain an ornamental lake’.10  However, beside the call for artificial water and ornamental 
lakes was the reality that Australia was the world’s driest continent with unreliable rainfall 
and little groundwater. 
 
In 1908, when surveyor Robert Scrivener was sent to undertake a preliminary 
reconnaissance of the Canberra district he was reminded by the Minister, Hugh Mahon, 
that: 
 

The Federal Capital should be a beautiful city, occupying a commanding position, with extensive 
views and embracing distinctive features which will lend themselves to the evolution of a design 
worthy of the object, not only for the present but for all time, consequently the potentialities of the 
site will demand most careful consideration from the scenic standpoint, with a view to securing 
picturesqueness, and also with the object of beautification and expansion.11 

 
To Scrivener, familiar with the unpredictable nature of the Australian climate, this meant 
securing topological relief, shelter from winds and an adequate supply of water for sanitary 
needs and ornamental purposes.  Investigations in the Canberra district confirmed a pure 
and reliable water supply and the Molonglo River flood plain presented an opportunity to 
hold an ornamental lake.  Scrivener recommended the Canberra site on the Molonglo 
River.12 
 
Public servants charged with the responsibility for building Government works believed 
that they were capable of developing the city.  All they thought they needed was a layout 
plan and in 1911 the Government announced a worldwide competition for a layout design.  
Requirements included ornamental water, parks and gardens and detailed information on 
the locations for weirs and river flow statistics were provided.   
 
                                                           
7 Denis Cosgrove, Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape, Croom Helm, Sydney, 1984, p.1 and Suzanne 
Falkiner, The Writers’ Landscape: Wilderness, Simon & Schuster, NSW, 1992b, p.71. 
8 NAA:A8/1 1902/146/6, New South Wales Government, Royal Commission, 1899, Point 3 
9 Proceedings at the Congress of Engineers, Architects, Surveyors, and Others Interested in the Building of 
the Federal Capital of Australia, 1901, pp.43-45. 
10 Commonwealth of Australia, Royal Commission on Sites  for the Seat of Government of the 
Commonwealth, 1903, Point 10 a). 
11 Commonwealth of Australia, Senate Select Committee, Development of Canberra. No. S2, 1955. The 
Minister for Home Affairs, Hugh Mahon issued these instructions on 21 December 1908. 
12 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works, Dams for Ornamental 
Waters at Canberra, No.353, 1916, p.6. 
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1:  INTRODUCTION 

The competition excited national and international interest and although professionals were 
represented on the adjudication panel, the Minister reserved the right to adjudicate on the 
designs for himself.  Several professional bodies disagreed with the conduct of the 
competition and the role of the Minister and they advised their members to boycott the 
competition.  Despite these actions 137 entries were received and Walter Burley Griffin, 
landscape architect and architect from Chicago was awarded the first prize.13  (See figure 
1.1). 
 
Griffin’s design for the Federal City optimised the potential for an ornamental lake on the 
floodplain of the Molonglo River by bisecting the city with a chain of lakes and parklands.  
Three central formal basins were flanked, at each end, by large expanses of naturalistic 
lake.  However, a Departmental Board took Griffin’s plan, along with others, and 
developed a plan that it thought more suitable.  Placing the main functions of the city 
towards the south, an informal lake was planned to cover the natural extent of the 
floodplain.  The Government of the day accepted the Departmental Board Plan as the 
layout plan for the city and the building of the city commenced in 1913 to that plan.14  (See 
figure 3.18). 
 
Professional criticism against the Departmental Board Plan and support for Griffin’s plan 
was sufficiently strong that, with the next change in government in 1913, Prime Minister, 
Joseph Cook, invited Griffin to Australia to confer with the Board.  Griffin was 
subsequently appointed to the position of Federal Capital Director of Design and 
Construction.  However, bureaucrats saw Griffin as usurping the legitimate responsibility 
of the Department of Works and, coinciding with the appointment of a new antagonistic 
Minister, William Archibald, and the onset of the First World War, Griffin was given little 
opportunity to develop the city.  Despite these limitations both Griffin and the Director 
General of Works, Percy Owen, undertook substantial investigations and planning for the 
lake.  In 1915 work and costs for the lake were referred to the Public Works Committee for 
their report.  Their recommendations were that the eastern part of the lake should be 
indefinitely postponed and ‘the provision of the other ornamental waters could be delayed 
for a period of years’.15 
 
After the war the establishment of the Federal City had to compete with other national 
projects for funds and a more modest city was planned.  The government sought to advance 
the development of the city by establishing an advisory committee that would attend to city 
design issues, and hand back the building of the city to the control of the Department of 
Works.  Griffin declined to sit on this committee and his contract lapsed at the end of 1920.  
The Federal Capital Advisory Committee, chaired by Sulman, recommended that a 
provisional Parliament House should be built and garden city principles should be used in 
developing the city.  With a landscape emphasis on gardens, street trees and suburban 
parks, the lake was relegated to a later stage.16  
 
The Government still regarded progress on developing the city as too slow.  From the 
beginning of 1925, the Federal Capital Commission, with Sir John Butters as first 
Commissioner, took control of the development and administration of the city.  In 1926 a 
                                                           
13 John Reps, Canberra 1912, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1997, Chapter 3. 
14 Ibid., Chapter 6. 
15 CA:PW, 1916, op. cit. 
16 Jesse Groom, Nation Building in Australia, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1941, Chapter 7. 
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1:  INTRODUCTION 

proposal for the construction of a dam and improvements to the Molonglo River was 
referred to the Public Works Committee for approval.  Again it was regarded that the work 
was not immediately necessary and should be postponed for the present.17  By 1927, 
however, progress had been sufficient for Parliament to meet in Canberra with its core of 
Canberra-based administrative staff.  Butters promoted the Canberra landscape to new 
residents as a source of beauty, an opportunity for recreation and a place to make a home 
and garden.  
 
Economic depression in the early 1930s, coinciding with a change of Government and the 
centralisation of administrative functions in Melbourne, brought the development of 
Canberra to a halt.  Although thoughts of a lake arose from time to time, it was regarded as 
something for the future.  The advent and progress of the Second World War, however, 
changed the perception of Canberra from that of a quiet garden city to that of the capital of 
a nation.  After the war the development of the city came under parliamentary review, 
largely as a result of attempts to further reduce the size of the planned lake.  The findings of 
the 1955 Senate Committee inquiry into the development of Canberra highlighted the 
inadequacies in progress, emphasised the importance of landscape as both a visual and 
recreational resource and restated the need for a lake.18 
 
Seeking professional advice on the future development of the city from the highly regarded 
British town planner, Sir William Holford, Prime Minister Menzies supported the 
recommendation to form a powerful commission to undertake the planning and 
development of the city.  The construction of the Lake Burley Griffin landscape was the 
first large project undertaken by the National Capital Development Commission.  The 
successful completion of the project, on budget and on time, demonstrated the abilities of 
the NCDC to perform and strengthened its role in undertaking further development.19  (See 
figure 1.2).  The creation of the lake also brought the importance of Griffin’s design legacy 
into view. 
 
From the perspective of the end of the twentieth century the creation of a Canberra’s lake 
may seem to have been inevitable.  But the story is not so simple.  A proposal to 
discontinue building Canberra as the seat of government held currency at particular times.  
As well, the meaning of landscape as understood at the time of the design of the city 
transformed and changed over the following years to the extent that some lobbied against 
any lake, or promoted a greatly diminished one.  Cost was always a factor and was 
measured against other competing Commonwealth projects. 
 
To date there has been little focussed analytical and critical writing on the context, 
intentions and processes involved in creating the designed landscape of Canberra as the 
national capital.  Behind the Landscape of Lake Burley Griffin: Landscape, Water, Politics 
and the National Capital, provides insights into why building a city with a lake landscape 
was important to national aspiration and traces, over an approximate fifty-year period, 
changing aesthetic, social, political and professional attitudes in creating this landscape.  In 
exploring the complexity in constructing the lake landscape, the changes made to the 
                                                           
17 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works, Construction of Dam 
and Improvements on the Molonglo River, Federal Capital, No. F893, 1926. 
18 Op.cit., Senate Select Committee, 1955. 
19 Eric Sparke, Canberra 1954-1980, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra, 1988, Chapters 3 
and 6. 
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Griffin plan and the process of implementation used by the National Capital Development 
Commission the thesis aims to extend the historiography of Canberra and provide insights 
into the practice of landscape architecture in Australia. 
 
 
 
1.2 MAIN FINDINGS 
 
The thesis establishes that at the time of Federation the appreciation of landscapes 
containing ornamental water was part of the aesthetic and moral high ground of national 
consciousness and international discourse.  Through the need to build a new city to house 
the Federal Parliament, parliament as well as government agencies became involved in the 
design and development of the city.  Landscape setting and the control of water entered the 
political agenda and became devices to consolidate federal power, promote a democratic 
ideal, bolster national pride, engender international recognition and enhance local 
recreational opportunities.   
 
Although the scope of the work casts back to the nineteenth century and forward to the 
present in order to place the design and development of Lake Burley Griffin in a broader 
context the thesis critically reviews the sixty-five year period 1899-1964.  It shows, within 
the design influences of the Picturesque and International Modernism, shifts in support for 
the building of an ornamental lake and changes in attitude to the relationship between 
landscape and city.  The thesis acknowledges the design legacy of Griffin, the contribution 
of key individuals and groups, the role of national aspiration and political patronage, the 
influence of international ideas, the nature of professional rivalry and cooperation, the 
importance of State and Federal government cooperation and the abilities and limitations of 
government bureaucracy.  The thesis also highlights the tension between design idea and 
actuality in the sense that the cost, complexity and political commitment to build a lake, 
and the level of public support for the idea, meant that the creation of the large ornamental 
water body of Lake Burley Griffin was never assured.  
 
As a study in a significant aspect of Australian landscape architectural history in the first 
half of the twentieth century, the thesis articulates the influence of landscape ideas and 
practice in the creation of a place designed to convey national significance.  Through links 
with cultural context, the history of cities and the history of landscape design the research 
and its findings extend the knowledge base of the profession and practice of landscape 
architecture in Australia. 
 
 
 
1.3 OBJECTIVES 
 
Three major themes underlie this thesis; landscape as idea, landscape and politics and 
landscape as constructed reality.  The following objectives expand on these themes. 
 
. To place ideas and perceptions of landscape, particularly landscapes with ornamental 
water, within a national and international context and with reference to Australia’s 
geographical, political and legal environments.  
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. To examine the process by which the idea of landscape setting and ornamental water was 
incorporated into the vision of the Federal City and acknowledge the contribution of key 
individuals and agencies in implementing this vision. 
 
. To compare Griffin’s landscape vision for an ornamental lake, as portrayed in his 1912 
winning design and subsequent design developments, with that achieved by the NCDC at 
the inauguration of Lake Burley Griffin in 1964.  
 
. To evaluate the role of landscape setting in confirming, enhancing and consolidating the 
body politic, in providing a national focus for the people of Australia and in creating the 
physical setting to present Canberra, the National capital of Australia, as a city of world 
standing. 
 
 
 
1.4 RESEARCH MATERIALS AND METHOD 
 
Using a methodology of thematic historical research the thesis traces the evolution of the 
idea of a lake landscape for the city, through the politics and processes of its consideration, 
to its final implementation.  Research was undertaken using primary material and 
secondary sources.  Primary materials include records of Parliamentary Debates, official 
government correspondence, records of proceedings of Royal Commissions and 
Government Inquiries, Departmental minutes and correspondence, government reports, 
plans and photographs.  Other primary materials were taken from newspapers and 
magazines, professional journals, non-government photographic material, transcripts of oral 
history interviews and manuscripts.  Contemporary books and journals, likely to have been 
sources of ideas and information at the time of their publication, such as Art in Australia, 
and Building were reviewed. 
 
There is a considerable body of writing on and about Canberra’s history.  Social, political 
and planning perspectives are well represented.  However, although Canberra’s landscape 
is commonly regarded as one of the major attributes of the city, there has been little written 
on this specific topic apart from a limited professional focus.  G.P. Murphy’s Parks and 
Gardens in Canberra, commissioned by the Department of the Capital Territory in 1979, 
provides a chronological account of the planting undertaken up to 1951.  Over the past 
decade, through ACT Government agencies and the University of Canberra, attempts have 
been made to collate information on the development of Canberra’s landscape.  Two works 
in this field are Bernadette Hince’s, A Pryor Commitment: Canberra’s Public Landscape 
1944-1958, and Kirsty Altenburg’s, Canberra, A Landscape History 1958-1980.  John 
Gray’s professional doctorate on Thomas Weston is another valuable resource.  Other, 
more commonly available, sources are Lindsay Pryor and John Banks, Trees and Shrubs in 
Canberra, a modest introduction to the development of Canberra’s landscape and its plant 
species, the Institution of Engineers publication edited by W.C. Andrews et al, Canberra’s 
Engineering Heritage, emphasising the constructional development of the designed 
landscape, and Ken Taylor and David Headon’s, Canberra: the Guide, an edited collection 
of cultural and historical perspectives of the city and its landscape.  Recent short articles by 
Margaret Hendry and Richard Clough have started to collate information on the history of 
the Australian Institute of Landscape Architects. 
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The Canberra trilogy, published for the Bicentenary of Australia in 1988 by Lyall 
Gillespie, Jim Gibbney and Eric Sparke, provides a comprehensive overview of the 
political, social and developmental stages of the city.  Historical perspectives are provided 
in the writings of Warren Denning, Ann Gugler, Errol Lea-Scarlett, Roger Pegrum, 
Frederick Watson, Harold White, and Lionel Wigmore.  Canberra’s development is given 
context in the general Australian histories of Manning Clark, W.K. Hancock and John 
Molony. 
 
For the purposes of this thesis an extensive body of general writing, with a specific bearing 
on Canberra, has been consulted regarding planning, architecture and landscape.  These 
include works by T.G. Birtles, Geoffrey Bolton, Robin Boyd, Frank Brennan, George 
Chadwick, Gordon Cherry, Kenneth Clarke, Sylvia Crowe, Garet Eckbo, Karl Fischer, 
Robert Fishman, Robert Freestone, Mark Haefele, Peter Hall, Sheila Harvey, John Overall, 
J.M. Powell, Peter Proudfoot, Amos Rapoport, John Reps and Pamela Statham.  The classic 
texts that have inspired Australian planners, architects, landscape architects and designers 
over the past hundred years have also been sourced.  These include: Asa Briggs, Patrick 
Geddes, Walter Gropius, Ebenezer Howard, Le Corbusier (in translation), John Louden, 
Thomas Mawson, Lewis Mumford, Frederick Law Olmsted, Nikolaus Pevsner, Camillo 
Sitte (in translation), John Sulman, and Raymond Unwin. 
 
Recently, a body of research has become available on the work of Walter Burley Griffin, 
particularly in the writings of Paul Kruty, Christopher Vernon and James Weirick.  This 
supports earlier work by Griffin scholars James Birrell, Donald Leslie Johnson and Peter 
Harrison.  The biographies of key individuals involved in Canberra’s landscape 
development have been consulted, generally through the Dictionary of Australian 
Biography, and from the more detailed biographies of John Curtin, Charles Daley, Littleton 
Groom, Walter Burley Griffin, William Holford, Robert Menzies, John Overall, Lindsay 
Pryor and Thomas Weston. 
 
There are numerous sources of contemporary and past writing in the areas of Australian art 
and literature, Australia’s imperial-colonial relationship, Australian land development, 
economics, politics and government, and issues of national identity and national culture. 
Foremost in influence on the thesis have been Tim Bonyhady, Denis Cosgrove, Donald 
Horne, John Dixon Hunt, Geoffrey Jellicoe, Norman T. Newton, John Oldham, R.T.M. 
Prescott, Geoffrey Serle, Bernard Smith, Ken Taylor and John F. Williams. 
 
Research information related to Canberra’s development was ordered to form a timeline 
(see Appendix 3).  Chronologies were also developed for Ministries and Government 
Departments, including key personnel (see Appendix 4).  The perspectives and key 
arguments from readings on social, cultural and planning history were analysed for possible 
influence on the idea of landscape and on form, process and outcome of landscape 
developments.  A sixty-year period between the idea and the implementation of Lake 
Burley Griffin provides a comparative base from which to evaluate the designed product 
and its context. 
 
 
 
1.5 THESIS STRUCTURE 
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Introductory Chapter 1 presents the background to the study, the objectives of the research, 
the main findings, the conduct of the research, the importance of the study and the structure 
of the thesis.   
 
The purpose of Chapter 2 is to critically review Australian attitudes to and perceptions of 
landscape that informed the vision of Australia’s Federal capital as a city in a picturesque 
landscape setting with a large ornamental lake at its centre.  Acknowledged sources of 
design information that were contemporaneous with the development of the vision, such as 
landscape paintings, poetry and prose, extant examples of parks and gardens, town plans, 
reports on the application of new technology and the control and management of land 
resources, have been used to provide context for the design and development of the future 
city and its lake.  
 
The next four chapters follow a chronological thread from 1899 to 1913.  Chapter 3 covers 
the period from the first site investigations in the year before federation, through the 
selection of the site and the acceptance of a layout design, to the commencement of the 
building of the city.  The chapter analyses the convergence of the idea of a landscape, water 
and politics with the actuality of site.  The contribution and influence of key individuals is 
noted. 
 
From 1913 to 1929 Chapter 4 traces attempts to implement the lake and the gradual 
adoption of a more pragmatic approach in the hope of achieving development.  This is set 
beside broader national objectives requiring a more frugal approach in developing the city 
with the objective of locating only the minimum requirements for a functioning Federal 
capital at Canberra.  The reality of the grand landscape idea, when confronted with social, 
political, economic, technological and professional change is analysed.  
 
In Chapter 5, which covers the period from 1930 to 1957, the international influence of 
modernism on the professions is appraised.  The impacts of the Great Depression, political 
complacency, bureaucratic ineptness, and the Second World War on Canberra’s 
development are placed beside the commitment to a vision of the city only maintained as a 
gazetted layout plan.  Despite bureaucratic attempts to relegate Canberra to the ranks of a 
country town, the chapter analyses the manner by which the potential of a lake landscape is 
again invoked to promote a national ideal and consolidate federal power. 
 
Chapter 6 covers the period from 1958 to 1964.  It reviews the structure and organisation of 
the National Capital Development Commission and analyses the process by which it 
undertook the implementation of Lake Burley Griffin under the spotlight of political, 
bureaucratic, professional and public scrutiny.  The successful creation of the designed 
landscape of Lake Burley Griffin was also significant in that it brought recognition to the 
profession of Landscape Architecture as distinct from Town Planning or Architecture.  The 
contributions of key individuals are noted. 
 
In conclusion, Chapter 7 critically evaluates the implementation of Lake Burley Griffin as a 
landscape setting for the National capital, Canberra, in relation to the three major themes of 
the thesis: landscape as idea, landscape and politics and landscape as reality.  
 
The List of References is followed by four Appendices: Metric Conversion Table, Canberra 
Timeline, Chronology of Ministries and Departments and Lake Burley Griffin Statistics.  
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The illustrations and maps, placed at the end of each chapter, are selected as images which, 
in their time, were significant as sources of landscape ideas, reinforced the idea of water in 
the landscape, or reflected the deliberations and processes of lake implementation.  
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2.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

I love a sunburnt country, 
A land of sweeping plains, 
Of ragged mountain ranges, 
Of droughts and flooding rains; 
I love her far horizons, 
I love her jewel-sea,  
Her beauty and her terror – 
The wide brown land for me! 1 

 
My Country by Dorothea Mackellar, published in the full tide of nationalistic 
sentiment in the decade following Federation, was a typically romantic response to 
the Australian landscape.  Seen as a landscape with either too much water or not 
enough, with mountains, plains and far horizons, it was also a landscape that could be 
appreciated by all and was therefore essentially democratic.  Artists and writers 
sought to portray an Australian national identity through landscape imagery.  The 
paradox was that, although Australians liked to present their country to the world in 
terms of rural images and the bush, by 1901 Australia was one of the most urbanised 
nations in the world.2  
 
The Commonwealth Government’s aspiration to build a new city in which to conduct 
its business coincided with a rise of interest in planning modern cities, particularly in 
Britain, Europe and America.  Several European cities, including parts of London, 
were highly regarded for their elegance and beauty.  Much of this visual enhancement 
was the result of the integration of landscape and city through the creation of parks, 
gardens, tree-lined streets and water features.  Social as well as aesthetic factors 
informed these developments.  It was believed that parks and gardens improved the 
health and well being of people and water provided opportunities for healthy 
recreation. 
 
Despite Australia’s physical isolation most Australians saw themselves as British 
Australians and sought to maintain British culture in the colonies.  A well-established 
British culture of landscape appreciation, supported by a tradition of landscape 
making, landscape painting, poetry and prose, was transferred to Australia where 
estates, parks and gardens were created to conform to British taste. 
 
Information was readily available from the end of the nineteenth century in the form 
of British books, newspapers and journals alongside a growing number of Australian 
and American publications.  Most publications with a landscape theme were popular 
and translations of some famous European works were also available.  Many 
progressive individuals developed personal libraries and there were excellent public 
libraries in all major cities, including those of the Mechanics’ Institutes.  The new 
Federal Parliamentary Library developed a wide collection of material relevant to its 

                                                           
1 Dorothea Mackellar, 1982, My Country. A Poem by Dorothea Mackellar with Decorations and 
Illustrations by J.J. Hilder, Angus & Robinson, Sydney. (First published 1908)  This part of the poem 
has been learned by generations of Australian schoolchildren.  
2 Pamela Stratham, ‘Patterns and Perceptions’, in Pamela Stratham, (ed), The Origins of Australia’s 
Capital Cities, Cambridge University Press, Sydney, 1988, p.1. 
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interests, including publications on city planning, cultural developments as well as 
comparative political systems, economic and social theory.3   
 
Travel was another important conduit for ideas of landscape and observations of their 
implementation.  Prime Ministers made regular visits to London for Prime Ministers’ 
Conferences and to secure Government loans, professionals travelled to Britain, 
Europe and America for study, to attend conferences and to experience ‘first-hand’ 
the new developments.  In return, Australia was also a popular destination for 
travelling speakers.  Celebrated overseas projects, many with a landscape focus, 
provided examples and set the standards for future Australian developments.   
 
Social theories relating to land ownership infused the democratic debate.  Land owned 
by the Commonwealth of Australia, controlled and managed by the Government for 
the people of Australia, was promoted as a system that would enable large-scale 
public works to be undertaken within a democratic context.  How such works would 
be conducted, the need for public scrutiny to avoid corruption and waste became the 
subject of debate.  Professional bodies representing architects, engineers and 
surveyors, and later town planners and landscape architects, lobbied politicians to 
have their opinions and advice heard, and their services used. 
 
This chapter reviews the national and international context of ideas, attitudes and 
perceptions that informed the idea of a new Federal City and its appearance as a city 
in a landscape beautified by ornamental water.  It also outlines the framework and 
structures through which this was to be achieved. 
 
 
 
2.2 THE CULTURE OF LANDSCAPE 
 

In the course of the [nineteenth] century landscapes which at least purported to be close 
imitations of nature, came to hold a more secure place in popular affection than any other 
form of art. A peaceful scene, with water in the foreground reflecting a luminous sky and set 
off by dark trees, was something which everyone agreed was beautiful.4 

 
In eighteenth and early nineteenth century Britain the appreciation and improvement 
of landscape as a visual and functional arrangement on the land developed into a high 
art form.  The cult of the Picturesque style dominated the perception of landscape.5  
Derived from a synthesis of sources from late Renaissance Italy, classical humanism, 
the literary pastoral and the seventeenth century French painters in Rome, the 
picturesque English Landscape style of land improvement was literally a reproduction 
on the land to accord with the composition of a landscape painting.  Naturalistic 
ornamental lakes were an integral part of the composition and over the eighteenth and 
                                                           
3 Tom Griffiths, ‘Collecting Culture’ in National Library of Australia News, Vol. VII No. 10, July 
1997, p.9. Initially some of the collection came by donation. Edward Augustus Petherick, a progressive 
and obsessive book collector, offered his large collection to the ‘Federated Australia’ even before 
Federation. Amongst his collection were books on social and political institutions, British literature and 
romantic poetry, reports of explorers and travelers, folios of landscape drawings, and books relating to 
natural, scientific and urban culture, aesthetics, garden history and horticulture, including John 
Loudon’s popular publications. 
4 Kenneth Clarke, Landscape Into Art, John Murray, London, 1991, p.147. (First published 1947). 
5 Ann Bermingham, Landscape and Ideology, the English Rustic Tradition, 1740-1860, University of 
California Press, Berkeley, 1989, p.57. 
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early nineteenth centuries, many aristocratic parks and gardens were developed in this 
style.6  Several of these developments are discussed in more detail in section 2.3. 
 
Britain aspired to be modern and progressive and, as well as being the world’s first 
industrial nation, possessed an extensive empire, including Australia.  As a 
consequence, many of Britain’s attitudes to aesthetics, commerce, politics, 
architecture, agriculture and landscape gardening were transferred to its colonies, 
including the Australian colonies.   
 
British interests in agrarian development and land improvement consolidated, over the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, under a combination of liberal politics, a large 
land owning class of both merchants and aristocracy, and capital, largely generated by 
colonial expansion.  Aided by technological developments, landscapes built to 
conform to English aesthetic standards were promoted as enlightened land 
improvement and assumed an economic dimension.7  Compared with the formal 
gardens of the absolute rulers of Europe, particularly those in France, the English 
Landscape style was equated with British democratic and liberal ideals and assumed a 
political dimension.8   
 
During the nineteenth century natural landscapes also became a focus for aesthetic 
appreciation.  The rapidly expanding middle class of Britain, in particular, developed 
a fashion for travel to remote and wild areas.  Wilderness, or landscape free from the 
evidence of human habitation, was savoured as ‘the antidote for the poisons of 
industrial society’.9  Mountains, gorges and forests were appreciated for their ancient, 
pristine and timeless qualities and attempts were made to re-create the look and feel of 
such places, by design, in another place.  This was a principle similar to that 
employed by eighteenth century landscape gardeners such as William Kent, who 
created artificial wildernesses based on the paintings of artists such as Claude and 
Poussin and called their art ‘Landscape Gardening’.10   
 
Alongside the appeal to be modern and progressive was the strong appeal of 
romanticism.  It appealed to an idealised past, to the mythic, the wild and the 
primitive, by placing aesthetics above science, rationality and politics.  The romantic 
perspective provided landscape, particularly in its picturesque and sublime forms, 
with a spiritual dimension.  In turn, a romantic appreciation of landscape encouraged 
a spirit of nationalism and gave new impetus to the role of painters, writers, architects, 
composers, poets and intellectuals in defining the essence of humanity and the place 
of nature.11   
 

                                                           
6 W.G. Hoskins, The Making of the English Landscape, Hodder and Stoughton, Sydney, 1992, pp.133-
138. 
7 Hoskins, op. cit., p.154. 
8 Denis Cosgrove, Social Formations and Symbolic Landscape, Croom Helm, Sydney, 1984, Chapter 
1. 
9 Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory, Harper Collins, London, 1995, p.7. 
10 Tom Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1996, p.261 and 
Christopher Hussey, ‘Introduction’ in Dorothy Stroud, Capability Brown, Faber and Faber, London, 
1975, p.30. 
11 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity, Basil Blackwell, Cambridge Massachusetts, 1989, 
p.12. 
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The romantic potential of landscape was promoted by writers such as John Ruskin 
and William Wordsworth in Britain, Jean Jacques Rousseau in France, and Walt 
Whitman, Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau in America.  Their 
writings had wide appeal and supported the popular fashion for picturesque 
landscapes.  For Walter Burley Griffin, the future designer of the Federal City: 
 

The concept of nature was the dominant, shaping force underpinning [his] landscape design. 
The centrality of nature, albeit an idealised one, to Griffin’s design approach was partly the 
result of his study of the writings of American transcendentalists, including Emerson and 
Whitman.12 

 
The establishment of the Australian colonies coincided with a peak in popularity in 
Britain with the picturesque English Landscape style.  For many Australian settlers 
the challenge was to civilise the landscape by designing it in a manner similar to the 
‘home country’.  Books and lectures reinforced the possibilities.  When Thomas 
Shepherd presented a series of lectures on landscape gardening in Sydney in 1836 he 
related it to some of the best practice in picturesque landscape developments in 
England.  He acknowledged that he was indebted to Thomas White, a follower of the 
style of Capability Brown under whom he [Shepherd] had worked in England.  (See 
figure 2.1).  Shepherd also named Humphry Repton as an important influence.13   
 
Artists in the early period of Australian settlement were often called upon to depict, 
with scientific accuracy, the Australian landscape in terms of its unique characteristics 
of flora, fauna, climate and geology.  However, by 1850 many artists were producing 
art on a commercial basis.  The fashionable Picturesque provided a base for the visual 
exploration of the Australian landscape.  Some artists, such as John Glover, Joseph 
Lycett, John Skinner Prout and Eugene von Guerard, sought to portray a distinctive 
Australian character through the use of light, colour and the depiction of Australia’s 
unique plant material.14   
 
With British attitudes of the Royal Academy dominating Australian painting during 
the 1860s and 1870s the emphasis in landscape painting was on the ‘heroic’ subject.15  
In 1863 Von Guerard painted Mount Kosciusko as a dramatic wilderness with a 
heroic figure in prospect view.  Such wilderness paintings were not only popular in 
Australia, but followed a strong tradition popularised by Caspar David Friedrich in 
Germany in the 1820s.16  Mount Kosciusko, as the highest mountain in Australia, a 
continent with very few mountains, was a popular subject.  In 1901 to mark 
Federation W.C. Piguenit painted Mount Kosciusko, not as a simple wilderness 
landscape, but as a national icon.17 
 
In the decades before Federation painters, poets and writers turned to the Australian 
landscape to express a naïve, but confident, nationalism.  Artist Lucien Henry, in 
arguing the case to express nationalism through art, encouraged artists to pay attention 
                                                           
12 Christopher Vernon, Landscape Review, 1997, 3(1), p.4. 
13 Thomas Shepherd, Lectures on Landscape Gardening, William McGarvie, Sydney, 1836. 
14 Tim Bonyhady, Images in Opposition: Australian Landscape Painting 1801-1890, Oxford 
University Press, Melbourne, 1991, pp.40-58, 63, first published 1985. 
15 Bernard Smith, Place, Taste and Tradition. A Study in Australian Art since 1788, Oxford University 
Press, Melbourne,1993, p.117. 
16 Von Guerard trained at the Dusseldorf Academy when it was still strongly influenced by Freiedrich’s 
work. Bonyhady, op. cit., p.76. 
17 Bonyhady, op. cit., pp.85,86. 
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to the local flora and fauna and express it in the decorative arts.  Sidney Dickinson 
Dickinson, on the other hand, championed realism.  He called on Australian artists to 
‘present on canvas the earnestness, rigour, pathos and heroism of the life that is lived 
about them’.18   
 
Painting provided a popular medium to appreciate the Australian landscape and 
promote a distinctively Australian vision.  In the 1880s Tom Roberts and his 
associates transformed perceptions of the Australian landscape with a common vision 
of landscape painting based on impressionism and aestheticism.  Roberts introduced 
plein-air painting when painting outside the studio was something of a revolution.  
‘Truth to nature’ as opposed to studio-composed landscapes became their slogan.19   
 
Roberts, Arthur Streeton, Frederick McCubbin and Charles Conder idealised dry 
sunlit landscapes.  Despite the harsh reality of the bush, their ability was to make it 
benign, humanise it, and invest it with meaning.  They captured nationalistic 
sentiment in soft bush images, many of which were painted at Heidelberg at the edge 
of Melbourne’s suburban fringe made accessible by the development of suburban 
railways.  They achieved considerable public recognition, particularly after the ‘9 by 5 
Exhibition of Impressions’.  Streeton’s Golden Summer, Eaglemont gained status as a 
national icon of the ‘blue and gold’ vision of the Australian landscape.20  (See figure 
2.2).  
 
A romantic association with landscape was also promoted by British authors, Lord 
Byron, Sir Walter Scott and William Wordsworth.  Their works were the mainstays of 
Australian reading and were available through the press, inexpensive publications and 
cheap reproductions.  Bernard Smith notes that by the 1890s ‘the bush came to be 
seen increasingly through a haze of romance’ and although it ‘retained a large 
measure of its traditional malevolence’ it was a pleasant place for urban dwellers to 
escape to.21 
 
Associations with Australia’s indigenous landscape were also promoted by Australian 
writers such as Henry Kingsley, Joseph Furphy, Henry Lawson and A.B. ‘Banjo’ 
Paterson.22  Paterson’s vision of the bush was close to a pleasantly democratic 
arcadia, Lawson’s writing was more melancholic, and Barbara Baynton, one of the 
few female writers of the time, portrayed the remoteness and difference of the 
interior.23  Marcus Clarke struck a chord when he noted the dominant characteristic of 
Australian scenery was ‘weird melancholy’.24  The popular Sydney Bulletin25 
idealised the Australian bush and identified it with mateship, egalitarianism and the 

                                                           
18 Bernard Smith (ed), Documents on Art and Taste in Australia 1770-1914, Oxford University Press, 
Melbourne, 1990, pp.231,232.  
19 Smith, 1993, op. cit., p.120. 
20 John Molony, History of Australia, Penguin Books, Victoria, 1988, p.175. 
21 Bernard Smith and Terry Smith, Australian Painting 1788-1990, Oxford University Press, 
Melbourne, 1995, pp.100-101. 
22 Suzanne Falkner, The Writers’ Landscape. Wilderness, Simon and Schuster, NSW, 1992b, p.136. 
23 Ibid., p.65. 
24 Ibid., p.71. Clarke wrote this in the introduction to the poems of Lindsay Gordon, Sea Spray and 
Smoke Drift, 1867. 
25 The expression of Australian nationalism became the quest of J.F. Archibald who created the 
Bulletin in Sydney in 1880.  

 15



2:  LANDSCAPE, WATER AND CITY: c.1900 

common good.26  Through such writings landscape became a part of popular culture 
and was imbued with democratic values. 
 
Many senior politicians were sensitive to the culture of landscape.  Henry Parkes, an 
urbanite, reformer, embodiment of ‘an Australian democracy which grew from the 
middle classes’ and regarded as the Father of Federation, was also a writer and poet.27 
Demonstrating romantic sensibilities and highlighting the tension between perception 
and experience of urban and rural life in Australia, he wrote of the softness of a 
landscape of ‘remote gullies full of ferny plumes’ and rocky places where giant trees 
cast their mottled shade through ‘groups of climbing, clustering vines’: 
 

There I love to wander lonely 
With my dog companion only, 
There indulge unworldly moods 
In the mountain solitudes, 
Far from all the gilded strife 
Of our boasted ‘social life’ ...28 

 
Although most Australians lived in cities on the coastal fringe wilderness, mountains 
and rural themes were popular in painting and literature.  A desire for middle-class 
urban populations to experience remoteness and nature was partially satisfied by 
providing access to the bush at the edges of cities and the development of railways.  
 
Sydney established its first national park, the Royal National Park, to the south of the 
city in 1879.29  In 1894 the more scenically spectacular Kuring-gai Chase National 
Park was established on the northern outskirts of Sydney.30  Both these national parks 
were exceedingly popular with the public where the main activities were boating, 
fishing, swimming, nature walks, bird watching and flora collecting.  D.H. Lawrence 
in writing of Royal National Park, described the exhilaration of the experience of the 
bush: 
 

Up the steep climb the tree-ferns and the cabbage-palms stood dark and unlighted as ever, 
among the great gums. But once at the top, away from the high-road and the sea-face, trotting 
on the yellow-brown sandy trail through the sunny, thinly-scattered trees and the untouched 
bush, it was heaven. They splashed through a clear, clear stream, and walked up a bank into 
the nowhere, ... the unutterable stillness, save for strange bright birds and flocks of parrots.31 

 
Railways, as well as providing access inland from the coastal fringe, enabled upper 
class Australians to develop holiday retreats in picturesque rural or highland settings.  
                                                           
26 Graham Davison ‘Sydney and the Bush: an Urban Context for the Australian Legend’ in Carroll, op, 
cit., pp.109-110. 
27 Ibid., p.114. 
28 Brian Elliott, ‘Emblematic vision: or landscape in a concave mirror’ in Seddon, G. and Davis, M. 
(eds), Man and Landscape in Australia: Towards an Ecological Vision, Australian Government 
Publishing Service, Canberra, 1976, p.130. 
29 New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service, Australia’s 100 Years of National Parks, 
NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service, Sydney, 1979, p.18. The year before the Royal Society of 
New South Wales held an exhibition of photographs of America’s Yellowstone Park promoting the 
preservation of Yellowstone with its hot springs and surrounding wilderness. For Sydney’s national 
park however, the preservation of national assets was not the main purpose.  Science and commerce 
were the main considerations and the national park was seen as a suitable site for a zoological and 
acclimatisation garden.  Its benefits were later extended to public recreation. 
30 Bonyhady, op. cit., p.83. 
31 D.H. Lawrence, Kangaroo, Penguin Books, USA, 1980, pp.389-390. (First published 1923) 
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This followed the pattern of the ‘Country Life’ movement, popularised by Andrew 
Downing’s writings in America and the colonial tradition in India, of retreating ‘to the 
cool sanctuary of the hill-stations’ in the summer months.32  The Dandenongs, Mount 
Wilson, Katoomba and the Central Highlands became popular destinations.  
 
 
 
2.3 DESIGNED LANDSCAPES OF INFLUENCE   
 

The typical English landscape as generally visualised would consist of undulating grass that 
leads somewhere down to an irregularly shaped piece of water over which a bridge arches, of 
trees grouped casually, with cattle or deer about the slope, and of houses and other buildings 
glimpsed in the middle or far distance.33   

 
The main avenues of communication of ideas about landscape were through the 
increasing availability of inexpensive publications and through travel.  People from 
around the world came to Britain to learn about the most modern methods of 
agriculture, to see first-hand the application of theories in architecture and 
landscaping, and to glean philanthropic ideas.  As well, through an increasing number 
of inexpensive publications, the names and theories of certain practitioners, along 
with their projects, became famous.  Through these mechanisms the English 
Landscape style found expression in America, Germany and France, as well as the 
colonies. 
 
Perhaps one of the most influential publications on the English Landscape style was 
Thomas Whately’s 1770 publication Observations on Modern Gardening, a book 
later available in Australia.  Whately, inspired by the work of Brown, expanded on the 
rules for designing a lake, pool, river, rivulet or rill and how bridges should be placed 
for best effect.  The lake at Blenheim was provided as an example.  Whately wrote: 
 

In considering the subject of gardening, ground and wood first present themselves; water is 
the next, ... it accommodates itself to every situation; is the most interesting object in the 
landscape, ... captivates the eye at a distance, invites approach, and is delightful when near; it 
refreshes an open exposure ; it animates a shade; clears the dreariness of a waste, and enriches 
the most clouded view: in form, in style, and in extent, may be made equal to the greatest 
compositions. ... So various are the characters which water can assume, that there is scarcely 
an idea in which it may not concur, or an impression which it cannot enforce.34 

 
One of the colonies’ most popular poets was William Wordsworth.  In his Guide to 
the Lakes, he includes an appendix, Of Building and Gardening and Laying out of 
Grounds, to show how the inspirations of the natural landscape could be used in a 
designed landscape.  For Wordsworth water was an integral part of the scene.  First 
published in 1810, his Guide reached its fifth edition by 1835 and was available in 
Australia from at least 1906.35 
 

                                                           
32 Geoffrey and Susan Jellicoe, The Landscape of Man, Thames and Hudson, London, 1987, p.272. 
33 John Dixon Hunt and Peter Willis (eds), The Genius of the Place. The English Landscape Garden 
1620-1820, MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1990, p.1. 
34 Thomas Whately, Observations on Modern Gardening, T. Payne, London, 1982, p.61. (First 
published 1770). Whately’s book was available in Australia at the time of Federation. 
35 William Wordsworth, Guide to the Lakes, Oxford University Press, London, 1973, p.13. (Reprint of 
1906 edition). The 1906 edition was acquired by the Commonwealth Parliamentary Library. 
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By the end of the nineteenth century the lineage of the English Landscape style and its 
relationship to the other arts was well documented.  The names of William Kent, 
Brown and Repton were known, as were the best examples of their work.  Kent’s 
work at Rousham created a landscape of lawns, trees and controlled views within and 
beyond the garden.  A circuit of the park included classical and Gothic motifs with 
literary, historical and geographical references to allow the viewer to associate with 
moral and political ideas.  Allegorical clutter and classical quotation abounded.36   
 
Some of the clutter and excesses of Kent’s picturesque style were addressed by 
Brown who attempted to introduce a ‘pure’ landscape form into his landscape 
designs.  Brown’s approach is exemplified at the large park developed at Stowe.  
Obstructions to the view from the house were removed, vast prospects of green lawn 
with informally grouped trees and the occasional grazing animal were created, and the 
stream was dammed to form a serpentine lakes to reflect the curving forms of the 
landscape. The basic materials of the site were emphasised through the lines, shapes 
and contours of the ground, water and trees.  Terraces were eliminated and lawn was 
swept up to the walls of the house Brown totally removed the distinction between the 
garden and the landscape beyond.37  
 
Cosgrove regards these great self-confident parkland estates as prospects in a 
commercial as well as a visual sense in that the livestock grazing the lawns and the 
uniform stands of trees could realise enormous profit when mature.38  The ability to 
build these landscapes relates also to the technological developments of the period.  
Historian G.M. Trevelyan notes that, ‘for the first time, the sites of country houses 
were chosen for aesthetic, not merely practical reasons.  They were often placed on 
rising ground to ‘command the prospect.’  This was rendered possible by the 
increasing control of the wealthy over artificial supplies of water’.  Water technology 
allowed water to be controlled and exploited for aesthetic pleasure as well as for 
utilitarian needs.39  
 
The austerity and limitations of Brown’s approach to landscape design were 
challenged by Romantic theories. Arguing that beauty could be apprehended 
subjectively, that nature in its original state belongs to the divine order and that man, 
as a part of nature, could experience its beauty intuitively, mood and feeling replaced 
the appeal to the rational mind.  This inspired the idea of the sublime in landscape, 
where the human passions of fear, terror, exhaltation, majesty, vastness and grandeur 
stimulated the senses.  Within the Picturesque park of Worlitz in Germany, inspired 
after a visit to England, a mechanical volcano created a night-time ‘eruption’ of 
genuine fire and smoke.40  Such contrived landscapes, however, had a limited 
following.   
 
In an attempt to provide gardens with a wider social function and relate the building 
more strongly to the ground, Repton combined elements of Brown’s work with a 
                                                           
36 Christopher Hussey, English Gardens and Landscapes 1700-1750, Country Life, London, 1967, 
pp.147-153,158. 
37 John Dixon Hunt and Peter Willis (eds), The Genius of the Place. The English Landscape Garden 
1620-1820, MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1990, pp.31-32. 
38 Cosgrove, 1984, op. cit., p.215. 
39 G.M. Trevelyan, British History in the Nineteenth Century and After, Longmans Green, London, 
1942, p.107. 
40 Schama, op. cit., pp.541,543. 
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more formal treatment around buildings.41  Calling himself a Landscape Gardener, 
Repton presented his design proposals to clients in red-covered bound volumes with 
some theoretical discussion, recommendations and sketches showing the difference 
between what existed and what was proposed.  These books brought him much 
acclaim and after his death in 1819 John Loudon published Repton’s theories and 
many of his before-and-after views as the Red Books.  In this way Repton’s principles 
found wide circulation.  (See figure 2.3) 
 
Loudon, also a landscape gardener, integrated the burgeoning nineteenth century 
interests in plant science and horticulture with Repton’s principles and developed a 
style called the ‘Gardenesque’.  It reflected a distinct move from the English 
Landscape style of Kent, Brown, Repton and their followers.  The ‘Gardenesque’ 
moved the emphasis from the re-creation of nature, no matter how artificial, to an 
emphasis on horticultural patterning and diversity of styles.  Loudon’s first 
publication, Encyclopaedia of Gardening of 1822, was aimed at the rapidly increasing 
wealthy middle class and the commercialisation of horticulture.  This was followed by 
The Gardener’s Magazine of 1826, the first cheap and successful illustrated gardening 
journal published for the general public.42  It remained popular in Australia until the 
beginning of the twentieth century. 
 
The English Landscape style also had its followers in Europe.  In central Europe 
Worlitz Gardens, mentioned earlier, was one of the first to be created in the English 
style after a visit by its gardeners to England in 1764.43  When Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, French philosopher and advocate of democracy, died in 1778 he was buried 
on an island in the ornamental lake in the park at Ermenoville, faithfully developed in 
the English Landscape style.44  This style had become a symbol of liberty, sensibility 
and good taste. 
 
German Prince Herman Puckler-Muskau, an eccentric and gifted writer with a passion 
for ‘parkomanie’ or landscape gardening, wrote of the experience, following his first 
visit to London in 1815, of turning the sandy waste of Muskau into a beautiful 
parkland with lakes.  Published as Letters of a German Prince and Hints on 
Landscape Gardening, his influential writings were even praised by the aged 
Goethe.45  After a visit to London in 1826 Puckler-Muskau wrote: 
 

London is, however, extremely improved in the direction of Regent Street, Portland Place, and 
the Regent’s Park. Now, for the first time, it has the air of a seat of Government and not of an 
immeasurable metropolis of ‘shop-keepers’, to use Napoleon’s expression.46 

 
Puckler-Muskau attributes this change to William Nash, ‘an architect with a great 
influence over the King’, and argued that the country should be ‘indebted to Nash for 
                                                           
41 Hunt, op. cit., p.33. 
42 Miles Hadfield, Pioneers in Gardening, Bloomsbury, London, 1996, pp.142-143, first published 
1955. 
43 Ludwig Trauzettel, Worlitz Gardens, Staatliche Schlosser und Garten, Worlitz, n.d. This was the 
estate of Leopold Friedrich Franz (1740-1817) of Anhalt-Dessau. 
44 John and Ray Oldham, Gardens in Time, Lansdowne Press, Sydney, 1980, p.239. 
45 Norman Newton, Design on the Land, The Belknap Press, Cambridge Massachusetts, 1971, 
pp.236,237. Prince Hermann Puckler-Muskau, (1785-1871) was the hereditary absolute ruler of the 
small principality of Muskau. 
46 E.M. Butler (ed), A Regency Visitor. The English Tour of Prince Puckler-Muskau Described in his 
Letters 1826-1828, Collins, London, 1957, p.38. 
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conceiving and executing such gigantic designs for the improvement of the 
metropolis’.47  His books, full of gossip and controversy, were translated into English 
and became hugely popular in both England and Australia. 
 
The promotion of the English style in America can undoubtedly be attributed to 
President Thomas Jefferson.  As American Minister to France, Jefferson was familiar 
with Versailles and other important chateaux.  In 1768 he wrote a guidebook for the 
American tourist in Europe in which he considered ‘Gardens’ as ‘particularly worth 
the attention of an American’.48  In 1786, armed with Whateley’s Observations, he 
visited some of England’s foremost country places, including Hampton Court, Stowe, 
Leasowes, and Blenheim.  All these places had parks developed in the English 
Landscape style.  Although heavily influenced by the writings of Vitruvius and 
Palladio in terms of architecture, the landscape gardening he observed in England 
influenced both his design of the garden at Monticello and the Garden Book, which he 
wrote from 1766 to 1824.   
 
In the north of America, where cities were booming and newly rich merchants and 
manufacturers were developing country places, the English style found ready 
acceptance.  It complemented the natural scenery and the predominant pastoral 
character of the natural landscape.  However, formal styles continued to find 
preference in the south reflecting the agrarian nature of most of the estates as well as 
its French colonial heritage.49  
 
The American landscape architect Andrew Jackson Downing promoted the English 
Landscape style in America.  He developed a thriving practice as a designer of 
gardens and became the undisputed arbiter of American taste in matters related to 
rural architecture and garden design.  This was largely as the result of his publication 
in 1841 of A Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening, Adapted 
to North America: with a View to the Improvement of Country Residences.  It was the 
first book on the subject published in the United States by an American.  Although he 
had not visited England at this stage, he was unapologetically deferring to Repton and 
Loudon and to eighteenth-century English aesthetic theory. 
 

Landscape Gardening is, indeed, only a modern word first coined, we believe, by Shenstone. 
The most distinguished English Landscape Gardeners of recent date, are the late Humphry 
Repton, who died in 1818; and since him John Claudius Loudon better known in this country, 
as the celebrated garden author. Repton’s taste in Landscape gardening was cultivated and 
elegant, and many of the parks and pleasure grounds of England, at the present day, bear 
witness to the skill and harmony of his designs ... Mr Loudon’s writings and labours in tasteful 
gardening, are ... well known, ... no previous author ever deduced, so clearly, sound artistical 
principles in Landscape Gardening and Rural Architecture; and fitness, good sense, and 
beauty, are combined with much unity of feeling in all his works. 50 

 
The use of the English Landscape style enabled Downing to transfer the visions 
portrayed in the landscape paintings of Thomas Cole and the Hudson School and give 
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them form.  (See figure 2.4).  Following a trip to England in 1850 to visit principal 
gardens he wrote several other books on horticulture and architecture, edited the 
magazine The Horticulturalist; Journal of Rural Art and Rural Taste, and 
corresponded with Loudon.51   
 
Downing called the formal style the ‘ancient style of gardening’ whose beauties were 
those of ‘regularity, symmetry and the display of labored [sic] art. These were 
attained in a merely mechanical manner, and usually involved little or no theory’.52  
Of the more natural form of Landscape Gardening he distinguished two forms, the 
‘beautiful’ as characterised by simple and flowing forms, and the ‘picturesque’ as 
expressed by striking, irregular and spirited forms.53  His descriptions and illustrations 
provided the models for stylistic copying. 
 
Despite his accidental death in 1852 at the age of 36 Downing’s A Treatise on 
Landscape Gardening gave him an international reputation.  By 1865 it was in its 
seventh edition and its tenth edition was published in 1921.  Downing’s importance as 
an influence to ideas in Australia is that his writings inspired a generation of 
landscape designers, including Olmsted, and laid the foundation for the emergence of 
the profession of landscape architecture in America to which Walter Burley Griffin 
was heir.54  
 
The Public Parks movement became a major force in Britain from the middle of the 
nineteenth century.  Philanthropic individuals thought that contact with nature would 
lead to moral enlightenment and public authorities promoted public parks as a device 
to alleviate the problems of rapid and squalid city growth and poor living conditions.  
Concerns for civil unrest were always close to the surface.  The public parks 
movement in Britain brought aesthetic ideals and a social reform agenda to urban 
life.55   
 
British royalty, aristocracy and wealthy landowners were important in establishing 
fashions.  As patrons of the English Landscape style their parks and gardens were a 
display of wealth, good taste, and private pleasure.  Such landscapes were also a 
demonstration of liberal attitudes and some were opened to the public on special 
occasions, although strolling was generally the only activity permitted.56   
 
The English Landscape style became the preferred design style for public parks.  
Miles Hadfield suggests that this was partly due to local authorities retaining part of 
the landscaped grounds of large estates for public parks following their acquisition for 
urban development and the English Landscape style readily adapting to its new public 
use.57  The inclusion of naturalistic lakes provided for a wide range of aesthetic 
experiences and recreational opportunities.  Boating and swimming were popular 
activities.   
                                                           
51 Schama, op. cit., pp.364-367 traces the influence of Cole in interpreting the landscape idea. 
52 Downing, op. cit., p.46. 
53 Ibid., p.48. 
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55 Chadwick, op. cit., p.17. 
56 Hoskins, The Making of the English Landscape, Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1988, p.187. (First 
printed 1955). 
57 Hadfield, op. cit., p.315. 
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Although the problems of public park design were very different to those involved in 
the design of private parks, principles of picturesque beauty, such as variety, novelty, 
contrast, appropriation and animation, influenced urban park design.58  Public parks 
were popular with the people.  They provided for a range of recreational activities, for 
entertainment such as fireworks, galas and fetes, and also for municipalities to display 
the newly acquired plant material of the Empire.   
 
Parks became popular with land developers.  The early examples of Regent’s Park in 
London and Birkenhead Park near Liverpool demonstrated the ability of this type of 
development to improve property values, particularly those with views of parkland 
and water features.  Sir Joseph Paxton, one of the earliest British public park 
designers, developed Birkenhead Park near Liverpool between 1842 and 1847.59  This 
park became an exemplar for later urban public park developments around the world.  
The informal, gently picturesque landscape integrated the city with public recreation.  
The international interest shown in the Birkenhead Park development meant that the 
typology of the English Landscape style found acceptance in many other countries. 
 
The design of Birkenhead Park was innovative and its development and management 
over time was exemplary.  Paxton appointed Edward Kemp as superintendent in 1843 
who proceeded to make Birkenhead Park his life-long commitment.  Kemp used this 
experience to publish a popular book on gardening.  It provided theory, an 
explanation and description of styles and practical directions.  First published in 
Britain in 1850, the first American edition appeared in 1858 and was in continuous 
publication until 1880.  In 1911 it was republished as Landscape Gardening: How to 
Lay out a Garden, by F.A. Waugh, Professor of Landscape Gardening at 
Massachusetts Agricultural College, to a continuing wide circulation.60  Such 
publications were influential around the world in maintaining interest in the 
development of city landscapes.  
 
Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux designed Central Park in New York in 
1857 shortly after Olmsted had visited Birkenhead Park.  Olmsted was considerably 
impressed by the naturalness of Paxton’s design and in Central Park sought to bring 
rural landscapes into the city.61  Central Park aroused widespread interest in America 
at the time.  Accessible to rich and poor, Olmsted was proud of it as ‘the first real park 
made in this country - a democratic development of the highest significance’.62  In 
America, public parks took on the mantle of democratic idealism.  According to 
James Weirick, writing on Central Park: 
 

No matter where one enters from the crush and tumult of the city, the various winding paths 
lead through an evocation of ‘nature’ to the Mall: a plaisance, a long formal promenade under 
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a canopy of elms. There on the Mall, the citizens of the city are together again - but everyone 
is different for the experience of nature they have had. In this great public space, a democratic 
society re-creates itself, reaffirms its values, experiences the reality of the abstract principles it 
proclaims.63  

 
Olmsted had an indirect influence on Griffin through the World’s Columbian 
Exposition in Chicago in 1893.  Griffin said of it; ‘The Chicago Exhibition gave me 
my first lesson in town planning’.64  Olmsted, as site planner and landscape architect 
for the exhibition, utilised a classical formal style adjacent to the commercial 
buildings and a picturesque style, including a lake and island, in areas for culture and 
recreation.  The spatial qualities of the formal court and water feature in Griffin’s 
competition entry for the design for the Federal capital of Australia were similar to 
those of the formal water body at the Chicago Exhibition.  
 
French park design was indirectly influenced by Puckler-Muskau.  After Louis 
Napoleon became Emperor Napoleon III in 1852 he sought Puckler-Muskau’s advice 
to redevelop the Bois de Boulogne into a public park.  London’s Hyde Park and its 
lake, the Serpentine, particularly impressed the Emperor.  He was also generally 
impressed by gardens developed in the English Landscape style or jardin anglais.   
 
An integral part of the Paris redevelopment plan under the direction of Baron Georges 
Eugene Haussmann and engineered by Jean-Charles-Adolphe Alphand, the Bois de 
Boulogne was converted into a hugely popular suburban park in the picturesque 
English style.  Originally a royal hunting park laid out in the seventeenth century in a 
formal autocratic style with allees radiating from ronds points in a dense forest, the 
redevelopment converted the long straight allees into curving roads and paths.  An 
artificial hill was made from excavations for the sinuous lake.  
 
Several other Paris parks were developed in the English style, including Bois de 
Vincennes, Buttes Chaumont and Parc Monceau.  Paris, with its tree-lined streets and 
boulevards, sunny squares and many small local parks, Paris became the pattern for 
good taste in civic design.65  (See figure 2.5).  In 1859, Olmsted, as well as revisiting 
Birkenhead Park, visited the Bois de Boulogne and consulted with Alphand on its 
development.  Olmsted returned to America to design a range of urban landscape 
projects and become one of the most prominent landscape architects in his country. 
 
Towards the end of the nineteenth century the popularity of the Picturesque in the 
urban design was matched by a revival of the formal tradition.  Architects, in 
particular, wanted to move the design emphasis from landscape in order to focus on 
the formal characteristics of architecture.  Proponents of classicism turned to the 
example of the 1893 World’s Columbian Exhibition in Chicago, despite half the site 
being developed in a picturesque manner, to emphasise the virtues of classicism in 
urban design.  In England, and followed closely in Australia, Reginald Blomfield and 
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William Robinson led an acrimonious public debate over issues of formalism versus 
naturalism in garden design.66   
 
In 1914 Geoffrey Scott continued the formal/natural debate with the publication of 
The Architecture of Humanism: A Study in the History of Taste.  Scott considered that 
romanticism was inspired by nature: 
 

Nature is strange, fantastic, unexpected, terrible. Like the past, Nature is remote. Indifferent to 
preoccupations and disowning human agency, Nature possesses all the more forcibly an 
imaginative appeal. … Under the influence of [this] poetry Nature’s unconsidered variety 
became the very type and criterion of beauty, and men were led by an inevitable consequence 
to value what is various, irregular, or wild, and to value it wherever it might be found.67 

 
Scott argued that the romantic approach to architecture and urban design was a fallacy 
and instead, promoted the virtues of the classical tradition as reflected in Renaissance 
and Baroque Italy.  Emphasis was placed on buildings, with gardens acting as an 
intermediary between architecture and nature.  Repton, at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, had attempted to resolve the link between architecture and 
picturesque park by using formal garden elements close to the house as a transition 
between it and the park beyond68  At the end of the nineteenth century Gertrude 
Jekyll, in her collaboration with architect Edwin Lutyens, sought to blend rational 
architecture with romantic landscapes.69   
 
 
 
2.4 CAPITAL CITY PRECEDENTS 
 

Canberra’s development didn’t happen in isolation. The same forces which produced 
Australia’s National Capital were also evident in other planned capitals.70 

 
The design for the layout of Australia’s colonial capitals was the responsibility of the 
Colonial Office in London and conformed to a standardised grid pattern.  Public 
policy was to keep public expenditure, including municipal planning and 
administration, to a minimum.  Unfortunately commercial self-interest often worked 
against the public interest: 
 

In these commercial days, strong temptations are offered to civic authorities to allow 
commercial considerations, or possibly seeming conditions of convenience to outweigh the 
aesthetic and hygienic advantages incidental to the possession of extensive open areas in and 
around the city; but the glory and strength of the capital are inseparably associated with the 
preservation of its parks and gardens, and in this connection attention to the aesthetic 
emphatically pays’ 71 
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 24



2:  LANDSCAPE, WATER AND CITY: c.1900 

 
No longer the responsibility of the Colonial Office, the design and building of 
Australia’s capital city provided the Commonwealth Government with the 
opportunity to start anew.  Other capital cities were sought as models and their visual 
attributes were analysed and evaluated for their potential use under Australia 
conditions.  A common element in the design of other capital cities was the often 
elaborate and intricate use of water, both formally, such as in fountains and reflecting 
ponds, or informally such as in picturesque lakes.72  The role of water for Australia’s 
capital city was carefully reviewed.  
 
In the original planning of Australia’s colonial capitals, location was always premised 
on an adequate and accessible supply of fresh drinking water.  The Colonial Office 
plan then provided for the spatial layout of the settlement.  Wide streets were laid out 
in a grid pattern, usually on an area of one mile, with standard-sized rectangular plots 
laid out irrespective of natural features.  Provision was made for public parks and 
some plots were reserved for public purposes.  Components of the colonial model 
included a policy of deliberate urbanisation rather than dispersed settlement.  
Common land or an encircling green belt usually formed a physical distinction 
between town and country.  Land rights were allocated in a combination of town, 
suburban and country lots.73    
 
By the end of the nineteenth century Sulman noted, ‘Many new towns have been 
officially surveyed and laid out, but they almost universally followed the prosaic 
chessboard model, and contours have been almost entirely ignored’.74  Australia’s 
colonial capitals comprised large municipal buildings, traffic congestion, a 
Government House and its domain, and inner-city tenements interspersed with green 
parks and gardens, including botanic gardens, designed in either formal or naturalistic 
styles.  Further from the city centre the suburban sprawl, of dispersed housing with 
backyards, spread along transportation routes giving access to a semi-rural hinterland.   
 
In the period 1861 to 1901 the population of the Australian colonies increased from 
just over 1 million to almost 4 million as a result of continued immigration and a high 
birth rate.  At the time of Federation three-quarters of the population were Australia-
born with two-thirds of that total being resident in NSW and Victoria with only one 
third of its inhabitants living outside a city or town.  The colonial capitals were 
magnets for population and Melbourne and Sydney dominated the other colonial 
cities in terms of population, wealth and cultural development.75  Sydney and 
Melbourne vied for status as the largest cities.  The following paragraphs indicate the 
way natural and designed landscapes were integrated into the main capital cities.  The 
perceptions of these landscapes would provide precedents and expectations for any 
new Australian city.  
 
                                                           
72 The design of water in capital cities is included in the report of Joseph Davis, Under-Secretary to the 
New South Wales Department of Works and is discussed in Chapter 3. 
73 Robert Holme, Of Planting and Planning. The Making of British Colonial Cities, E & FN Spon, 
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74 John Sulman. ‘The Federal Capital of Australia’ in Transactions of the Town Planning Conference, 
London, October 1910, p.604. 
75 J.M. Powell, An Historical Geography of Modern Australia, Cambridge University Press, 
Melbourne, 1991, p.23. (First published in 1988) In 1901, 36% of NSW’s population lived in Sydney 
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Sydney was founded in 1788 as a penal settlement.  (See figure 2.6).  Although given 
a plan it developed in a disorderly way.76  Apart from Government House and its 
domain commanding a spectacular view of Port Jackson, Hyde Park, established 
adjacent to the military barracks, was the only open space available for public use.77  
From 1816, the botanists Alan Cunningham and Charles Fraser and the Governor, 
Lachlan Macquarie, imposed a botanical focus on the Government’s domain.  In 1833 
the Government gardens became the Royal Botanic Gardens.78 In his 1835 lecture, 
‘On Planning the Gardens of the Marine Villas of Port Jackson’, Shepherd highlighted 
the beauty of the building sites between the Heads and Parramatta.  This was due, he 
said, to ‘the fantastic rocks, covered with trees and shrubs, forming its outline, and the 
islands in the stream [which] cannot be exceeded in picturesque beauty and 
grandeur’.79  Sydney’s lack of parks was partially offset by the provision of public 
access to the harbour foreshores and beaches, the first such legislation anywhere in 
the world.  
 
Centennial Park was developed in 1888 to celebrate the centenary of European 
settlement.  Previously a part of Sydney’s water storage area, it was developed as a 
major park in the picturesque English style, complete with ornamental lakes.80  The 
rest of Sydney was rather squalid and an outbreak of bubonic plague in 1900 led to 
the 1909 Royal Commission to investigate improvements to the city and its suburbs.  
Many reforms were advocated, including street tree planting and widening roads to let 
in light and air.81 
 
Both Hobart and Brisbane were initially founded as colonial centres for penal 
settlements, but were soon appreciated for their scenic qualities.  Hobart, sited in 1804 
at Sullivan’s Cove on the Derwent River estuary in Tasmania, became a colonial 
capital in 1825.82  Around the city of Brisbane, established in 1825, gullies and steep 
hills were reserved from development and planned as spaces for future public gardens 
and walks.  Near the Houses of Parliament there were ‘beautiful botanical gardens on 
the river-bank ... the art of the landscape gardener has been assisted by a friable soil 
and a climate favourable to a rapid and robust growth of the glorious vegetation of the 
semi-tropics.83   
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Perth, the colonial capital of Western Australia, was founded in 1829 as a private 
enterprise, free-settler experiment with its first plan published in 1838.  Although it 
had a Government garden, no botanic gardens were developed until the twentieth 
century.  An article from 1872, no doubt aimed at enticing settlers, claimed: ‘The 
situation of Perth is ... a very pretty one. Mount Eliza forms a prominent element in 
the beauty of this spot ... whether approached by the river or the road, the picturesque 
appearance of Perth cannot fail to excite admiration’.84 
 
Adelaide, founded under an idealistic social reform agenda, was laid out in 1836 by 
Colonel William Light.  Sitting astride the River Torrens, Adelaide was planned with 
a wide central thoroughfare, strategically located squares, and a belt of parklands 
around the city intended for public recreation.  (See figure 2.7).  Despite promising 
beginnings, Adelaide was an unhealthy city with a high rate of infant mortality.  
However, by the 1890s, it was commended to the rest of Australia for its civic 
leadership; squares were enclosed with iron railings, the Torrens River was dammed 
to form a lake and its parkland were planted in the English Landscape style.  
 
In 1898, Ebenezer Howard praised the quality of the plan and referred to Adelaide as 
an ideal garden city. Using the example of Adelaide surrounded by its parkland as a 
way a city may plan for growth, Howard explained; ‘The city is built up. How does it 
grow? It grows by leaping over the ‘Park Lands’ and establishing North Adelaide. 
And this is the principle which is intended to follow, but improve upon, in Garden 
City’.85  Demonstrating social and political tolerance, Adelaide’s Botanic Park set 
aside a public forum area for Sunday speakers.  Religious and political groups were 
granted permits to assemble: 
 

Some of them ... were lone crusaders; others espoused organized causes. Some had to be 
restrained from freedom of speech, like the woman Rationalist whose “remarks gave offence 
to some of her listeners”. Others, like the Workers Industrial Union, had their permits revoked 
by the [Park] Board, the Governors holding that they had granted a permit to the Labour Party 
and could not issue others to individual unions.86 

 
Founded in 1835 Melbourne was initially an outpost of NSW and governed from 
Sydney.  Robert Hoddle prepared the original grid plan of the city and Governor 
Bourke was responsible for refusing to consider squares and open spaces in the plan 
‘inasmuch as they merely afforded convenient places for idle persons to congregate 
and preach social sin and radical gospels’.87  By 1841 a movement was formed for the 
establishment of parks and natural reserves around the rapidly growing centre.  (See 
figure 2.8).  Albert Park, with a large ornamental lake, was established as a 
recreational reserve and in 1846, Governor Gipps approved the reservation of 120 
acres of hilly land south of the Yarra River for the establishment of a botanic 
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garden.88  After the discovery of gold in 1849, Victoria was proclaimed a separate 
colony in 1851 with Melbourne the capital.  
 
By the 1880s Melbourne was the largest and most successful colonial capital. 
Melbourne’s early commercial success was displayed in the establishment of public 
buildings and large homes with extensive gardens.  Visiting English journalist, G.A. 
Sala called it ‘Marvellous Melbourne’, an appellation relished by proud 
Melburnians.89  Based on fashions dictated in the proliferation of garden books from 
London, an eclectic range of styles were used in Melbourne’s parks and gardens, 
including the picturesque English Landscape style, Robinson’s romantic ‘cottage 
garden’ style and Blomfield’s formal ‘garden architecture’.90  Fitzroy Gardens, 
Flagstaff Gardens, Treasury Gardens and Carlton Gardens were enjoyed by all classes 
of people and became examples of civic pride. 
 
As in Sydney, the Melbourne Botanic Gardens were important for scientific and 
commercial collecting of indigenous plants, for acclimatising useful economic plants, 
and for educational and recreational use by citizens.  Ferdinand Von Mueller, a 
German-trained scientist, was appointed Director of the Melbourne Botanic Gardens 
in 1857.  Trained as a chemist with an interest in botany he immigrated to Adelaide in 
1847 and quickly entered the scientific life of the community.  By 1849 he was 
regularly forwarding packets of seeds and plants from the Adelaide district to the 
Melbourne Botanic Gardens and became an advisor to Governor La Trobe on 
botanical matters.  La Trobe considered a government botanist essential for the colony 
and Von Mueller served in this position until his death in 1896.  As well as collecting 
plants around Australia, he carried out research on plants of industrial, medicinal and 
horticultural value and described and classified the flora of Victoria in a scientific 
manner.  The Royal Gardens at Kew regarded the Melbourne Botanic Gardens as the 
foundation of one of the great botanical collections in the world.91 
 
Although Von Mueller had created a Botanic Garden of scientific value, the public 
wanted a picturesque park in the English style for its recreation and enjoyment.  To 
undertake the task William Robert Guilfoyle replaced Mueller in 1873.  Guilfoyle was 
an English-born horticulturist with experience as a landscape gardener.  He 
successfully set about re-organising the gardens to a design in the English style.92  
When Walter and Marion Griffin lived in Melbourne in the 1920s, they made regular 
visits to the gardens to enjoy the spaces and learn about Australian plants.   
 
Guilfoyle’s development of the Botanic Garden was part of a larger program of 
development and beautification of Melbourne.  .  Other major landscape works were 
undertaken on the reserves south of the River Yarra, including the straightening of the 
Yarra River to provide for flood mitigation and for a promenade.  This allowed for 
                                                           
88 R.T.M. Prescott, The Royal Botanic Gardens, Melbourne, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 
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91 Prescott, 1982, op. cit., p. 36. 
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improvements to the lake in the Botanic Gardens and for the formation of Alexandra 
Park and Gardens adjacent to the domain.  These developments received strong public 
support and were popular with the public.  (See figure 2.9).  Guilfoyle’s younger 
brother John, was Curator of Melbourne’s Parks and Gardens from 1890. Together, 
they made a considerable improvement to the landscape of Melbourne.93 
 
All Australian colonial capitals had integrated parks, gardens and tree-lined streets 
into their programs of civic design.  However, the new federal capital would need to 
be a showcase.  Although of smaller size, it would be compared with the best of the 
world’s capitals such as London, Paris and Vienna.  From the 1850s international 
exhibitions and expositions helped develop a pride in urban landscapes, promote 
markets, products and ideas, including those related to building and technology.94  
They were visually magnificent events with grand buildings and landscaped settings 
including lakes and fountains.  At the 1888 Melbourne Exhibition the lake and 
fountains were the most popular features.  Although only temporary, the exhibitions 
provided models of organisation, built form and urban progress.  
 
From an Australian perspective, all the important capital cities such as London, Paris 
and Vienna, had tree-lined streets and beautiful parks and gardens with water features.  
Not only did parks and gardens provided space for recreation, fresh air and sunlight, it 
was believed that trees were healthy.  Sulman believed that ‘the introduction of trees 
in large numbers at the heart of cities is a wise sanitary precaution, for the carbonic 
acid gas human beings exhale is absorbed by vegetation, which in turn gives off the 
oxygen we need’.95  Water in the urban landscape was also highly regarded.  Not only 
did it possess high aesthetic appeal, it reflected civilised culture, provided 
opportunities for recreation and was thought to improve the climate. 
 
London was the centre of the British Empire and with a population of almost two 
million by the mid-nineteenth century, it was the largest and most powerful city in the 
world.96  The Crystal Palace, built for the first International Exhibition in 1851, was a 
monument to the enterprise and sophistication of British trade and industry.  After the 
event it was relocated in a park, thereby providing a focus for entertainment.97  In 
London many official buildings, displaying classical and gothic influences, were sited 
beside well-appointed and interconnecting royal parks that were open to the public.   
 
Early in the nineteenth century Regent Street, on the grounds of improved sanitation, 
was developed as a processional way bordered by white classical architecture.  It 
linked the heart of the city to Regents Park, a garden suburb for aristocratic housing 
and featuring a public park with a Picturesque lake.98  The Houses of Parliament, built 
in the gothic style, gave constitutional democracy an established, confident aura and 
the development of the embankment beside the River Thames provided a dramatic 
setting for the building.   
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However, at the end of the nineteenth century, Paris was perceived as the most elegant 
and cultured capital city in the world.  Particularly after the 1889 Exhibition, Paris 
was an inspiration for the possibility of beautiful and well-ordered cities.  Paris had 
been transformed under Emperor Napoleon III’s series of large-scale works, his 
grands travaux, and they provided a model for the rest of the world.  From the 1860s 
a system of wide straight roads formed a coherent system of communication between 
the main centres of the city and the railway stations.  Monuments were used as focal 
points.  Water and drainage systems were modernised, the sewer system expanded, 
and building was controlled through fixing the ratio between the height of houses and 
the width of streets.  Parks and gardens were integrated into the system.  The most 
famous architects in France were employed to design the major buildings.  The state, 
rather than private speculators, played a major role in the whole process and effective 
methods of administration were developed.  Public works had a positive influence on 
the whole city, encouraging private investment and increasing the overall wealth of 
the city.  From 1853 to 1870, the population of Paris almost doubled to two million.  
Paris became the most acclaimed city in the world for its civilised culture and elegant 
physical form.99  When John Sulman visited Paris in 1873 he was impressed by the 
benefits of town planning and used Paris as a model in his lectures in Australia.100   
 
Vienna, the powerful and influential capital of the Habsburg empire, underwent a 
transformation from 1857.  In order to deal with urban expansion and increased 
transportation problems, the Ringstrasse, an encircling park way was created on the 
medieval fortifications.  Public gardens were established between the imposing public 
structures and monuments and the radial-concentric roads were planted with trees.  
Traffic circulation and urban amenity were greatly improved.101  Camillo Sitte’s 1889 
book City Planning According to Artistic Principles used the example of Vienna in 
his analysis of Modern town planning. The book was very popular and new editions 
and translations followed almost immediately.102 
 
The World’s Columbian Exhibition, or the Chicago World’s Fair of 1893 was perhaps 
the most influential urban development project of the last decade of the nineteenth 
century.  Although not a city in the conventional sense, it served as a complete entity, 
had enormous popular appeal and, from this event, the term City Beautiful was 
coined.  (See figure 2.10).  The Fair was important as a lesson in the methodology of 
building a beautiful and functional mini-city in a short time.  It also represented a 
decisive attempt to organise urban greenery within an urban system of white 
buildings, designed in an eclectic classical style, beside a lake and integrating 
landscape and water.  (See figure 2.11).  Well-publicised, the Fair provided faith in 
the achievements of established institutions and a continuation of the importance of 
Old World architectural traditions in the New World.  Coming at the end of a period 
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of economic depression, the Fair also provided America with renewed confidence in 
their ability to design and develop major building projects.103  
 
Due to the masterly work of Burnham, an architect, and Olmsted, a landscape 
architect, the Chicago Fair became a model for inter-professional cooperation.  It 
demonstrated a common ground for the architect ‘involved with the magma of urban 
construction’ and the landscape architect, ‘uncorrupted missionary of designed nature’ 
to work together on the fabrication of a city, albeit a temporary one.  Although the 
buildings were to be pulled down after the Fair, most people saw as a vision of an 
optimistic future with the possibility of an ordered, coordinated urban organisation 
that offered a better life.104  Even those with reservations about the Fair regarded it as 
a lasting model for the future and it became one of the models of city form promoted 
in Australia.  Griffin regarded it as: 
 

Typical of the best … where the restriction to one colossal scale and single type of design 
around a rigidly formal enclosed court produced an impression outliving those of all 
subsequent experiments, or perhaps any architectural ensemble of modern times.105   

 
The prestige of the Chicago Fair and the Washington plan provided Burnham with a 
range of new commissions on which he refined his City Beautiful ideas.  They 
included plans for San Francisco, Manila, the summer capital of the Philippines at 
Baguio, and most notably, for Chicago, including beautification of the lake foreshore 
and the banks of the Chicago River.106  Griffin was surrounded and influenced by 
these events. Mario Manieri-Elia suggests that ‘the project for Canberra prompted 
Griffin to adopt a method close to Burnham’s but animated by quite a different 
spirit’.107  James Weirick however, suggests that the spirit imbuing Griffin’s work 
was more akin to a Jeffersonian commitment to freedom and democracy 108.  

                                                          

 
Washington the capital of the United States was also an example that interested 
Australia.  Originally designed by Charles L’Enfant in 1790, the city had developed in 
a fragmented way.  On the centennial of the capital in 1900, a re-design was planned.  
A Senate Park Commission was established with Daniel Burnham as Chairman and 
Walter McKim, both previously involved in the Chicago Fair, and Olmsted junior as 
its members.  The intent was to reaffirm the spirit of L’Enfant’s plan with an 
emphasis on civic beauty.  Respecting the heritage of the plan as involving not only 
L’Enfant, but Jefferson and Washington as well, the members of the Commission 
revisited Virginian towns and estates that had been familiar to these men.  The 
Commission’s background research concluded with a trip to Europe to see the latest 
developments in Paris, Versailles, Rome, Venice and Vienna.  The Senate Park 
Commission plan of 1902 was well publicised and promoted and exerted tremendous 
influence on national and international thought.  Designers and planners from around 

 
103 Mario Manieri-Elia, ‘Toward and “Imperial City”: Daniel H. Burnham and the City Beautiful 
Movement’ in Giorgio Ciucci et al, The American City. From the Civil War to the New Deal, MIT 
Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1979, pp.19-49. 
104 ibid., p.35. 
105 Report accompanying Federal Capital Design No.29 by W.B. Griffin, 1912. 
106 Daniel H. Burnham and Edward H. Bennett, Plan of Chicago, Da Capo Press, New York, 1960, first 
published 1909. Burnham’s publication was available in Australia in 1910.  
107 Mario Manieri-Elia, 1979, op.cit., p.113. 
108 Weirick, 1998, op. cit., p.63. 
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the world, intent on city reform, came to see the attempts to beautify Washington.109  
Sulman wrote that ‘the central feature of Washington, as planned by L’Enfant, is the 
great Mall … [and] when completed … with its surrounding public buildings, 
artificial lakes, gardens and monuments, it will be the most ambitious, and probably 
the finest civic or monumental centre in the world’.110  (See figure 2.12).   
 
In Canada, Ottawa became the model of a colonial capital.  Queen Victoria chose it 
midway between French-speaking Quebec and English-speaking Toronto as the 
capital of Canada in 1857 and a Parliament House was built in Gothic-Revival style 
on a prominent bluff overlooking the Ottawa River.  Inspired by Burnham’s work in 
Chicago, Ottawa made attempts to beautify and develop the city.  In 1903, the Ottawa 
Improvement Commission, appointed by the Prime Minister, hired landscape architect 
F. Todd.  He developed a masterplan of boulevard, parks and reserves to emphasise 
the waterside landscape setting of the Houses of Parliament and to generally beautify 
the city with landscape.111   
 
 
 
2.5 LANDSCAPES WITH WATER 
 

The scenery, at various points of the river seen this day, was very beautiful; its features 
consisting of noble sheets of water, umbrageous woods, flowery meadows, enlivened by those 
objects so essential to the harmony of landscape, cattle of every hue.112 

 
From the earliest explorations water was a basic consideration for any form of 
successful settlement.  Surveyor-General Major Thomas Mitchell, writing towards the 
end of his third expedition into eastern Australia as he entered settled country, 
emphasised the picturesque and bountiful qualities of the landscape, including the 
disposition of water bodies.  During the nineteenth century Mitchell was one of 
several explorers attempting to find large inland lakes and seas as described by 
aborigines, and map the extent of the major river systems and their connections to the 
sea.113  The romantic sensibility of the time demanded that facts be couched in the 
language of the popular Picturesque.114  Mitchell also embellished his texts with 
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Picturesque sketches, such as with his illustration of the River Salvator, including 
water if it helped enhance the scene whether it existed there or not,115  (See figure 
2.13) 
 
Although Australia was later to be known as the driest continent on earth, the popular 
works of English writers and poets, such as William Gilpin, Thomas West and 
William Wordsworth, reinforced the images of water and topographic relief as 
portrayed by Australian landscape artists such as W.C. Piguenit.  Piguenit’s painting, 
The Upper Nepean, New South Wales, painted in 1889, was purchased by the Art 
Gallery of New South Wales.116  (See figure 2.14)  West, in promoting the virtues of 
water in the landscape for aesthetic enjoyment and recreation, such as in his 
description of picturesque tours of Scotland and the Lake District, encouraged a belief 
that such scenes were valuable.  (See figure 2.15): 
 

In truth a more pleasing tour than these lakes hold out to men of leisure and curiosity cannot 
be devised. We penetrate the glaciers, traverse the Rhone and Rhine, whilst our domestic lakes 
of Ullswater, Keswick, and Windermere, exhibit scenes in so sublime a stile, [sic] with such 
beautiful colourings of rock, wood, and water, backed with so tremendous a disposition of 
mountains, that if they do not fairly take the lead of all the views in Europe, yet they are 
indisputably such as no English traveller should leave behind him.117 

 
Whereas West promoted the aesthetic opportunities of landscapes with water, 
Mitchell’s objectives were more complex.  Not only was his information intended to 
entice new settlers and investors to the productive as well as the aesthetic values of an 
imagined land, Mitchell also needed to satisfy the expectations of his sponsors.  
 
Unfortunately romantic sentiment could not mask the reality of Australia’s fickle 
climate and the settlement of inland Australia could only progress with the discovery 
of vast inland artesian water deposits in the late 1870s and the introduction of 
irrigation, starting with irrigation on the Murray River in the late 1880s.  By the turn 
of the century there was a degree of optimism and expectation that science and 
technology would enable pastoral and agricultural activities to expand into inland 
Australia.118   
 
In Australia there was a widespread confidence that science would solve the problems 
of unpredictable climate and huge distances.  Climatic data, soils and geology were 
carefully recorded.  Based on the developments occurring around the world it was 
believed that water conservation, irrigation and railroad expansion would open up the 
inland of the country.  In Britain and America the science and technology of 
hydraulics reached a high point by the end of the nineteenth century.  Demonstrated in 
the draining of marshes, the establishment of a network of transportation canals and 
the building of dams, the new technology opened up the countryside and facilitated 
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economic development.  This technology was exported to Australia and a world in 
need of canals, dams, irrigation schemes and ornamental water features.119  Piped 
water supply and sewerage removal technology also had the potential to reform 
unsanitary cities. 
 
The conservation and control of water was of such over-riding importance that it 
became, from the mid-nineteenth century, a government rather than a private 
responsibility.  Dam building had made considerable progress from the middle of the 
nineteenth century.  In 1857 the Melbourne Water Supply Department designed the 
Yan Yean Dam for the Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of Works and in 1888 
Prospect Dam was completed to supply water to Sydney.120  Water supply was also 
required for the growing inland towns.  A New South Wales Royal Commission was 
appointed in 1884 to consider the problems of water conservation in the colony.  The 
Commission even considered a proposal in 1887 to divert the waters of the Snowy 
River into the Murrumbidgee River and Lake George: 
 

Part of this water would flow down the Murrumbidgee, and a part be diverted into a canal, 
commencing at the Gap, which is the lowest point in the divide between the watersheds of the 
Murrumbidgee and Snowy rivers. From the Gap, this subsidiary canal was proposed to pass 
east to the neighborhood of Nimmitabel, and thence generally north to Lake George.121 

 
By the end of the nineteenth century the science and technology of water control and 
management was thought to be well understood.122   In Europe most of the major 
rivers had been subjected to engineering activities to improve navigation, public 
health and increase riverbank agriculture.  Grand schemes such as the Suez and 
Panama Canals came to signify the power of engineering in controlling the 
environment.123  It was anticipated that the advances of the modern age would allow 
water resources to be controlled and managed for utilitarian uses, sanitary hygiene, 
power generation and for pleasure.  Conservation and irrigation engineering became 
prominent British and European exports to developing countries such as America, 
India, Iraq, Egypt and Algeria, as well as Australia. 
 
However, for Australia the example of America, with its programs of land 
reclamation, irrigation, dam building and hydroelectric power generation, was the 
most influential in encouraging a belief that the control of river systems was possible.  
Alfred Deakin, future Prime Minister, chaired the Victorian Royal Commission on 
irrigation in 1884 and visited California to investigate irrigation and conservation 
schemes.  He arranged for the Canadian Chaffey brothers, with their Californian 
experience, to come to Victoria and demonstrate their methods at Mildura.124  By the 
time of Federation all states had successfully installed large dams with earthfill or 
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rockfill embankments and a number of concrete gravity and experimental concrete 
thin arch dams had also been built.125   
 
The confidence in controlling water was shattered, however, when in 1902 the 
Canberra region experienced the worst drought on record.  The Molonglo River 
barely existed as a chain of waterholes for several months and Lake George to the 
north-east of Canberra, touted as a site for the federal capital, dried up for the first 
time since 1850.  Again in January 1905 Lake George almost dried up, but within a 
year it was restored to a large sheet of water.  A drought, described as the worst since 
1865, ravaged the Canberra region over the summer of 1907 and 1908 and the 
Queanbeyan River ceased to flow.126  These experiences explain the emphasis placed 
on water in the selection of a site for the Federal City. 
 
Floods were also of concern.  In 1852 severe floods washed away the town of 
Gundagai on the Murrumbidgee River to the west of Canberra.127  Sudden downpours 
and flash floods could accompany electrical storms in the summer months although 
the main floods came from prolonged falls in the river catchments.  For the Molonglo 
and Queanbeyan Rivers there were several severe floods in living memory, the most 
recent in 1891.128  Scrivener used the level of the 1891 flood, the 1825 foot contour, 
to determine the level of a possible lake at the Canberra site. 
 
The right to water was so important to the states that the Constitution was written to 
allow states to retain rights over ‘reasonable use’ of river waters for conservation and 
irrigation.  The constitution was also written to allow the Commonwealth access to 
water from the Snowy River for national projects.129  This made consideration of 
Federal Territory within the Snowy River catchment attractive in terms of minimising 
federal/state conflicts. 
 
 
 
2.6 LANDSCAPE AND TOWN PLANNING 
 

Thorough sanitary and remedial action in the houses that we have; and then the building of 
more, strongly, beautifully, and in groups of limited extent, kept in proportion to their streams, 
and walled round, so that there may be no festering and wretched suburb anywhere, but clean 
and busy street[s] within and the open country without, with a belt of beautiful garden and 
orchard round the walls, so that from any part of the city perfectly fresh air and grass and sight 
of far horizon might be reachable in a few minutes’ walk. This is the final aim.130 

 
In 1898, when Ebenezer Howard quoted Ruskin, cities throughout the British Empire, 
Europe, and America were growing in scale and distribution unlike any earlier period 
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of human settlement.  In Britain, as a result of Parliamentary Enclosure Acts, people 
were abandoning the countryside and streaming into over-crowded cities, fuelling the 
rapid growth of unhealthy and socially exploitative industrial cities.  Within, or at the 
edges of the expanding cities, there was little open space for recreation and access to 
clean water and removal of waste became major health issues.131   
 
City reformers, such as Sir Edwin Chadwick in the 1840s, gave landscape a social 
dimension through the provision of public parks and walks. Many of these walks were 
beside old canals.132  Similarly in America the appreciation of landscape, although 
largely adopted and adapted from British-culture, was infused with democratic 
values.133  The idea of landscape not only encompassed aesthetic, economic and 
political considerations, but also assumed moral and social dimensions.134  
 
English advocates for public open space in cities and for contact with nature tended to 
fall into several categories.  Philanthropists believed nature increased human well-
being, evangelists believed nature restored the soul and brought one closer to God, 
romantics were concerned with an aesthetic which related to an imagined mythic past 
where a particular environment and lifestyle would remove the evil of industrial 
ugliness, whereas sanitary reformers promoted light and fresh air as necessary to 
avoid illnesses such as tuberculosis.135  The public parks and gardens, which appeared 
in towns and cities from the 1840s, were seen as alleviating these problems. 
 
Overcrowding and slums created huge social tensions and political ferment.  Planning 
historian Leonardo Benevolo notes that the Report of the Health of Towns 
Commission of 1846 regretted the lack of public spaces because ‘if the lower orders 
have not places where they can engage in sport and keep their minds engaged in 
matters of that kind, it is the very thing to drive them to Chartism’.136  Public parks 
and gardens were seen to play a democratic, if somewhat regulated, role.  They 
provided spaces where the populace could recreate and be monitored and also created 
venues for public meetings.137  The provision for parks and gardens became a part of 
the growing interest in town planning. 
 
At the end of the nineteenth century two dominant ideologies of town planning 
developed.  In England Howard, Raymond Unwin and Barry Parker headed the 
Garden City movement, and in America Burnham and Charles Mulford Robinson 
headed the City Beautiful movement.  Conceived between 1880 and 1898 and 
building on the earlier social reform ideas of Robert Owen, Howard’s Garden City 
concept was based on strong social, economic and landscape aesthetic philosophies.  
Howard reflected on the relative attractions and disadvantages of town and country 
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living and sought to combine the two.  He emphasised the romantic aspects of the 
landscape and the importance of all people having access to the beauty and ‘fresh 
delights’ of the country, such as hedgerow, and woodland, and not merely the prim 
parks and gardens of the city.138  By establishing green belts of countryside between 
towns of a limited size, and linking them by rapid transport systems, he believed that 
the benefits of both town and country could be achieved.  Howard listed the benefits: 
 

Beauty of nature, social opportunity, fields and parks of easy access, low rents, high wages, 
low rates, plenty to do, low prices, no sweating, field for enterprise, flow of capital, pure air 
and water, good drainage, bright homes and gardens, no smoke, no slums, freedom, co-
operation.139 

 
In 1904 Unwin and Parker prepared a town plan for Letchworth using Howard’s 
principles.  Robert Freestone notes: ‘it proved that a relatively self-contained new 
community on communal land acquired by a private company at agricultural prices 
could be both practical and financially successful’.140  Garden City ideology inspired 
model suburbs in Australia such as Haberfield and Daceyville in Sydney.141  
 
By comparison, the City Beautiful was conceived primarily on appearance and order.  
The appearance of the city was vitally important to the economy.  Not only did it 
convey an impression of commercial success and confidence, it indicated stability, 
political order, civic pride and cultural development.  Drawing on classical traditions, 
particularly as demonstrated at the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago, Robinson 
pioneered American writing on the planning of cities, civic improvement and civic 
aesthetics.  His first book in 1901, The Improvement of Towns and Cities, or the 
Practical Basis of Civic Aesthetics, had an enthusiastic reception and was followed in 
1903 by Modern Civic Art or the City Made Beautiful.  This publication entered the 
collection of the Parliamentary Library in 1914.   Not only were appearance, form and 
function important, Robinson saw a social dimension, albeit in a patriarchal mode: 
 

Civic art is not an outgrowth of only fashion and large gifts … in a populous community the 
roots should reach down to the common people, to the people who have individually little 
money but who by the force of their numbers stamp the public taste and opinion, to those to 
whom the city’s care is ultimately committed. There can be no exclusiveness in civic art.142 

 
Whereas Robinson’s contribution to the City Beautiful ideal was largely general and 
theoretical, Burnham demonstrated the principles on specific sites.  Burnham’s 
planning successes at the Chicago Fair and Washington were sealed by his 
monumental plan for Chicago.  Completed in 1909 the Chicago plan and report were 
published in a large handsome volume with beautifully rendered plans and elevations.  
The lake edge was developed as a park complex featuring active and passive 
recreational opportunities, such as a yacht basin, and educational facilities, such as 
museums.143 
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The London Town Planning Conference of 1910, organised by the RIBA, was a 
landmark occasion and a forum to discuss town planning concepts.  Town planning 
was re-defined as ‘the art of laying-out either the nucleus of a new city or the 
extension of an existing one to the best advantage of its population, as regards 
economy, beauty and health, both now and in time to come’.144  In the session 
devoted to attempts at realising the ‘City of the Future’, Burnham read a paper on ‘A
city in the future under a democratic Government’.  In it he drew attention to the 
importance of preserving large spaces in and about the city for public recreation.  
Architects and planners from around the world, including fifteen Australasians
attended this con 145

 

, 
ference.    

                                                          

 
Not only were design theories on the conference agenda, so were the actual 
techniques of building cities.  Professor Adshead noted that the conference had 
attracted a large contingent of engineers and men who will eventually be responsible 
for carrying out the plans.  Adshead was concerned that there may be a 
misunderstanding that all open spaces in a city needed to be turned into gardens like 
Versailles or the Tuileries.  He noted the great difference between the public reserve 
and the town garden.  The public reserve outside the town could be left in a fairly wild 
state, parks belonging to a country mansion could be fenced around, and village 
greens and urban parks could be left as open space, a few carriage-drives, well-grown 
trees and some areas of ‘conventionality’.  The town garden, however, needed to be 
maintained at a high level.146 
 
Cost, responsibility and maintenance were also issues.  Mawson noted the commercial 
possibilities of parks and gardens and advocated the development of recreation spaces 
which would contribute towards the annual upkeep.  He suggested entirely closing 
parks on certain dates, such as annual festivals or fetes, and charging an entrance fee, 
and constructing lakes and securing a high rental for the right of letting out boats and 
skating.  He also suggested; ‘we lay out bowling greens and charge rentals for 
lockers; tennis lawns, and charge for the use of nets; we erect a bandstands, and draw 
revenue from the hire of chairs.’147 
 
Associated with the conference was a program of visits.  They included the 
experimental town developments of Port Sunlight, Bournville, Letchworth, 
Hampstead Garden Suburb, Regents Park, Bath, and the picturesque estates of 
Hatfield House and Hampton Court.148  These developments demonstrated the 
progressive nature of current British planning and design, the heritage of tradition and 
the continuing importance of landscape. 

 
144 Royal Institute of British Architects, Transactions of the Town Planning Conference, 10-15 October 
1910, RIBA, London, 1911, Preface page. 
145 Australasians listed as attending were; Harry Budden, New South Wales; T.G. Ellery, South 
Australia; A. Henderson, President Royal Victorian Institute of Architects; J.T. Hobbs, Honorary 
Secretary West Australian Institute of Architects; P.F. Hockings, Queensland; John Kirkpatrick, New 
South Wales; John Mitchell, New Zealand; W. Platts, Secretary New Zealand Institute of Architects; C 
A.S. Selmar, South Australia; H. Slatyer, New South Wales; John Sulman, New South Wales; Hartley 
Sutcliffe, Victoria; Joseph Sykes, New South Wales; H.W. Tompkins Victoria; and G.P.K. Young, 
West Australia. 
146 Ibid., p.463. 
147 Thomas Mawson, ‘Public Parks and Gardens: Their Design and Equipment’ in RIBA, op. cit., 
p.438. Mawson is listed as an honorary member of the RIBA, Lecturer in Landscape Design, School of 
Civic Design, Liverpool University. 
148 The Town Planning Review, Vol.1, October 1910, No.3, p.187. 
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An interest in town planning was evident in Australia well before the end of the 
nineteenth century.  The grid pattern of layout of cities was condemned by Australia 
authorities because of traffic congestion and the monotony it perpetrated.  In 1890 
John Sulman read a paper on ‘The Laying-out of Towns’ to the Australiasian 
Association for the Advancement of Science, at its Melbourne meeting.  
 

A typical Australian town is made up, like a chessboard, of a number of co-equal squares or 
rectangles. The chief merit of such a plan is its simplicity, and the case with which the work of 
the surveyor can be performed. The defects are, however, many, and it is a thousand pities that 
a work of such great importance to the future millions of Australia should be performed with 
so little thought and care. Unfortunately, the plans of most of our existing towns are fixed 
beyond the possibility of radical alteration, but there are many more yet to be located where 
now the gum-tree grows, and suburbs to be formed on sites at present innocent of the 
surveyor’s peg. In these, at least, we may avoid past errors, and make some attempt at a more 
rational system.149 

 
Sulman advocated the radial and concentric, or spider-web method of planning using 
the motto ‘convenience, utility and beauty’.  Using the examples of Karlsruhe in 
Germany and Washington in America, Sulman demonstrated a radial plan integrated 
with parks and gardens, however ornamental water was missing from the plan.  He 
later published these ideas in a series of articles in the Daily Telegraph in 1909 and 
showed his plan at the London town planning conference of 1910.   
 
In the various conventions leading up to Federation, the physical appearance of 
Australia’s future capital was debated.  The 1901 Congress of Engineers, Architects, 
Surveyors, and Others Interested in the Building of the Federal Capital of Australia, 
organised to coincide with the opening of the first federal parliament, was unanimous 
in its aspiration that the city should be ‘worthy of the nation’.  This opportunity 
excited members of the design and building professions, for although the concept of 
the city would be approved by politicians and financed by the public purse, it would 
require the design, planning, technical and construction knowledge and skills of 
architects, engineers, surveyors, scientists, horticulturists, landscape architects and 
others.  
 
 
 
2.7 LANDSCAPE MAKING AND THE PROFESSIONS 
 

It [the Garden City] will call for the very highest talents of engineers of all kinds, of architects, 
artists, medical men, experts in sanitation, landscape gardeners, agricultural experts, 
surveyors, builders, manufacturers, merchants and financiers.150 

 
Ebenezer Howard, writing in 1898, recognised the range of professionals needed to 
implement his Garden City ideal.  He believed his vision could be achieved by the 
enlightened and co-operative efforts of a range of professionals.  The art and science 
of town planning shared the interests and ideals of many fields with ‘links between 
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those worlds of biology, social reform, architecture, landscape gardening, and land 
reform’.151   
 
A new Federal city would require the combined efforts of many professional groups.  
In 1909 John Sulman, Australia’s highly respected architect and town planner, saw 
the building of this city as valorising its designers.  He believed that ‘a city on virgin 
soil, the capital and centre of an island continent, forming a fifth new division of the 
world, laid out in an age of sanitary reform, in the full tide of mechanical progress, 
should be an imperishable monument to the designers’.152  In making this statement 
Sulman reflected the confidence of the modern age in the abilities of elite 
professionals to solve the problems of the city.   
 
Other groups were also excited by the possibilities of a city designed to avoid the 
problems of the past.  These included the British Association for the Advancement of 
Science, the Australian Association for the Advancement of Science and the 
Australian Natives Association.  The consensus of such groups was that best 
professional advice should be objective, altruistic and untarnished with the desire for 
personal gain.  It should also be removed from political manipulation: 
 

The chosen elite, of course, had to be of one merit – measured by skill, energy, and most of 
all, altruistic devotion to the common weal. The professional, the expert, the technician, the 
bureaucrat; all had high rating in progressive values. Commissions made up of such people 
often appealed as the best mode of directing important enterprises, by-passing venal 
politicians.153  

 
 
The establishment of professional organisations in Australia was initially seen as 
offshoots of those formed in Britain.  However, Australian groups increasingly 
recognised the need to promote the specific interests of the Australian members and to 
maintain Australian standards.  Membership of some institutions acquired the status 
of authority and membership was often a requirement to practice.  They also provided 
technical information and access to a wide-range of local and overseas material such 
as journals, books, education, meetings, lectures, conferences and advice on study 
tours.154  At the end of the nineteenth century the main professions involved in design 
and building of cities were surveyors, engineers and architects.  Town planning and 
landscape architecture were still to emerge as recognised professions.   
 
Surveying, dealing with measuring and setting-out, came to be almost exclusively 
related to mapping and charting in Australia.  The surveyors-general occupied an 
important position in the colonial hierarchy because they were responsible for the 
comprehensive trigonometrical surveys that were needed to allow boundaries to be 
legally determined.  ‘They were practical men, part of a new professionalism 
generated outside both traditional guild structures and aristocratic, ecclesiastical or 
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university-based life.’155  In the twentieth century, particularly during the Second 
World War, the shortage of good maps for defence purposes placed an emphasis on 
the value of surveyors and resulted in the development of a Commonwealth program 
to undertake a geodetic survey to provide good mapping for the country.156  
 
The importance of trained surveyors was such that in 1837 a Surveyors Board was 
constituted to examine candidates applying for appointment as Assistant Surveyors in 
the Surveyor-General’s Department.  Most training was through a cadet 
draftsmanship in the Lands Department with some additional field experience.  Some 
gained their training by being articled to a private surveyor as a pupil and several 
formal part-time courses existed in the cities.  District Surveyor Charles Robert 
Scrivener, who would later be involved in selecting the Canberra site and 
recommending its opportunity to hold a body of ornamental water, joined the NSW 
Department of Lands as a cadet ‘geodetic computer’.  After passing the 
draughtsman’s examination he became a surveyor’s apprentice before passing the 
Surveyor’s Board examination to become a licensed surveyor.   
 
The engineering profession was well established before the end of the nineteenth 
century.  Formal instruction of engineers had begun in Europe in the eighteenth 
century, although in Britain, training was principally by apprenticeships in drawing 
offices or on engineering works.  The example of Paris’ grands travaux implemented 
under Haussmann from 1853 to 1869, demonstrated the high technical standard of 
engineers trained in the Ecole Polytechnique and the role they could play in the 
development of sanitary and efficient cities.  In 1852, the American Society of Civil 
Engineers was founded and at the beginning of the twentieth century American 
engineers became influential as city managers.  Engineers were not only concerned 
with planning the physical environment of the city, but also with its social order.157   
 
Engineering courses began at the University of Melbourne in 1861 and at the 
University of Sydney in 1883.  By 1900, largely through migration, there were 2000 
professional engineers in Australia.  Engineering specialisations included civil, 
mechanical, electrical and chemical engineering.  The establishment of the Australian 
Institute of Engineers combined the roles of accreditation, learned society and voice 
of the profession.158   
 
Architecture was traditionally closely associated with surveying and engineering.  In 
1861 the University of Melbourne provided a two-year course of training that gave a 
qualification as a surveyor; a further two years gave the qualification of an engineer 
after which a capable student could progress to architecture.159  In Britain, however, 
most architectural training was undertaken through an apprenticeship system.  In 
Europe the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris was the main teaching institution for 
architecture and in 1866 the Massachusetts Institute of Technology offered the first 
course in architecture in America.   
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The formation of the Institute of British Architects in 1834 consolidated the 
professional integrity of architecture in Britain.  In 1866 it received royal patronage as 
the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA).  It was ‘founded for facilitating the 
acquirement of architectural knowledge, for the promotion of the different branches of 
science connected with it, and for establishing an uniformity an respectability of 
practice in the profession’.160  The American Institute of Architects was founded in 
1857.  
 
Prosperity in Australia, particularly in Melbourne in the last two decades of the 
nineteenth century, brought streams of architects from Britain to the colonies to 
service the needs of city building.  Most were experienced and had a professional 
background of articled training.  Many were members of the RIBA, and some of them 
were of very high standing in their profession.  Sulman, who arrived in Sydney in 
1885, was one of these architects.161  When Sulman departed for Australia the 
President of the Architectural Association commented that the cloak of leadership of 
the profession in England had appeared to be cut to fit Sulman.162   
 
In Australia, where all major government building projects were the responsibility of 
government architects, a tension developed between government and private 
practitioners.  Private architects argued that they were excluded from large-scale 
projects that were funded by the public purse.  Working through their professional 
bodies they called for the design of government works to be open to competition.  The 
RIBA played a major role in drawing up competition codes and lobbied for architects 
to be in a majority on assessing panels and for clients to give an undertaking to give 
the work to the winner.   
 
Town planning was not recognised as a profession until the twentieth century 
although town planning, as a conscious form of urban design and layout, had a very 
long history of theory and practice.163  Concern for public health and civil 
disobedience precipitated its resurgence at the end of the nineteenth century, along 
with the need for trained city reformers and managers.164   
 
Sulman is credited with introducing town planning principles to Australia.  Trained in 
England as an architect and artist, he was impressed with the value of town planning 
after a visit to Paris in 1873.  In 1890 he delivered a paper to the Australian 
Association for the Advancement of Science on the layout of towns and his Daily 
Telegraph articles, pamphlets, and various articles on the Federal capital played a 
major role in educating the public.  He believed that it was the question of the Federal 
capital which aroused the attention of the public at large to the proper planning of 
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cities and towns and encouraged the formation of town planning associations in each 
of the states.165   
 
The imperial influence in town planning ideology was strong and was reinforced by 
the influential 1910 RIBA Town Planning Conference.  The previous year the 1909 
British Housing and Town Planning Act had defined town planning as ‘the concerted 
intervention by public authority in the development and subsequent use of urban 
land’.166  The Act laid the foundations of British town planning activity by allowing 
town planning authorities to draw up rudimentary building and land-use plans for 
proposed areas of development.  This Act emphasised the role of government in town 
planning. 
 
In 1914 the British Garden Cities and Town Planning Association, represented by 
Charles Reade, conduced a lecture tour of Australia.  He hoped that it would point the 
way towards ‘the planning and creation of truly splendid cities by the shores of the 
lonely Pacific’.167  Town planning was promoted with almost missionary zeal.  The 
influential British town planning journal, The Town Planning Review, declared: 
 

There is not the slightest doubt that Australasian towns and cities stand much in need of expert 
and up-to-date information on modern Town Planning in Europe today, and the proposal of 
the Garden Cities and Town Planning Association to equip and send out an emissary to 
Australia and New Zealand to deliver comprehensive lantern lectures would not only be a 
powerful stimulus, but warmly welcomed by the numerous municipal and government 
officers, architects, engineers and others whose thoughts are setting keenly towards such 
places as Letchworth and Hampstead Garden Suburb.168 

 
Landscape architecture became a recognised profession in America at the end of the 
nineteenth century, largely due to work conducted in the public domain.  Previously 
regarded as horticulture or gardening, landscape architecture was supported by a body 
of theory and practice with recent lineage from Kent, Brown and Repton in England, 
Alphand and Puckler-Muskau in Europe, and Downing, Olmsted, Vaux and H.W.S. 
Cleveland in America.169  In 1873 Cleveland wrote a definition for landscape 
architecture.  ‘Landscape Gardening or more properly Landscape Architecture is the 
art of arranging land so as to adapt it most conveniently, economically and gracefully, 
to any of the varied wants of civilization’.170  The American Society of Landscape 
Architects was formed in 1899 and the first professional education was established at 
Harvard in 1900.171  Eliot, president of the American Society of Landscape Architects 
in 1910, defined landscape architecture and its contribution to cities as: 
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Primarily a fine art, and as such its most important function is to create and preserve beauty in 
the surroundings of human habitations and in the broader natural scenery of the country; but it 
is also concerned with promoting the comfort, convenience and health of urban populations.172 

 
The title of Landscape Architect started to be used in the nineteenth century.  In 
America before the Civil War, Downing called his work Landscape Gardening.  
Olmsted and Vaux used the term Landscape Architect on their plan for Central Park 
in New York in 1858, and thereby established the title.  In Britain the terms Garden 
Architecture or Landscape Gardening were used until Patrick Geddes advertised his 
practice as, Landscape Architects, Park and Garden Designers in 1907.  Although the 
title of Landscape Architect was not common, Mawson adopted it in 1912 having 
previously used the term Park and Garden Architect.  Jellicoe regards the twentieth 
century British use of the title as deriving from the American usage.173   
 
The first textbook on landscape design and practice in America was published in 
1917.  In the preface to An Introduction to the Study of Landscape Design by Henry 
Vincent Hubbard and Theodora Kimball they noted the recent rapid growth of 
landscape architecture as an independent profession and that it originated from the 
older fields of architecture, engineering and horticulture.174  The book had the 
objective of enabling ‘a designer better to determine for himself the relations of the 
objects and ideas with which he is dealing’, and was an attempt to complement the 
predominance of utilitarian information derived from the fields of architecture, 
engineering and horticulture.  In the chapter titled ‘Theory of Landscape Design’ 
where the term ‘design’ was used to mean ‘the art or act of determining the character 
of an object so that it shall serve any predetermined purpose’, the authors regarded 
landscape architecture as a fine art.  Works were designed to be pleasing in 
appearance as well as serve some other useful purpose.  Aesthetics and utility were 
promoted as the dominant qualities to be considered.175   
 
By 1919 the definition of landscape architecture, as developed by the American 
Society of Landscape Architects, had expanded to make the urban focus of work more 
explicit:  
 

Landscape Architecture is the art of fitting land for human use and enjoyment. The Landscape 
Architect designs and advises regarding the arrangement, and directs the development, of land 
and objects upon it in connection with private grounds and gardens, institutions, public parks, 
playgrounds and squares, cemeteries, streets and parkways, residential communities, and 
problems of city and regional planing.176 

 
In Britain the foundations of the profession of Landscape Architecture grew from the 
work of landscape gardeners.  The evidence of their work, from the eighteenth 
century, was displayed in beautiful and picturesque estates and parks and has been 
discussed in the first part of this chapter.  Thomas Mawson, a professional landscape 
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gardener, brought a landscape vision to bear on the field of town planning.  He 
associated landscape design with civic art and aspired to create beauty in the city 
through a combination of nature and art.  Influenced by Brown, Price and Repton, 
Mawson saw the integration of landscape and town planning as a natural and artistic 
expression of the very highest order.177  In 1911 he published his influential Civic Art.  
 
In Australia the professional title of Landscape Architect was poorly understood.  
Although the work of landscape architects was appreciated, such as the work of 
Guilfoyle at Melbourne’s Botanic Gardens, there seemed to be difficulty in giving this 
work professional status.  Griffin used the title Landscape Architect on his 
competition entry for the federal capital.  However, during an interview on his arrival 
in Sydney, he was asked in a condescending manner, ‘Landscape work is another of 
your hobbies’?  Griffin replied: 
 

Yes, that is my line too. It is an art that is dragging along at the heels of architecture, but is 
coming into its own. I hold that a building ought not to be designed without studying the 
landscape features, and the proper relationship of one building to the other.178 
 

Griffin, whilst a student of architecture at the University of Illinois, had taken elective 
studies in horticulture, forestry and landscape gardening before graduating in 1899.  
In Chicago Griffin was part of Jenson’s Prairie Club, a group acquainting people with 
the beauty of the landscape surrounding Chicago.179  As well as having a diverse 
practice on his own, Griffin was employed in the office of Frank Lloyd Wright where 
he was considered Wright’s most important assistant.  Several of his works were 
landscape commissions.  In 1911 he married Marion Mahony, a colleague in Wright’s 
office and the first woman registered to practice architecture in Illinois, and entered 
the international competition for the design of the Federal Capital of Australia.180  
Griffin’s vision gave landscape a pre-eminent position that would require the skills of 
a landscape architect to implement. 
 
The title Landscape Architect was first used in a professional way in Australia when 
Erica Ball was engaged under the professional title by the Victorian Department of 
Public Works for projects involved with the 1956 Melbourne Olympic Games. Until 
the 1960s Burnley School of Horticulture, established in 1891 in Melbourne, was the 
only teaching institution in Australia providing education related to landscape 
architecture.  Burnley provided a two-year course leading to a gardening or nursery 
career.  Australians who wanted formal training to become landscape architects were 
required to travel overseas for their education, usually to Britain or America.  
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2.8 LAND AND POLITICS 
 

Within the area that is chosen, the Commonwealth should be the landlord or the proprietor of 
every square inch of private land.181 

 
Land ownership and associated issues of distribution, aggregation, sale and use of the 
resultant revenue were widely debated at the end of the nineteenth century.  Theories 
of land ownership expounded by Alfred Russell Wallace and John Stuart Mill in 
England, and Henry George in America combined with the social reform ideas of the 
American Edward Bellamy and Britain’s Ebenezer Howard.182  By developing the 
seat of Government on land owned by the Commonwealth, it was believed all 
Australians would derive the benefit and speculative corruption would be curbed. 
 
George’s books, Progress and Poverty, first published in 1879, and Social Problems, 
first published in 1883, had an enormous impact on world political thought and 
became essential reading among Australian land reformers.  George came to Australia 
in 1890 to give a popular series of seminars and lectures around the colonies.  His 
ideas wielded considerable influence among progressives and reformers and his 
followers were called Single Taxers.183 
 
George’s theory was that rent paid on the unimproved capital value of the land would 
be sufficient for the ordinary needs of government and could even leave a surplus for 
the common good.  He claimed that this taxation would be the only taxation 
necessary.  Alfred Deakin supported George’s single tax philosophy and Walter 
Burley Griffin claimed that he had been an ardent supporter of Henry George from his 
reading of Social Problems when he was fourteen.184  
 
The idea of the Commonwealth Government owning its own land formed over time.  
At the 1891 Federal Convention the place of meeting for the Federal Parliament was 
discussed in unspecified terms.  It was suggested that Parliament move from state 
capital to state capital.  However, this was ruled out as unmanageable as it had been 
tried unsuccessfully by the United States Congress prior to 1800, and in Canada 
before 1858.185  Land owned by the people was an idea with strong appeal, 
particularly with the followers of George.  The seat of Government on sovereign land 
owned by the people of Australia, with only leasehold land in the new city, would 
avoid the social and economic pitfalls of land speculation 
 
At the 1897-98 Federal Convention the location of the new city was again discussed.  
It was unresolved as to whether to specify a location or leave it to the new Federal 
Parliament to decide.  However, antagonism between the two most populous colonies 
of New South Wales and Victoria was such that neither cities of Sydney nor 
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Melbourne could be considered for the honour.  All states agreed that they would 
make Crown land available to the Commonwealth with additional land being released 
for Commonwealth acquisition if requested.  
 
Rural and urban locations were suggested.  The cost of acquiring land certainly 
favoured rural sites remote from existing cities.  For rural supporters the idea of 
remoteness of the Federal capital from other cities was also an opportunity to start 
anew and follow Howard’s idea of a decentralised city in a rural environment.186  
Others found the prospect of a remote inland site anathema.  They believed that the 
Federal Parliament should not be removed from the centres of population since direct 
access was seen as necessary for democratic control.  
 
Security, especially from aggressive naval powers, also needed consideration.  It 
meant that the new city should be sited inland, but with access to a port.  In 
recommending the Canberra site Surveyor Scrivener reflected contemporary wisdom 
on the conduct of war: 
 

A city could be located at Canberra that would be visible on approach for many miles ... The 
Capital would probably lie in an amphitheatre of hills ... and in the immediate vicinity of the 
Capital, there are large areas of gently undulating country that would be suitable for the 
evolution of large bodies of troops.187 

 
Climate was also a factor supported by eugenic principles.  A healthy environment 
was regarded as important in breeding a healthy race.188  The focus on climate was 
sometimes treated in a jocular way.  When the third session of the Convention was 
held in sweltering heat in Melbourne it encouraged thoughts of a site with a cool 
climate for comfort reasons.  Sir John Forrest, Premier of Western Australia, hoped 
for ‘a new city erected in some suitable place where we could all go in summer.  It 
ought to be a cool place; indeed the coolest place in Australia’.189   
 
The size of territory was also debated.  The United States Constitution provided ten 
square miles for the seat of Government, but this was only adequate for a city area.  
The unpredictable character of Australian rainfall and long lines of communication 
favoured the idea of a self-contained and self-supporting district comprising its own 
rural areas and water supply.  As a consequence of these considerations an area of 100 
square miles minimum was inserted into the Constitution.190 
 
With no agreement being reached regarding the location of the city, the 1898 
referendum for the Constitution was written with a general statement regarding 
Parliament’s meeting place.  NSW rejected the referendum.  For the voters of NSW 
the issue of location was so importanr that the very acceptance of the Constitution Bill 
hinged on it.  At a special Premiers’ Conference in January 1899 an amended 
Constitution made provision for the seat of Government to be in NSW, but at least 
100 miles from Sydney. This distance limitation meant that Sydney did not take the 
honour, but placed it within the bounds of the mother colony.  The price of the 
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compromise was that Parliament would meet at Melbourne until it could meet at the 
seat of Government.191   
 
 
 
2.9 A LANDSCAPE VISION FOR AUSTRALIA’S FEDERAL CAPITAL 
 
Landscape as an idea informed people with regard to the visual and functional 
arrangements of natural and human phenomena on the land.  Over the nineteenth 
century, particularly under the influence of romanticism in art and literature, the idea 
of landscape became part of the aesthetic and moral high ground of international 
discourse.  Natural, wild and rural landscapes were widely appreciated and attempts 
were made to incorporate the values of these landscapes into cities for the benefit of 
urban populations.  In the purposeful design of urban landscapes both picturesque and 
classical design styles were appreciated and ornamental water became an important 
element in any design composition. 
 
The idea of landscape also provided a vehicle to express national ambitions and 
democratic aspirations.  By the end of the nineteenth century Australian painters, 
poets and writers had exploited and expanded the idea of landscape to become a 
symbol of national identity and an expression of national pride.   
 
Within Australia’s complex climatic and geographical environment and aspirations 
for progress the control of water implied control of the landscape.  Advances in 
science and technology provided confidence in the ability to harvest and harness 
water resources for regional development and urban use.  Surveyors and engineers 
appraised Australia’s capacity for development in optimistic terms and dams and 
large-scale irrigation proposals were promoted. 
 
The continuing unchecked and rapid growth of Australian coastal towns, and the 
political and economic need to promote inland development, turned attention to the 
new art and science of town planning.  As a form of physical determinism, town 
planning was seen as providing the framework that would enable society to progress.  
Architects and engineers promoted the ascendancy of their professional skills in the 
field of town planning, although acknowledging the need for inputs from other 
professional groups.  The town planning abilities of landscape architects, although 
well demonstrated in America and Britain, were subservient to the professions of 
architecture, engineering and, later, town planning in its own right.  The increasing 
expertise, skill and knowledge of all of the professions were reflected in a rapid 
growth of professional organisations and professional publications, both nationally 
and internationally.   
 
Over the second half of the nineteenth century cities around the world, including 
Australia’s colonial capitals, embarked on projects to beautify their cities through 
landscape.  Parks, gardens, tree-lined streets, river embankments, ornamental lakes 
and fountains not only improved the appearance of the city and provided recreational 
opportunities for all classes of people, but they also reflected the power and status of 
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the city.  As part of a growing international interest, the theory and practice of these 
projects were analysed and evaluated and new projects were planned.  The 
widespread availability of publications, images and access to travel facilitated the 
spread of ideas and a growth in professional confidence.192   
 
In recognition of the social and political transformations of the nineteenth century the 
new Australian Federation aspired to reflect principles of equality and democracy 
through its political institutions, including the establishment of its own seat of 
Government.  British Prime Minister Joseph Chamberlain, along with American 
President Theodore Roosevelt, was inspired by the ideology of modernity.  
Chamberlain’s ‘vision of empire – healthy united and vibrant’, resonated with the 
fathers of Federation, particularly Alfred Deakin and Edmund Barton.193  They 
believed that a new Federal City could be built to demonstrate the national ideals of 
equality, beauty, health and utility.  Moreover, these ideals would reflect the best of 
imperial, colonial, national and international perceptions and practice. 
 
The idea of landscape infused these aspirations.  The culture of landscape provided a 
storehouse of theoretical and practical ideas and built examples.  Water was an 
integral part of this culture.  The reality of the Australian climate, that Australia was 
the driest continent with an unpredictable rainfall, did not deter the optimistic belief 
that water could be harvested and utilised in a manner similar to Britain, Europe and 
America.  The vision of a new city beautified by landscape and water became the 
objective. 
 
A city on land owned by the Australian people became the objective of many that 
were concerned with the iniquities of land speculation.  With land owned by the 
Commonwealth, the Federal Government, through its democratic Parliament, would 
oversee the development of the city.  Although costs were not clearly understood 
there was an optimistic view that Australia was capable of achieving the economic 
success that would sustain the building of the new city. 
 
The professions, including town planning, surveying, engineering, architecture and 
landscape architecture, rallied to the task.  Ideas emanating from the new field of town 
planning provided systems of organisation that would enable the combination of 
beauty and utility with social objectives.  Technological developments, both in 
Australia and around the world, helped support the idea that the building of a new, 
modern and efficient city could be achieved.   
 
Although landscape architecture, the profession specialised in designing and building 
the landscape, was in its nascent form, architects, engineers, horticulturists and others 
with a general understanding of design aspects of the built environment, initially 
assumed the required roles.  However Griffin, who used the professional title of 
Landscape Architect, showed that there was little understanding of the potential of the 
profession in Australia at that time. 
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For the new Federal Government the task of building a new city beautified by 
landscape and water was complex.  Not only did it have to placate the professional 
lobby group, but also it needed to understand the implications of new developments in 
science and technology and the special characteristics of the Australian landscape and 
climate.  Perhaps more importantly it had to respond to the political and bureaucratic 
realities of democratic government. 
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3.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

The seat of Government of the Commonwealth shall be determined by the Parliament, and shall 
be within territory which shall have been granted to or acquired by the Commonwealth, and shall 
be vested in and belong to the Commonwealth, and shall be in the state of New South Wales, 
and be distant not less than one hundred miles from Sydney. Such territory shall contain an area 
of not less than one hundred square miles, and such portion thereof as shall consist of Crown 
Lands shall be granted to the Commonwealth without any payment therefor. The Parliament 
shall sit at Melbourne until it meet at the seat of Government.1 

 
The Australian Constitution required Parliament to establish its seat of Government 
some distance from Sydney in order to limit Sydney’s sphere of influence.  This 
condition placed, what was understood to be, a new city within a rural landscape, 
colloquially called the bush.  The physical form of the Federal city and its setting 
became the subject of considerable speculation, although it was generally agreed that 
the city should ‘be the admiration not only of the present but of future generations’.2  
The cultured and progressive vision was of a beautiful city in a picturesque landscape 
setting enhanced by water.   
 
Following elections in March 1901 the new Commonwealth Parliament met for the first 
time on 9 May in Melbourne.  Prime Minister Edmund Barton led the Protectionist 
Party with the Free Traders and the Labor Party in opposition.  Although no one party 
had any clear-cut policy on matters affecting the new capital city, all parties supported 
the principle of a Federal territory owned by the Commonwealth that would become a 
source of its own income.  A leasehold system of land tenure was generally accepted, 
although doubts were cast about its long-term success.  It was argued that although the 
cost of building the city would eventually be financed through the collection of land 
rents, initial Commonwealth funding would be required.  It was anticipated that the city 
would be built quickly and for a modest outlay.  Parliament also generally supported the 
idea that the territory should be considerably larger in area than the 100 square miles 
minimum of Section 125 of the Constitution.3  
 
Responsibility for the seat of Government ultimately lay with the Prime Minister of the 
day on the advice of the Minister for Home Affairs through his department.4  However, 
the personal interest and patronage of the Prime Minister and the commitment and 
organisational skills of the responsible Minister were essential to keep the project on the 
Government’s agenda.  Frequent changes of government impeded uniform progress.  
The structure of the body that would enable the work to progress was also subject to 
change.  Various boards, committees and commissions were established at different 
times to advise the minister and his department and oversee the development of the city. 
 
Cabinet needed to approve the funding of projects before the budget was presented to 
the House of Representatives for annual appropriation.  It was scrutinised by both 

                                                           
1 Section 125 of the Constitution to constitute the Commonwealth of Australia. In 1904 the land area was 
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Houses.  Projects in excess of £25,000 were referred to a Parliamentary Committee on 
Public Works from 1913 onwards.  These inquiries regulated and controlled the nature 
and progress of works.  Although the annual budget process constrained large projects 
that extended over the period of one year, it was hoped that a system of ‘revotes’ would 
allow major projects to be undertaken.  However, the process was subject to political 
expediency and economic fluctuations and there were continual difficulties in planning 
for continuity in major works with this form of funding arrangement.   
 
Various Commonwealth departments were responsible for government building and 
infrastructure development within the Federal territory.  With the Department of Works 
as the dominant department, the departments were largely derived from the equivalent 
colonial departments of works, railways, water and telecommunications.  Different 
departments were responsible for different types of work and, with no formal 
mechanism for them to coordinate their work, they tended to work in isolation.  Mostly 
day labour was employed.5 
 
Public servants were regarded as a professional class.  They gained entry by 
examination, were committed to a bureaucratic structure and followed public service 
procedures and directions delivered in a hierarchical manner.  Although staffed by 
committed public officers who took their duties seriously, their experience was 
generally that of discrete projects.  Private consultants were sometimes used for large 
projects and state and other government departments were expected to provide 
assistance when requested. 
 
Although Australia had a progressive approach to national development, building an 
entire city was beyond the range of experience of any one government department.  
However, with knowledge and skill in the field of town planning increasing, there was 
optimism that such a complex building project that would require an integrated 
approach and different management structures could be achieved.  Between 1913 and 
1916 every capital city in Australia established a town planning association and in 1917 
the first Australian Town Planning Conference was held in Adelaide.  In seeking 
support for the formation of the NSW Town Planning Association George Taylor 
suggested that the objects of the association would be: 
 

To advocate proper planning in Australian Cities and Towns; Modern Building legislation; 
Efficient Municipal Government; Up-to-date Water, Sewerage and Lighting Services; to watch 
Federal City development and other matters in keeping with the objects of this Association.6 

 
Many professional groups including architects, engineers, surveyors, town planners and 
landscape architects were excited by, and embraced, recent advances in science and 
technology.  Theories of town planning informed the possibilities.  Public places, radial 
tree lined avenues, picturesque parks and ornamental water were promoted as evidence 
of cultural progress and civic pride.7  Unfortunately, some town planning proposals 
failed to achieve their objectives when undertaken in isolation and provided little more 
than town decoration.  Piecemeal projects tended to rely on physical layout, 
technological development and civic aesthetics rather than a broader consideration of 
the functioning of the city as a whole and the needs of social reform.8  
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Suburbs. 
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Severe droughts at the turn of the century stimulated interest in water harvesting 
projects such as the large-scale engineering works of Burrinjuck Dam and the 
Murrumbidgee irrigation scheme.9  Over the previous decade engineers had 
demonstrated that dam building had been generally successful and overseas projects 
were making significant advances.  Hydraulic, electrical and sanitary engineers were 
also regarded as progressive and modern and they were able to justify their vision in 
social, economic and political terms.  In 1913, Griffin regarded the skills of engineers as 
well in advance of those of the architect.10   
 
The integration of landscape and city was generally accepted as necessary, not only to 
beautify the city, but in terms of social reform and individual freedom.  Public parks and 
tree-lined streets in progressive cities around the world provided examples, alongside 
Guilfoyle’s successful development of Melbourne Botanic Gardens.  The potential of 
Garden City principles to reform the city also reinforced the idea of landscape as a 
necessary aspect of the city and strengthened the role of the landscape architect in 
providing the service. 
 
The Minister for Home Affairs, King O’Malley, promised in 1910 that ‘the Federal 
Capital shall be a Model City designed in accordance with the most modern ideas of 
town planning, embracing those distinctive features which are requisite to place this - 
the Capital City of the Commonwealth of Australia in the forefront of all Cities’.  He 
agreed that these ‘modern ideas of town planning’ would come from an international 
competition, be located at a site that had taken years of investigation and argument to 
determine and that the site would accommodate ornamental water.11  
 
 
 
3.2 THE SEARCH FOR A SUITABLE SITE: 1899-1908 
 

Until the site is decided upon it is largely useless to talk much concerning the details of laying 
out and arrangement of buildings.12 

 
The New South Wales Government appointed a Royal Commission in November 1899 
to search for a suitable site for the Federal capital following the passing of the NSW 
Federal Referendum on 20 June 1899.13  The NSW colonial governor, Earl Beauchamp, 
called upon Alexander Oliver ‘to make full enquiries as to the suitability for the seat of 
government of the Commonwealth of Australia of such tracts or areas as you may be 
invited to consider’.14  This commission came on the recommendation of the Premier of 
NSW, William Lyne.  Oliver was 67 years old and a respected figure in Australia.  He 
was cultured, progressive, well educated, widely traveled and a close friend and 
correspondent of many of the leading figures of the time, including John Sulman and 

                                                           
9 Geoffrey Bolton, Spoils and Spoilers, Allen and Unwin, Sydney, 1981, pp.31-32. 
10 Walter Burley Griffin, ‘Town Planning and its Architectural Essentials’, Building, October 11 1913, 
p.52. 
11 NAA: A110 FC12/4133. 7 June 1912. 
12 Sydney Jones, ‘Some Thoughts Concerning the Federal City’, Proceedings at the Congress of 
Engineers, Architects, Surveyors, and Others Interested in the Building of the Federal Capital of 
Australia, J.C. Stephens Printer, Melbourne, 1901, p.22. 
13 On 5 July 1900 a British Act of Parliament was passed with Royal assent four days later. The Act was 
to take effect on 1 January 1901 whereby the collection of self-governing British colonies of Australia 
would unite as one Federal Commonwealth under the British Crown.  
14 Roger Pegrum, The Bush Capital, Hale and Iremonger, Sydney,1983, p.46. 
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George Taylor.  In his capacity as president of the Land Appeal Court Oliver had 
experience dealing with questions of land tenure and water rights.15 
 
Oliver inspected twenty-three of the sites and held public inquiries at fourteen locations.  
He approached the task in an objective, scientific way and selected twelve criteria on 
which to judge each location.  Criteria included: accessibility from the various capital 
cities; means of communication; climate; topography; water supply (for a population of 
at least 40,000 people); drainage; soil; building materials; fuel; general suitability of site 
(including picturesqueness); and cost.  Port access was to be available and land was to 
become the property of the Commonwealth.  Oliver evaluated sites rigorously against 
these criteria and noted the availability of water for both utilitarian and ornamental 
purposes.   
 
The Canberra area was one of forty-five different sites submitted for consideration.  
Oliver made a preliminary visit to Queanbeyan on 2 November 1899, met a local 
committee and toured the sites.  He visited Duntroon and then moved on to Bungendore 
where he inspected another proposed location at Lake George.  Oliver returned for an 
intensive investigation at the Queanbeyan Courthouse on 11 June 1900 at which 
members of the public presented their arguments and were cross-examined by Oliver.16   
 
During the period of the enquiry NSW was entering a severe drought.  This put 
particular emphasis on the need for a reliable water supply.  Surveyor Charles Robert 
Scrivener was Oliver’s guide for the investigation near Dalgety.  Scrivener’s 
knowledge, skill and wisdom undoubtedly influenced Oliver in his recommendation that 
territory boundaries should be related to water catchments.17  Oliver also considered as 
indispensable, a bracing, recuperative climate and: 
 

Sufficient expanse of rolling down country facing eastward, free from severe gradients on the 
one hand, and from the monotony of large flat surfaces on the other, with a mountain 
background, and as many as possible of the adjuncts of an elevated plateau flanked by hills. 
Depressions should be avoided, or converted into artificial lakes, for which purpose the 
command of an ample water-supply would be invaluable.18  

 
Oliver concluded that any one of three sites would be suitable; Orange, also known as 
Canobolas, in the northern tableland district, Bombala-Eden in the southern Monaro 
district, and Yass.  Although he rejected the Canberra site it was contained within the 
enlarged Yass site.  Oliver’s preference for the Federal capital at Bombala with sea 
access at Eden was undoubtedly influenced by the abundance of the Snowy River flow 
even during severe drought, and also in having regard to the future rather than the initial 
requirements of the Commonwealth.  His recommendations were tabled in the NSW 
Legislative Assembly on 26 October 1900. 
 
The choice of Bombala was not popular outside NSW.  As noted by Pegrum: ‘It did not 
escape some observers that the Constitution said quite clearly that the selection was to 
be made by the future Parliament and not by the people or the Government of New 
South Wales’.19  Not only politicians, but also professional groups who felt excluded by 
                                                           
15 M.F. Hardie, ‘Oliver, Alexander (1832-1904)’ in Geoffrey Serle, (ed), Australian Dictionary of 
Biography, University of Melbourne Press, Victoria, 1996, Vol 10, p.362. 
16 Errol Lea-Scarlett, Queanbeyan, District and People, Queanbeyan Municipal Council, Queanbeyan, 
1968, p.150. Pegrum, op. cit., p.47. 
17 Terry Birtles, ‘Scrivener’s Ideas and Mapping Surveys for an Australian Capital City’, in Cartography, 
Vol.17, No.2, December 1988, p.16. 
18 Wigmore, op. cit., p.27. 
19 Pegrum, op. cit., p.59. 
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the process, sought to review Oliver’s choice.  Lyne saw the opportunity to promote his 
own electorate, the seat of Hume, as did Austin Chapman with his seat of Eden-
Monaro.20   
 
For professional groups the opening of the first Parliament in Melbourne in May 1901 
provided a unique opportunity to meet, speak with a unified voice and lobby politicians.  
The Congress of Engineers, Architects, Surveyors and Members of Allied Professions 
brought together the most well-respected and distinguished professionals from around 
Australia to discuss the laying out and building of the Federal Capital.  Essential 
features of the site were discussed.  The first consideration was the necessity of an 
abundant water supply for domestic water, sanitary services, and for ‘the creation of 
artificial lakes and the maintenance of public gardens, fountains etceteras’.21  Secondly, 
the site must possess favourable climatic conditions.  The third consideration was the 
site itself and the requirement for suitable topological features, soil and sub-soil 
conditions and an ability to provide building materials.  Finally, the site needed to be 
equally accessible from existing capitals.  A proposal for a capital city on the shores of 
Lake George was given form by artist Robert Coulter, who showed terraces of classical 
buildings stepping up in the irregular manner of an Italian hill town, to a monumental 
white and gleaming Parliament House.  (See figure 3.1)  To obtain a design for the city, 
the Congress recommended a competition and that: 
 

It is important that the Federal Capital should be laid out in the most perfect manner possible, 
and that, to avoid the mistakes made in many cities of spoiling the plan by utilizing existing 
buildings, it is desirable that in any site obtained, all obstructions be removed that would in any 
way prevent the adoption of the most perfect design.22 

 
Aside from the Congress, other schematic plans were developed.  Oliver, drawing on 
his experience of the 1899 Inquiry into Federal Capital Sites, produced a rough city plan 
based on the ‘radiation principle’ with ‘radiating avenues leading to and from the 
Parliament building in the centre’.23  Although diagrammatic, he set the buildings in 
parklands containing ornamental water bodies.  (See figure 3.2) 
 
The Congress agreed that professional input was needed to locate and build the ideal 
city.  They concluded that in order to gain advice independent of political interest, 
unlike Oliver’s enquiry which was seen to be motivated by NSW Government interest, 
the federal Government should form a Commission with representatives of the 
professions.  This commission would be briefed to investigate and report fully on the 
merits of sites deemed suitable for the purpose.  Continuing representation from 
Congress members and Federal Capital Leagues promoting their districts prompted 
Minister for Home Affairs, Lyne, to arrange for members and senators to see for 
themselves.  Fifteen sites were visited over 1902.24 
 
In 1903, on Lyne’s recommendation, a Royal Commission to inquire into and examine 
the sites proposed for the seat of Government was appointed.25  Its four Commissioners 
were men of standing in their respective professions and represented different states.  
John Kirkpatrick, a successful and prosperous Sydney architect, was elected Chairman.  

                                                           
20 Ibid., op. cit., pp.66-67. 
21 Proceedings, 1901, op. cit., p.7. 
22 Ibid., p.7. 
23 Ibid., p.12.  
24 Pegrum, op. cit., p.74. 
25 The Commission was dated 14 January 1903. The sites included Albury, Armidale, Bombala, Lake 
George, Orange (including Bathurst and Lyndhurst) and Tumut. 
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Charles Henry Stanley, an engineer from Queensland, had recently retired as Chief 
Engineer of Railways for the State.  Graham Stewart, from South Australia, was the 
Superintending Surveyor in the Department of the Engineer-in-Chief.  Arthur William 
Howitt was a magistrate from Victoria, widely published in the areas of petrology and 
flora of the Gippsland district, although his claim to fame was for leading the expedition 
to search for explorers Bourke and Wills.26 
 
Approaching the task in a thoroughly objective and scientific manner the 1903 
Commission set down the main features of an ideal water supply for a large city.  They 
included: a good reliable rainfall yielding a supply sufficient for all requirements 
(calculated for a population of 50,000); a mountain catchment free from settlement and 
intersected by perennial streams of good water; suitable storage locations; and sufficient 
elevation to allow for a gravitation method of supply.  All sites were assessed for their 
ability to supply water and contain an ornamental lake.  Scrivener was involved in 
providing information for these assessments.  Figure 3.3  shows Scrivener’s location of 
an ornamental lake at Gadera and demonstrates the principle of damming the river at a 
suitable location and allowing a lake to form to the natural contours of the site. 
 
The Commission inspected twenty-five locations and reported on 16 July 1903 that they 
recommended Albury and Tumut.  Following a late submission they also investigated 
Dalgety, which they rated highly in their supplementary report of 4 August 1903.27  
From these investigations, Dalgety became the preferred site.  The final report, made to 
the new Deakin Government, acknowledged the assistance of engineers and surveyors 
on loan from NSW Government Departments.28  
 
During the 1903 investigations of the Lake George site for the federal capital, the idea 
of a great lake was suggested.  It would be created from a dam at the junction of the 
Murrumbidgee and the Molonglo Rivers, which would also create a sufficient head of 
water to supply electrical power for the city.  It was even suggested that water could be 
pumped from the Murrumbidgee River as an alternative supply of drinking water and as 
a means of maintaining the level of Lake George in times of drought.  This idea of 
diverting water to Lake George had already been raised in the early 1880’s as one of the 
many schemes for utilising the water resources of the Snowy Mountains area.29   
 
As with Oliver’s Commission, the 1903 Commission recommended a larger territory 
than the 100 square miles prescribed by the Constitution.  For several months over the 
winter of 1904 Scrivener and an assistant prepared accurate contour maps in the Dalgety 
region.  His reports provided vital information for the Commonwealth Government.  On 
15 August 1904 it was decided that the seat of Government should be within 17 miles of 
Dalgety in the south-eastern area of NSW with an area of not less than 900 square miles 
and with access to the sea.  Compensation of land payable by the Commonwealth would 
be the valuation of the land on 1 October 1904.  

                                                           
26 Pegrum, op. cit., pp.79-84. 
27 Drought engulfed south-eastern Australia at this time. Surveyor Scrivener had previously guided Oliver 
to Buckley’s Crossing (Dalgety) where there was an assured water supply. Scrivener drew attention to the 
possibility of cheap hydro-electric power generation at Jindabyne. 
28 Acknowledgement was made of the contribution of T. Pridham of the Water Supply and Sewerage 
Branch, Public Works Department, New South Wales who was attached to the Commission as Assistant 
Engineer, and the assistance of District-Surveyors Crouch, Sheaffe, Conolly and Chapman and Staff-
Surveyors Hogarth, Nowland, Steane, Orr and Chesterman. Although Scrivener was also involved he was 
not specifically mentioned. 
29 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Papers, 1903: Report on Sites for the Seat of Government, 
Report No. 23. 
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In 1904 the new Prime Minister, George Reid, started negotiations with the Premier of 
NSW, Joseph Carruthers.  Scrivener continued to mark out prospective territorial 
boundaries but, on his own initiative, added the Snowy River watershed including 
Mount Kosciusko, an additional 1550 square miles.  Carruthers was furious and 
withdrew the offer of the Dalgety site threatening High Court action if a single 
Commonwealth survey-peg was driven into NSW soil.30  Carruthers even threatened 
secession from the Commonwealth if the selection of Dalgety was maintained.  The 
press highlighted federal-state-state antagonism as an issue by suggesting that the 
reason for the rejection of Dalgety was because it was too close to the Victorian border.  
 
In 1905, with Deakin again Prime Minister, the whole idea of the Federal city came 
under critical review.  Deakin doubted whether it would ever be a great city, no matter 
where it was situated.  Minister for Home Affairs, Littleton Groom, in an attempt to 
restart negotiations, suggested the Prime Minister request a report of overseas 
developments from a senior Public Works official.31  
 
Joseph Davis, Under-Secretary and Consulting Engineer to the NSW Department of 
Public Works, was commissioned to assemble information during his overseas trip 
which would be useful in establishing the Federal capital.  Davis’ report highlighted the 
importance of water in creating a beautiful city.  He regarded his information from 
Paris, London, Washington and Ottawa as the most useful and presented a report to the 
Minister for Home Affairs in 1906.  From Paris he brought the advice of Engineer-in-
Chief, Leon Boreaux: 
 

The site should be fixed, if possible, on the bank of a river if a really picturesque and fine city 
was desired, and he could not conceive a satisfactory result, unless there was a large quantity of 
water as a feature of the city. ... Versailles was instanced as a case where water was taken to the 
city at enormous cost, but the result was most disappointing, and it never could have been a 
really fine city, as it was not on a river. Owing to the millions spent it was attractive, and in 
many respects beautiful, but it lacked the chief element- the water. ... Karlesruhe was modelled 
on the Versailles lines, but that city had the same defect as Versailles. ... Parks should be 
numerous and these should have large sheets of water, artificial or otherwise.32 

 
In London Davis was advised by the Superintending Architect that ‘the intersection of a 
site by a river would not necessarily interfere with the laying out on the radiating plan, 
as the main avenues could be connected by bridges.  In Paris and Berlin the radiating 
design has not been injuriously affected by the passage through those cities of the rivers 
Seine and Spree.  Adequate provision should be made for Parks ... in London there are 
4,953 acres of parks or similar open spaces’.33  Of Washington, Davis wrote: 
 

It was laid out originally with parks as settings for public buildings, and its broad avenues are 
arranged so as to enhance the effect of these national structures. The squares at the intersection 
of its thoroughfares are reserved as sites for memorials for its public men. The Mall, which 
extends from the Capitol to the White House, was intended to connect these two buildings and 
also provide sites for public buildings which flank its sides. ... In 1894 the Government vested 
the control of the Federal area in three Commissioners, appointed by the President of the United 

                                                           
30 Birtles, op. cit., p.19. 
31 David Carment, ‘Groom, Littleton Ernest (1867-1936)’ in Bede Nairn and Geoffrey Serle (eds), 
Australian Dictionary of Biography, University of Melbourne Press, Victoria, 1996, Vol. 9. Groom, a 
lawyer from Queensland was Minister for Home Affairs from 1905-06 in the Deakin Government before 
becoming Attorney-General. He later became Minister for Works and Railways from 1918-21 in the 
Hughes Government. 
32 NAA: A100 A1907/238. ‘Information Relating to Federal Capital City’, 31 December 1906, pp.5-6. 
33 Ibid., p.12. 
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States. This form of government of the Federal area has continued from that time to the 
present.34 

 
The Federal Government was not alone in its attempts to restart negotiations.  In 1906 
the NSW Government also started investigations.  Scrivener was appointed to determine 
the most suitable territory of the prescribed size in the preferred districts of Premier 
Carruthers.  These were Yass-Canberra, Mahkoolma near Burrunjuck, Yass, Canberra, 
Gundaroo, sites about Hall, and Bungendore-Lake George.  
 
Scrivener had been involved for over six years in the search for the Federal capital site 
and had surveyed large areas of the state.  He had been asked to use five criteria to make 
his assessment.  These included topographical characteristics as necessary, including a 
commanding position, undulating land suitable for building purposes, extensive views 
and the potential for picturesqueness.  He also considered ease of access to Sydney and 
Melbourne and through them the other capital cities.  The other two criteria were 
drainage that would provide for a perfect system of sanitation and the ability of the site 
to include the catchment area of the water supply for the use of the city and for the 
creation of large bodies of ornamental water, criteria that supported a highland location.  
Scrivener noted: 
 

If the city is to be beautified by water conservation, and that is almost essential, and certainly 
eminently desirable, then it should be by means of streams within the Federal territory, and 
under the control of the Commonwealth Government.35 

 
The Mahkoolma site was regarded as having difficulty with sewage disposal, requiring 
an expensive water supply, possessing a restricted area of undulating land and having 
limited outlook.  Yass possessed the required landform and access to the Main Southern 
Railway, but its proximity to [Barren Jack] Reservoir would be likely to compromise 
the purity of that water source for downstream towns and the cost of water supply 
would also be expensive.  Scrivener also noted that the Yass River at Yass did not allow 
for the storage of any large quantity of water for ornamental purposes.  At Gundaroo the 
Yass River cut a deep channel through the valley but ‘difficulty would be experienced 
in securing near the site suitable foundation for the weir to impound water for 
ornamental purposes’.36  Scrivener dismissed the Gundaroo site.  Sites about Hall, 
although having a good outlook to the western ranges, was exposed to westerly winds 
and other sites had more advantages.   
 
However, Scrivener regarded Bungendore-Lake George as occupying a unique position 
with the dominant feature of Lake George.  The only problem was that the last time the 
Lake had been full was in 1895 and there had been abnormally dry seasons since then.  
There was even a suggestion ‘that the Molonglo River should be diverted by means of a 
tunnel and open cutting, in order that the lake might be maintained at a constant 
level’.37  Scrivener regarded that this source of water could also be problematic: 

                                                          

 
The scheme would be costly and would I consider be a great waste of water merely for scenic 
effect, and this water might be much more usefully employed in a State deficient in rivers, while 

 
34 Ibid., pp.36, 40-41. 
35 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Papers, 1909: Federal Capital: Proposed Site at Yass-
Canberra, ‘Report Upon Sites Within the Yass-Canberra District’, 25 February 1909, from Mr District 
Surveyor Scrivener to the Minister for Home-Affairs, p.7. 
36 ibid., p.8. 
37 ibid., p.9. 
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in other localities the effect of a considerable body of water can be obtained at less cost with 
much less waste and amid better surroundings.’38 

 
The Molonglo River, which was also fed by the Queanbeyan River, intersected the 
Canberra site.  The river passed between low banks allowing easy approach to the river, 
but this condition meant that during periods of heavy rainfall floodwaters would cover 
an area almost a mile wide.  The slight gradient of the river would also allow a low weir 
to throw back the water for some miles and good sites existed for weir building.  A 
suitable supply of water could be achieved by a gravitation scheme from the Cotter 
River.  Canberra was visible on approach for many miles, possessed easy gradients, 
prominent hills, northern aspects and shelter from winds.   However, drainage was 
presented as a potential difficulty as all discharge would flow into the Murrumbidgee 
River and then into the [Barren Jack] Reservoir.  Being 40 miles from the Reservoir 
Canberra was regarded as being sufficiently far away as to be less objectionable than if 
it were discharged immediately into the Reservoir. 39  Scrivener regarded the Canberra 
site, while no means ideal, was the closest to what was required than any of the other 
sites he had inspected in the Yass-Canberra district.  He therefore recommended 
Canberra as the most suitable territory.  
 
L.A.B. Wade, Principal Engineer for Rivers, Water, Sewerage and Drainage for the 
NSW Government, was appointed to report on the adequacy of water supply at the 
Canberra site.  Wade was regarded as talented and progressive with a wide experience 
in planning and construction of major public works such as the Lachlan River storage 
and Sydney’s Cataract Dam.40  Wade’s 1907 report to the Minister was based on survey 
work conducted by E.M. de Burgh, Acting Chief Engineer for Rivers, Water Supply, 
and Drainage for NSW, and Stephen Weedon, Assistant Engineer.  de Burgh reported 
on the adequacy of water for the Canberra site with a more detailed investigation of the 
Cotter catchment and commented: ‘There are few cities in the world where such a 
magnificent supply of pure water is available’.41   
 
Weedon investigated two schemes of water supply for the Canberra site.  One was a 
storage reservoir on the Cotter River and the other was for a large dam on the 
Murrumbidgee River below the junction of the Molonglo River.  For the dam on the 
Murrumbidgee Weedon considered that: 
 

By the erection of a dam at this point, a large body of water could be conserved in the two rivers, 
and by means of low weirs in the Molonglo River, boating could be made possible throughout 
the entire proposed Federal Capital territory at Canberra and up the Murrumbidgee River, giving 
a waterway of from 40 to 50 miles on the combined rivers for boating, fishing, and water 
carriage generally.42 

 

                                                           
38 ibid., p.9. 
39 ibid., p.9. 
40 L.A.B Wade, civil engineer and surveyor, joined the Water Conservation branch of the NSW 
Department of Mines and Agriculture in 1890.  In 1903 he visited America to investigate the most 
suitable and economical type of dam for a proposed reservoir on the Murrumbidgee River and then urged 
the State government to build the Burrinjuck Dam.  Appointed Principal Engineer for Rivers, Water, 
Sewerage and Drainage for NSW, he traveled to Europe in 1908 to further his studies of engineering 
practices.  In 1911 Wade, as executive officer and secretary of the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Trust and 
through the Town Planning Association of NSW, met Griffin and commissioned him to prepare plans for 
Leeton and Griffith in the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area. Wade died suddenly in 1915. 
41 New South Wales Government, Parliamentary Papers, 1907, Proposed Federal Capital Site at 
Canberra. De Burgh received his instructions on 10 April 1907. 
42 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Papers, 1907, Federal Capital: Proposed Site at Canberra, 
‘Report on Water Supply’ by Stephen H. Weedon, Inspecting Engineer, 7 September, 1906,  
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This would provide an enormous inland lake, unlike anything in Australia to date, but 
the supply of water for the city would require pumping.  Wade presented Weedon’s 
suggestion to the Minister and de Burgh marked its location on the Canberra District 
map dated 1908.  (See figure 4.2).  Sulman also noted the possibility of such a water 
body: 
 

A suggestion has been made that if the Canberra end of the district is chosen, it should not be a 
very difficult or expensive matter to dam the Molonglo River, near its junction with the 
Murrumbidgee, and thus form a picturesque lake, possessing a permanent water level, within a 
few miles of the capital, and it is one worth remembering.43 

 
Weedon, however, regarded the Cotter River as the most suitable source of water supply 
for the federal city: 
 

Its catchment consists wholly of uninhabited mountain country, the boundaries rising to elevated 
peaks many thousands of feet in height, which are snow-clad during the winter months. ... This 
area, I consider, if utilised to its fullest capacity, is capable of affording a supply to a city of a 
quarter of a million inhabitants.44 

 
The NSW Premier arranged for politicians to make a site visit.  On 13 October 1906 
Carruthers invited members of Federal Parliament to visit the sites.  Thirty-six members 
from the House of Representatives and Senate visited the Yass-Canberra district.  On 
Carruthers’ resignation in September 1907, Charles Wade, the brother of L.A.B. Wade, 
became Premier of NSW.  The new Premier also wanted the issue of the seat of 
Government resolved.  
 

In December 1908 the Seat of Government Act 1908 replaced the Seat of Government 
Act 1904, and provided for the seat of Government of the Commonwealth to be in the 
district of Yass-Canberra in the state of NSW and that the territory to be granted to or 
acquired by the Commonwealth for the seat of government would contain an area of not 
less than 900 square miles and have access to the sea.  Compensation for land acquired 
by the Government was to be held at the value as at 8 October 1908.  To give form to 
what was now possible the April 1908 edition of Lone Hand featured an illustration by 
Lionel Lindsay showing a waterside view of the capital using imagery from Versailles, 
the Chicago Fair and Washington. (See figure 3.4). 

 
A site for the city within the territory needed careful assessment.  In December 1908, 
Hugh Mahon, the new Minister for Home Affairs in the Fisher Labor Government 
requested, from the NSW Government, the services of a competent surveyor to 
undertake a preliminary reconnaissance of the Canberra district.  The task again fell to 
Scrivener who was duly instructed: 
 

The surveyor will bear in mind that the Federal Capital should be a beautiful city, occupying a 
commanding position, with extensive views and embracing distinctive features which will lend 
themselves to the evolution of a design worthy of the object, not only for the present but for all 
time, consequently the potentialities of the site will demand most careful consideration from the 
scenic standpoint, with a view to securing picturesqueness, and also with the object of 
beautification and expansion.45 

                                                           
43 John Sulman, The Federal Capital, John Sands, Sydney, 1909, p.10. 
44 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Papers, Federal Capital: Proposed Site at Yass-Canberra, 
Paper No. 6, 1909, p.205. Weedon’s minute paper to Wade is dated 7 September 1906. 
45 Previously quoted in Chapter 1. Commonwealth of Australia, Senate Select Committee, Development 
of Canberra, Report No. S2, 1955, p.87. Statement of Minister’s instructions to Scrivener, 21 December 
1908. 
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Scrivener’s investigation was to include the catchment supply for the capital with the 
consideration that ‘such water supply must be of sufficient magnitude to place the 
question of volume at all seasons and purity beyond doubt’.  Mahon also noted that ‘it is 
desirable that the catchment area shall be in the proximity of the Capital site, but should 
the topological examination of the district disclose the fact that such a condition is not 
practicable, then the catchment must be connected with the territory, including the site 
for the Capital - that is to say, severance must be avoided’.46 
 
Scrivener regarded ‘the Canberra site as the best site that can be obtained in the Yass-
Canberra district, being prominently situated and yet sheltered, while facilities are 
afforded for storing water for ornamental purposes at reasonable cost’.47  Although not 
specifically asked to investigate the opportunities for ornamental water, Scrivener had 
assessed its opportunity in terms of city beautification many times.  He therefore 
proposed a city site traversed by a river and capable of forming a lake by an impounding 
weir.  In his report of 26 May 1909 Scrivener noted: 
 

I consider the best sites for weir to impound water for ornamental purposes are at [sites shown 
on the accompanying map]; weir at any of these sites, raised to the 1,825 ft level, would 
impound water covering an area of from 1,100 acres to 1,500 acres, as shown by the blue-shaded 
contour line, but this water would be badly discoloured for long periods. If the eastern part of the 
area contoured is selected for the city site, the weir should be raised to the 1830 ft level, in order 
to cover the low lands bordering the Molonglo River, especially on the southern, and near to the 
boundary between Jerrabomberra and Duntroon holdings. At this level the water would be 
thrown back up Jerrabombera Creek, beyond the bridge on the Queanbeyan-road. ... On both 
sides of that river [Molonglo] there are ample areas suitable for parks and gardens ... in excess of 
requirements’.48 

 
An advisory board, the Federal Capital Advisory Board, was also appointed by Mahon 
to advise on the exact site for the city within the Canberra district.  Chaired by David 
Miller, Secretary of the Department of Home Affairs, the other members were Percy T. 
Owen, Director-General of Commonwealth Public Works, W.L. Vernon, Government 
Architect NSW and Scrivener.  They visited the Canberra district, considered 
Scrivener’s plans and contour surveys, Wade’s reports on sewerage, de Burgh’s reports 
of water supply from the Cotter, Queanbeyan, and Molonglo Rivers, and Corin’s reports 
of electric light and power supply.  Four alternative sites for the city were investigated, 
one north, and three south of the river.  Vernon preferred the northern site, Owen 
preferred ‘Yarrulumla’ because of the ‘view of the mountains and the possibility of 
ornamental waters there, but Mr Scrivener, who had lived in the place, said the only 
thing to be done was to put the city under the protection of the hills’.49 
 
In reporting to the Minister for Home Affairs, George Fuller, on 16 June 1909 the Board 
gave particular prominence to the opportunity for ornamental water areas.  The site was 
also favored for the ‘contour and physical features, area available, aspect and shelter, 
panoramic value, railway facilities and approach, facilities for classification of city 
areas, disposal of sewerage, suitability of soil, water supply - domestic - power - 

                                                           
46 CA:PP, 1909, Memo from H Mahon to The Secretary, Department of Home Affairs, 21 December 
1908. The surveyors suggested were Scrivener or Chesterman.  
47 Ibid., 25 February 1909, p.9. From Charles Robert Scrivener to the Minister for Home Affairs, Report 
on Sites within the Yass-Canberra District. 
48 Ibid., 26 May 1909, p.15,16. From Charles Robert Scrivener to the Minister for Home Affairs, Report 
as to Contour Survey, Water Supply, and Railway and Port. 
49 Paul Reid, ‘How the Camel Got its Hump: The Departmental Board’s Plan for Canberra; Its Origins 
and Consequences’, Urban Research Program, Working Paper No.54, July 1996, pp. 2-3. 
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ornamental, environment and park lands, and suburban settlement’.50  The 
recommended site was described as: 
 

A rectangular area, the eastern and western boundaries of the northern part resting on the slopes 
of Mount Ainslie and the Black Mountain, the southern boundary being intersected by the 
Narrabundah range, running from Mugga Mugga Mountain towards the Molonglo River. This 
river, which flows through the area in a westerly direction, affords facilities for the conservation 
of water for ornamental purposes. ... The whole area is generally suited for building purposes, 
the feature contours being more marked or bolder south of the River Molonglo than on the north. 
... The area of about 3 square miles is recommended advisedly in order that the fullest scope may 
be given for the projection of the City design, and the most effective location of the official 
centre.51 

 
In a pamphlet titled Canberra, dated 4 September 1909, H.A. Hunt, the Commonwealth 
Meteorologist noted the extensive professional effort in selecting the site and the 
importance of the city being self-contained in all its requirements as to water supply and 
drainage.  The city site selected by the Advisory Board was about 3 square miles and 
the pamphlet explained the need for a larger territory, approximately 1000 square miles 
instead of 900 square miles, to include Queanbeyan, Hall and Captain’s Flat in its 
borders: 
 

Canberra, amongst other advantages, was selected because of the abundant supply of water for 
domestic and power requirements from the Cotter River and partly from the fact that the 
Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers jointly were efficient supplementary sources of supply of 
water for ornamental, civic and additional power sources.52 
 

With the selected site lying between the slopes of Mount Ainslie to the east, Black 
Mountain on the west and of the Narrabundah range on the south, the Molonglo River 
intersected the site.  It was suggested that if a weir were erected below the city site the 
Molonglo River would form an ornamental lake that would be a feature in the general 
design of the city.  Such a lake would require a constant supply of water.  The 
Queanbeyan River was noted as having a catchment of 340 square miles and the 
Molonglo River a catchment of 170 square miles.  Sites existed on both these rivers for 
dams to be erected.  The dam on the Queanbeyan River would be able to impound 5,000 
million gallons while the dam on the Molonglo River would be able to impound 1,500 
million gallons.53  Final agreement to the site was reached between Prime Minister and 
the Premier of NSW.  The State was prepared to grant the Commonwealth paramount 
water rights over the catchment areas of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan rivers and their 
tributaries, but not sovereign territory.54   
 
Parliament, which saw the building of the seat of Government as its responsibility, was 
certainly keeping track of progress.  In Parliament on 7 July 1910, W. Elliot Johnson 
asked the Minister for Home Affairs the intentions of the Government in regard to 
fixing the site for the city and for obtaining designs for its lay out.55  O’Malley, Minister 
for Home Affairs in the new Fisher Government from 29 April 1910, took up the 
campaign with vigour and replied:  
 

                                                           
50 CA:PP, 1909, op. cit., p.30, 16 June 1909. 
51 Ibid. 
52 NAA: A1911/1482 Canberra pamphlet 4 September 1911. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Federal Capital Commission, Canberra. Brief Review of History, Features and Progress, Canberra, 
1926a, p.8. 
55 Johnson was well-versed in aspects of planning. As well as being a scenic artist and trustee of the 
Henry George Foundation and had accompanied George on his Commonwealth tour. 
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The Government has no intention to interfere with the selection of the site for the city. I propose 
to invite throughout the world competitive designs for the laying out the city and subsequently 
for Parliament House, and probably for some of the more important buildings.56    

 
O’Malley, who at an earlier time had been against the building of the seat of 
Government at Canberra, took on the task with flamboyant enthusiasm.  However, his 
grandiose visions did not always meet the path established by the previous Deakin 
Government and his aspirations often did not fit in with established professional 
procedures.  Miller noted at one briefing that: ‘I pointed out [to O’Malley] that it was 
necessary to provide for the premiums to be awarded to the successful competitors for 
the design and lay-out of the city ... and that it was not practicable to proceed with the 
design for Parliament House until after the design for the City shall have been 
approved’.57 
 
 
 
3.3 PROBLEMS WITH WATER 
 

The State shall not pollute, and shall protect from pollution the waters of the Queanbeyan and 
the Molonglo Rivers throughout their whole course above the Territory.58 

 
A pure and adequate supply of water was implicit in all considerations of suitable sites.  
Scrivener emphasised the importance of acquiring the whole catchment of the Cotter 
River. In that the Molonglo River traversed the city site, and had the potential to 
become a distinguishing feature in the future, the catchment of the Molonglo and 
Queanbeyan Rivers should also be included and ‘suitable sites for impounding 
reservoirs can be obtained.’59  Although the Cotter provided better quality water, 
Scrivener thought that ‘a much cheaper supply of water for domestic use could be 
obtained from the Queanbeyan River than from the Cotter, but if this river were used it 
would be necessary to make provision for storing at least one month’s supply, and 
possibly for filtration ... and to reduce stocking ... on the catchment area and to prohibit 
further ring-barking, allowing those lands already so treated to reafforest’.60   
 
In order to regulate the flow of the Molonglo River at the city site Scrivener 
recommended that the territory to be acquired by the Commonwealth should be large 
enough to prevent pollution within the catchment area, adopt measures for minimising 
turbidity, regulate flood waters, and provide an auxiliary source of water power. The 
Commonwealth proposed an area of about 1015 square miles to include the catchments 
of the main river systems of the Cotter River and the Molonglo-Queanbeyan Rivers and 
also the towns of Queanbeyan and Yass.  
 
Queanbeyan residents as well as the NSW Government disagreed.  It saw its legal 
requirement in only having to cede 900 square miles providing it contained sufficient 
territory to ensure adequate and pure water for domestic purposes.  It considered the 
Cotter catchment satisfied these requirements and excluded both towns and the 
catchments of the Molonglo-Queanbeyan Rivers as not being essential.  Eventually a 

                                                           
56 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, 7 July 1910. 
57 Ibid. 26 May 1910 in submitting proposals for the financial year 1910-11. 
58 The Seat of Government Acceptance Act 1909, Clause 4. 
59 CA:PP, 1909, op. cit. ‘Report from Charles Robert Scrivener to Minister for Home Affairs’, 25 
February 1909. 
60 Ibid. ‘Report as to Contour Survey, Water Supply, and Railway and Port, from Mr District-Surveyor 
Scrivener to the Minister for Home Affairs’, 26 May, 1909. 

 64



3:  A LANDSCAPE OF PROMISE 1899-1913 

compromise was reached.  Clauses to protect the waters of the catchments were 
included in the Seat of Government Act 1908 and Seat of Government Acceptance Act 
1909.61  Figure 3.5 shows the river systems of the catchment with territory added and 
excluded. 
 
Over the next decade the Commonwealth continued to press for sovereign rights over 
the watersheds of the Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers.62  Following an interview with 
NSW Premier McGowan in May 1910, O’Malley, the new Minister for Home Affars, 
believed that it had been agreed that a bill should be brought in giving the 
Commonwealth the sovereign rights on the Queanbeyan and Molonglo catchments. 
O’Malley saw that the inclusion of the additional land would remove the possibility of 
friction and interpretation of the Act and promoted ‘harmonious relations’ between the 
State and Commonwealth.63  In July 1910, O’Malley wrote to the Prime Minister: 
‘During my recent visit of inspection to the Territory ... I was much impressed with the 
desirableness of securing sovereign rights (not proprietary) over the catchment areas of 
the Molonglo River and the Queanbeyan River’.64 
 
An exchange of letters between the Prime Minister and the Premier of NSW followed in 
which the Commonwealth sought sovereign rights over the catchment areas.  In 
December 1910 at a meeting in the Premier’s room in Sydney, it was arranged to 
introduce a Bill in the last session of State Parliament giving the Commonwealth the 
sovereign rights over the catchment areas of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers, the 
Act to be brought into operation by Proclamation at a future date to be agreed upon.65   
 
However by 24 February 1911, the NSW Government reversed its decision and put 
forward the view that it would not be warranted in disturbing the original decision of 
Parliament.  This would have meant handing over Queanbeyan to the Commonwealth 
Government as well as an extra 580 square miles.  Queanbeyan did not want to become 
federal territory.  It was going to profit nicely as a service centre for the city during its 
initial growth. 
 
Charges of inadequate drainage and sewage discharging into the Queanbeyan River at 
Queanbeyan were addressed by NSW Public Works by the preparation of a scheme for 
adequate drainage and sewage of the town.  Duntroon was also a source of pollution.  In 
June 1911, W. Perrin Norris, Director of Quarantine, made a visit to Duntroon in 
connection with temporary sanitary arrangements at the Military College.  He also made 
a preliminary survey of the sanitary conditions of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers 
in the vicinity of the Borough of Queanbeyan.  As a result, Norris was of the opinion 

                                                           
61 Other relevant clauses include: 
Clause 2. The right of the State or of the residents therein to the use and control of the waters of the 
Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers and their tributaries which lie to the east of the Goulburn to Cooma 
Railway shall be subject and secondary to the use and requirements of the Commonwealth (which are 
hereby declared to be paramount) for all the purposes of the Territory, and the State shall consent to the 
construction by the Commonwealth in the State of such works as are necessary for those purposes. 
Clause 3. The State shall reserve from sale, lease and occupation (except with the concurrence of the 
Commonwealth) all Crown lands within the catchment areas of the Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers. 
62 Watson, Frederick, A Brief History of Canberra, the Capital City of Australia, Federal Capital Press, 
Canberra, p.143. 
63 NAA: A192/1 FCL 1917/269, ‘Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers Sovereign Rights over Catchment 
Area’, letter from O’Malley to Fisher dated 4 July 1910 regarding a meeting on 1 May 1910. 
64 Ibid., 4 July 1910. 
65 The meeting included Carmichael, Griffiths, Holman, Nielson, W M Hughes and O’Malley. 
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that ‘it would be most wise to take steps to obtain complete control of the whole of the 
Borough area and the basin of the Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers.66 
 
Again in November 1912 the Prime Minister wrote to the Premier of NSW regarding 
the acquisition by the Commonwealth of sovereign rights over the catchment areas of 
the Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers lying outside the Federal Capital Territory.  The 
Prime Minister also noted that ‘the Molonglo River is polluted by the drainage of 
Queanbeyan, and that the night soil depot of the township is within the catchment, 
although well removed from the river itself. Further, ... the local cemetery is situated on 
the bank of the Queanbeyan River - a most insanitary arrangement. 67 
 
The NSW Government was not in the frame of mind to cede any territory and the 
Premier ignored this letter and subsequent correspondence.  In June 1913, Holman 
replaced McGowan as Premier.68  Finally, on the 8 August 1913, Davis, the NSW 
Director-General of Public Works, responded to a letter from the Prime Minister 
regarding pollution of the Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers.  Davis took the approach 
that was to set the pattern for many of the subsequent negotiations; that of ignoring, 
isolating or trivialising the problem.  He regarded the town of Queanbeyan, with its 
town night-soil depot, domestic waste waters, two cemeteries and three slaughter 
houses, as the only possible sources of pollution, but as these sources as well managed 
they did not mitigate against the use of the Molonglo River in the Federal area for 
ornamental, trade, or irrigation purposes.  In a gesture of political opportunism he even 
suggested that any problems would be solved if the river were regulated to a constant 
flow by storage above the town of Queanbeyan.  He concluded: 
 

1) That under present conditions there is no danger of pollution to be apprehended from the 
existence of the township of Queanbeyan on the catchment area of the rivers under 
consideration. 

2) That so long as steps are taken to prevent future pollution from this source, which is the only 
possible one, there is no necessity for sovereign rights the catchment areas to be ceded to the 
Commonwealth Government. 

3) With a view to the prevention of such future pollution it is desirable that the combined 
scheme of water supply and sewerage should be provided for the town, the source of such 
water supply to be a matter for subsequent consideration. It will be possible to affect the 
disposal of the sewage without contaminating the river.69 

 
Scrivener continued to state the problem of pollution.  In January 1914 as Director of 
Commonwealth Lands and Surveys, he wrote to the Administrator of the Territory, 
Colonel David Miller, who forwarded the letter to Prime Minister Joseph Cook, who 
was also the Minister for Home Affairs: 
 

Any City Design likely to be ultimately adopted will provide for a considerable area of 
ornamental water within the Federal Capital and one of the first essentials is that the water 
should be as far as possible free from turbidity and ingredients likely to prove injurious to the 
people dwelling within the city. These ornamental waters will be the great feature of the City, 
and it must be the constant aim of all concerned to maintain their purity.70 

 
                                                           
66 A192, op. cit., ‘The Pollution of the Molonglo River’, letter dated 13 June 1911. 
67 Ibid., Letter from Prime Minister to the Premier of New South Wales. 
68 McGowen was NSW Labor Premier from 1910-1913. He had difficulty in controlling, let alone 
inspiring his ministry of individualistic and talented men. Although his premiership saw much reforming 
legislation, Holman, with some difficulty, ran the Government. Holman replaced McGowan on 30 June 
1913. ADB Vol. 10, 1891-1939, p. 272. 
69 A192, op. cit., 16 August 1913. 
70 Ibid., 26 February 1914. The Prime Minister wrote to the Premier of NSW using Scrivener’s briefing 
letter of 22 January 1914 requesting consideration of the problem. 
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The position of the New South Wales Government at the beginning of 1915 was that the 
‘Government is unable to see its way to grant such “sovereign rights” to the 
Commonwealth.’71  Miller continued to complain about pollution throughout 1915.  He 
contended that: 
 

The transfer of the territory in question would enable the Commonwealth Government to deal 
with the following matters: 
(a) to regulate the flow of the Molonglo River at the City Site. 
(b) to prevent pollution within the Federal Territory. 
(c) to adopt measures for minimising turbidity. 
(d) to regulate flood waters.72 

 
The Premier of NSW was prepared to play the negotiating game, common amongst 
politicians.  He suggested the inclusion of infrastructure programs which would benefit 
his state as well as resolve the water issues at Canberra.  In response to Miller’s letter 
the Premier considered: 
 

The only practical way of dealing with the questions under headings (a), (c) and (d) is by 
construction of dams along the course of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers to form 
impounding reservoirs of sufficient capacity to hold back flood waters and release them as 
required, and in which settlement of the matter in suspension can take place. ... There is no 
objection on the part of this state to your Government carrying out any water conservation or 
purification works upon the two rivers that your engineers recommend ... provided that the right 
of this State to the free supply of water for domestic or industrial purposes be retained.73 

 
Pollution from Queanbeyan would be removed, the Premier believed, if a water supply 
and sewerage scheme for the town were carried out.  However, the Premier noted that 
this could only proceed when the Commonwealth Government had made a decision on 
the water supply from the proposed regulating reservoir, near Googong on the 
Queanbeyan River above Queanbeyan.  The NSW Government wanted the 
Commonwealth to build this dam.74 
 
However, the contingencies of the First World War overwhelmed the negotiations.  In 
March 1917, Chief Surveyor Goodwin, advised the Secretary of the Prime Minister’s 
Department to communicate with the Premier of NSW in the following terms: 
 

With reference to your letter dated the 8th February 1916, ... relative to the necessity for ceding 
to the Commonwealth Government, the territory lying between the catchments of the Molonglo 
and Queanbeyan Rivers I desire to inform you that owing to the extra-ordinary conditions 
brought about by the war, it has not been possible to give the subject matter of your letter full 
consideration. It is therefore desired that you will be good enough to allow the matter to remain 
in abeyance for the present.75 

 
After the war the impetus to develop Canberra had changed.  Miller, the driving force 
behind the bid to acquire territory for the Molonglo-Queanbeyan catchment, took early 
retirement at the end of 1917 and left Canberra.  Although the problems of water quality 
and control did not go away the Commonwealth dropped the issue.  Owen’s main 
concern, as a member of the Federal Capital Advisory Committee, was with the 

                                                           
71 Ibid.. 14 January 1915. Letter from Bingle, Acting Secretary Department of Home Affairs to Miller, 
Administrator, Federal Territory. 
72 Ibid., 17 January 1915. 
73 Ibid., 8 February 1916. 
74 In recommending ornamental water at the Canberra site Scrivener had assumed this dam would be built 
to provide supplementary water for a lake.  After decades of indecision Googong Dam was built on the 
Queanbeyan River above Queanbeyan in the 1970s, primarily for water supply. 
75 Ibid., 14 March 1917. 
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development of Canberra’s major sewerage program, although he continued an interest 
in collecting data on the adequacy and quality of water in the Molonglo catchment.  As 
engineer for the Federal Capital Commission he proposed a modified lake system which 
was rejected by Public Works Inquiry.  Following his retirement in 1929 Owen was 
commissioned to undertake a report on issues relating to the development of a lake.  His 
co-authored Owen-Peake Report continued to influence future decisions relating to the 
lake until 1958. 
 
The result of not fully securing Commonwealth rights to Canberra’s water catchments 
has also had continuing implications.  Erosion control measures have been difficult to 
implement and enforce and the adequacy and purity of water from the Queanbeyan 
River, and particularly the Molonglo River, continue to be contentious. 
 
 
 
3.4 ESTABLISHING THE FEDERAL CAPITAL TERRITORY 
 

The lay-out of the city after designs are accepted will probably take seven or eight months, and 
that period will be the starting point for making many of the working drawings of many 
buildings and other works.76 

 
Owen, as Head of the Public Works branch of the Department of Home Affairs, was 
responsible for almost all Commonwealth architectural and engineering work.  He was 
confident in his ability to build the Federal City.  In 1909 Prime Minister Deakin 
envisaged a city of modest means, built without delay, and in anticipation of the transfer 
of territory the Minister for Home Affairs, Fuller, approved a program of action.  The 
program was developed by the Secretary to the Department of Home Affairs, Miller, on 
the advice of Owen and Scrivener and included three main areas of activity; survey 
operations, engineering investigations and works, and afforestation.  
 
A layout design for the city was also needed.  Owen and Scrivener were both 
experienced professionals in the engineering and surveying fields, but, despite being 
knowledgeable on design issues associated with the federal capital, the previous decade 
of debate on the design of cities, particularly the aesthetics of civic design, cautioned 
them from taking any design responsibility.  Without a design for the city the sites for 
Parliament House, administrative offices and the Governor-General’s residence could 
not be determined.77 
 
Design competitions were not a new idea.  In 1890, the idea of open competitions for 
public work was recommended to the NSW Minister of Public Works to avoid a 
monopoly by one architect on the design of large, and therefore lucrative, public works.  
Colonial Institutes of Architects also promoted competitions for all public works and 
the 1901 Melbourne Congress of professionals also recommended an open competition 
for the design of the federal capital.  O’Malley agreed to Miller’s suggestion for a 
design competition to obtain a design for the city.78  
 
Meanwhile, Owen developed a priority list for engineering works. Transport and 
hydraulic works, including water supply and ornamental waters were given first 
                                                           
76 NAA: A202 14/4306, ‘Summary of More Important Matters for Consideration re Federal Capital 
Administration. Report of Director of Works, PT Owen to Secretary Department of Home Affairs, D 
Miller,22 June 1910. 
77 NAA: A206, Vol.2, ‘Preliminary Work on the Federal Territory, 3 December 1909. 
78 NAA: A110 FC1912/4133, ‘Competitive Designs for Federal Capital - Adjudication 
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priority.  Afforestation to protect the catchment and provide clean water came next. 
Then came sewerage, securing building materials, establishing power, and locating 
workmen.  At the beginning of 1910, it was quite clear that Owen wanted to build the 
lake at an early stage, certainly before the city was occupied.  An inspection of the site 
by NSW Government Geologist and Under-Secretary for Mines, E.F. Pittman, advised 
that there should be no geological difficulty in carrying out the suggested scheme for an 
ornamental lake in the centre of the city area at the 1825 feet contour suggested by 
Scrivener.79  
 
Maintaining a lake at constant height would require a regulating reservoir or dam.  
Scrivener selected sites for such reservoirs on the Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers.  
There was confidence that once accurate data was available on the catchment, 
calculations would be able to establish the sizes of these reservoirs and the potential 
maximum size of the ornamental lake in the city.   
 
Scrivener and Owen, however, overlooked two important factors.  One was the 
reluctance of the NSW Government to transfer ownership of the water catchments to the 
Commonwealth and the other was the long-term variability of rainfall in the catchment.  
The Seat of Government Act 1908 only determined the general district for the city as 
Yass-Canberra with an area of not less than 900 square miles. At this stage the territory 
boundaries had not been finalised.  State and federal relations became strained over the 
rights of sovereign territory and until 1917 when it was dropped due to the 
contingencies of First World War.  This is discussed at the end of the chapter. 
 
Scrivener, with the support of the advisory board, advocated acquisition of all the 
catchments of the Cotter, Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers. His concern was that the 
territory be large enough to regulate the flow of the Molonglo at the city site, prevent 
pollution within the catchment area, regulate flood waters and have the ability to 
provide an auxiliary source of water power. An area of about 1015 square miles was 
proposed, much more than required by legislation.  NSW did not want to hand over 
more than the required 900 square miles.   
 
The town of Queanbeyan lay within the Queanbeyan River catchment.80  The NSW 
government did not want to lose control over Queanbeyan and the Federal government 
did not want the cost of acquiring it. Moreover, the people of Queanbeyan did not want 
to become part of federal territory.  A referendum held in Queanbeyan in January 1911 
with the question: ‘Are you in favour of including the Municipality in the Federal 
Capital Territory?’ resulted in a firm ‘No’.81   
 
Premier Wade, in a letter to Prime Minister Deakin, pointed out the lesser importance of 
the Molonglo and Queanbeyan waters to the Federal City.  The purity of water for 
ornamental purposes was not considered as important as that of water for domestic 
supply: 
 

For water supply purposes, it is not necessary to take a larger area than that comprised in the 
Gudgenby catchment for the purpose of supplementing the supply available from the Cotter. 
Moreover, the conclusions of the Board in this respect would show that there is no need to 
consider the Queanbeyan and Molonglo catchments as sources of water supply for domestic 
purposes, and that the only control required over this last-mentioned area is for the purpose of 

                                                           
79 A202 op. cit. 
80 New South Wales Government, Parliamentary Debates: 16 September 1909, ‘Federal Capital 
Resolutions’, p.95. 
81 Lea-Scarlett, op. cit., p.176. 
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regulating the flow of the Molonglo through the Capital site and into the proposed ornamental 
lake within the city boundaries.82 

 
Although the waters of the Cotter River were considered in 1907 as more than adequate 
to supply the domestic needs of the city83, poor rainfall in the Cotter catchment in 1908 
brought its sufficiency for power needs into question. Scrivener drew attention to this 
and reported: 
 

A much cheaper supply of water for domestic use could be obtained from the Queanbeyan River 
than from the Cotter, but if this river were used it would be necessary to make provision for 
storing at least one month’s supply, and possibly for filtration ... and to reduce stocking ... on the 
catchment area and to prohibit further ring-barking, allowing those lands already so treated to 
reafforest.84   

 
Scrivener regarded the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers as worthy of careful 
examination as a source of power and that the Cotter did not afford any facilities for the 
construction of weirs to impound very large quantities of water. He noted: 
 

Mr Gipps CE, who spent some time in the locality, states that a reservoir with a capacity of 
nearly 7,000 million cubic feet can be obtained by the construction of a weir in a gorge, through 
which the river passes after leaving the Molonglo plains. … This storage would be at a level … 
about 500 feet above the town of Queanbeyan.85 

 
Transferring territory to the Commonwealth was a two-stage process.  NSW was to 
offer territory and the Commonwealth to accept it.  With Scrivener’s maps showing 
alternative boundaries for the territory, the Prime Minister commenced negotiations 
with the NSW Premier to increase its size. However, Scrivener’s Report as to Contour 
Survey, Water Supply, and Railway and Port, of 26 May 1909, caused the NSW 
Premier to become enraged. This was firstly based on Scrivener’s assertion that the 
Cotter River was an unsatisfactory source from which to obtain a water supply and 
secondly from Scrivener’s audacity in proposing a probable route for a railway between 
Jervis Bay and Canberra without discussing the issue with the NSW Government. In 
rejecting Scrivener’s assertion, the Premier supported de Burgh’s earlier 
recommendations of the adequacy of the Cotter.  
 

Whilst I am prepared to recognise Mr Scrivener’s ability and reputation as a licensed surveyor, it 
is very essential for the purpose of securing a thorough and reliable investigation of the 
requirements and possibilities of the capital city, that the fullest use should be made of the 
technical and expert knowledge of those best qualified to pass an opinion upon subjects such as 
water conservation, sewerage, and railway construction.86 

 
Eventually a compromise was reached. Clauses to protect the waters of the catchments 
were included in the Seat of Government Act 1908 and Seat of Government Acceptance 
Act 1909.  The most important clause in terms of water quality was Clause 4: ‘The State 
shall not pollute, and shall protect from pollution the waters of the Queanbeyan and the 
Molonglo Rivers throughout their whole course above the Territory’.87 

                                                           
82 A110 FC1911/738, op. cit. The Board comprised Miller, Owen, Vernon and Scrivener. 
83 CA:PP 1907: op. cit., p.207. 
84 CA:PP, 1909, op. cit., ‘Report as to Contour Survey, Water Supply, and Railway and Port, from Mr 
District-Surveyor Scrivener to the Minister for Home Affairs’, 26 May, 1909. 
85 Ibid. ‘Mr District Surveyor Scrivener to the Minister for Home Affairs. Report Upon Sites in Within 
the Yass-Canberra District’, 25 February 1909. 
86 Ibid. Letter from CG  Wade, Premier of NSW to Prime Minister Deakin. 4 June 1909, 
87 Other relevant clauses include: 
Clause 2. The right of the State or of the residents therein to the use and control of the waters of the 
Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers and their tributaries which lie to the east of the Goulburn to Cooma 
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Owen was keenly aware of the requirements to create and maintain a healthy body of 
ornamental water.  A regulated flow of water would be needed to maintain a constant 
lake level and to avoid as far as possible, still waters in any arms or bays.  Evaporation 
losses would be very considerable, but would depend on the surface area of the water.  
Losses were also to be expected between the compensating reservoir, sited some miles 
above Queanbeyan, and the city.  With information from the gaugings and an 
engineering survey of the catchment area above the weir, Owen believed a more reliable 
estimate could be prepared.  Scrivener had shown the potential of the site to store 
ornamental water at 1825 feet, the level of the 1891 flood.  (See figure 3.6).  On the 
other hand, Owen had to be sure that it could be achieved.  Information coming from 
the gauging made him cautious about maintaining ornamental water at this level.  He 
was also concerned at the quality of the water issuing from the catchment.88 
 
Accurate information was needed in order to develop the lake proposal.  Owen 
requested gauging weirs be established on the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers above 
the sites for the proposed impounding reservoirs and on the Molonglo River at the city 
site, and an analysis of the potential of the Molonglo water for steam power.  
Preliminary surveys were also requested for the Cotter, Gudgenby and Queanbeyan 
Rivers to determine locations for pipelines, weirs and reservoirs and to indicate the 
extent of human habitation.  By 1911 gauging weirs had been established on the Cotter 
River one mile above the confluence of the Murrumbidgee and Cotter Rivers, on the 
Molonglo River near the Yarralumla Dairy Buildings, and on the Queanbeyan River 
seven miles from Queanbeyan near the junction of Bradleys Creek.89  In 1911, when 
information on the catchment was provided to competitors in the design competition for 
the federal capital, it was based on this limited data.90 
 
Before any plan could be put in place Owen saw the need to clarify three important 
issues with both the Minister and Parliament.  The first issue was the time frame for 
developing the city and the expected date of occupation.  The second issue was the 
proposed population for the city, both during construction, at occupation and through a 
25-year period.  The third issue related to cost.  If the intention was that expenditure be 
at the lowest amount compatible with the requirements for the early years of occupation 
of the city, then the lake was something that could wait.91 
 
By June 1910 Owen had developed a construction program in more detail. It was based 
on a planned population of 20,000 and minimal expenditure. It was to be a frugal city, 
although based on modern ideas of health and hygiene.  O’Malley is reported as saying: 
‘we will begin to build right away, slowly at first, because it will take many years to 
complete. The Federal City will not be built in a year, nor ten, nor fifty years. It will 
                                                                                                                                                                          
Railway shall be subject and secondary to the use and requirements of the Commonwealth (which are 
hereby declared to be paramount) for all the purposes of the Territory, and the State shall consent to the 
construction by the Commonwealth in the State of such works as are necessary for those purposes. 
Clause 3. The State shall reserve from sale, lease and occupation (except with the concurrence of the 
Commonwealth) all Crown lands within the catchment areas of the Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers. 
88 G. H. Knibbs, Official Year Book, Commonwealth of Australia, 1912, No.5, p.1155. 
89 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Papers 1911. ‘Federal Territory, Works During 1910-1911, 
and to Date’, p.4. 
90 Ibid., 6 November 1911. ‘The flow of the Molonglo River has not been gauged; the project of 
determining the minimum flow was undertaken in order to afford data necessary to judge the extent of 
ornamental waters which can be maintained within the city environs. A concrete gauge weir has been 
constructed (for daily readings) at a suitable site near the Yarralumla Dairy Buildings. The cost was 
£125’. 
91 Ibid., 17 February 1910. 
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grow and develop’.92  On this point O’Malley reversed the expectations held by earlier 
Ministers and Prime Ministers who had hoped for a city in a short time. 
 
Owen now considered four stages for the evolution of the city, that there would be some 
overlap, and some projects continuing through successive stages: 
 

First stage: Transport, Materials and Power; Country Roads; Railway from Queanbeyan 
Materials; Brick Works; Lime Kilns; Timber (first instalment); Power; Generation and 
transmission of power for construction. 
Second Stage: Hydraulic Engineering Works outside the city area: -Water supply; storm 
water drainage; Sewerage outfall works; main sewer; sewerage district for workmen; also second 
instalment of timber; railway bridge over the Molonglo. 
Third Stage: Engineering works within the City area preparatory to occupation: street 
tunnels; power plant (permanent station and power distribution). Construction of hutting for 
workmen; service reservoirs; also impounding weir, Cotter River. 
Fourth Stage: Building construction within the city and completion of engineering works: 
Public buildings (offices during Construction); gas works; Compensating weir on the 
Queanbeyan River; railway to Hall; Impounding weir on the Molonglo River for ornamental 
water; erection of Public Offices and buildings; erection of Parliament Houses; completion of 
city roads.93 

 
Building the compensation and impounding weirs for ornamental water had now moved 
to a later stage, although their construction was anticipated prior to the construction of 
Parliament House.  In the report, Compensating Weirs, Queanbeyan and Molonglo 
Rivers, Owen presented his proposals.  Compensating weirs would be constructed on 
the Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers and at least one of these weirs should precede the 
construction of the impounding weir at the city.  He also suggested that there would be 
advantages in first constructing the weir on the Queanbeyan River, leaving the 
compensating weir on the Molonglo till a later date.  The area of ornamental water, 
however, would be determined by the accepted City design.94   
 
One reason for moving the project for ornamental water to later in the construction 
program was an increased awareness of the complexity and cost of the project. Owen 
was concerned that there were some aspects of the lake for which it was not even 
possible to roughly estimate for cost at that stage. These included the railway and road 
bridge over the Molonglo and the impounding weir on the Molonglo for ornamental 
water: ‘the location and designs for which will depend upon designs and the level of 
ornamental waters accepted for the City. Until designs are accepted it is not practicable 
to determine dimensions and other elements for design’.95  
 
With concerns over sovereignty of the catchment, rainfall reliability, and Deakin’s 
requirement for a modest city, Owen suggested a less ambitious scheme of construction. 
He recommended that ‘any proposal to flood the area, that has been tentatively shown 
on the plan of the City site, would lead to engineering difficulties, would increase the 
cost of initial works, and for several reasons I advise that the area of water should be 
much smaller, with a lower surplus level’.96  This belief of Owen, to decrease the 
potential area of the lake as shown by the 1825 ft contour in Scrivener’s survey plan, 
was to influence all future proposals for the lake and Owen was able to push forward 
these ideas during his long involvement with the city until his retirement in 1929. 
                                                           
92 Building, June, 1912, p.53. 
93 A202/1 1914, op cit., 22 June 1910. This program is a refinement of Owen’s proposal of 17 February 
1910.  
94 NAA: A110 FC1913/1466, ‘Layout of Federal Capital’, 23 June 1910. 
95 Ibid., 22 June 1910. 
96 A202/1 1914 op. cit. Memo of Owen to Miller, 17 February 1910. 
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Revenue from leases would take time to accumulate so funding for construction had to 
come from the appropriation of public monies.  Subject to public scrutiny, many argued 
that such money would be better spent on public buildings and essential infrastructure 
rather than on a project for aesthetic and recreational purposes.  Owen realised that 
unless the development of the lake could be seen as absolutely essential to the well 
being of the city then it was something that could wait.  Scrivener had attempted to 
justify the need for the lake by emphasising the importance of Molonglo River for 
supplementary drinking water and for power generation.  But tests on water quality 
ruled out these considerations due to high turbidity and mineral content.  Another 
reason to delay the lake project was the issue of securing sovereign rights to the 
Molonglo and Queanbeyan River catchments.  If the federal territory undertook major 
construction works on state territory, such as the construction of dams, then other states 
would expect similar treatment.  
 
First-hand experience of the latest ideas in city building and technology would be 
invaluable to his senior offices.  Miller requested O’Malley to allow two of his 
Departmental officers to visit Great Britain, Europe and America to collect information 
on engineering, architectural and economic questions in connection with the Federal 
city, in a similar way the Davis’ visit in 1906.  He pointed out that ‘of late years there 
has been marked improvement and development in Engineering Science affecting the 
health of cities, including water supply ... together with the general trend towards 
beautification’. The officers were to be Owen and Vernon.  The Minister did not 
approve the tour, he needed them in Canberra.97 
 
In anticipation of the competition, information was compiled for the competition brief. 
Miller presented a program for the Minister’s approval: 
 

1) That lithographic copies be prepared of the plan of the contour survey of the ten square miles, 
and of the topographic survey of the surrounding country. 
2) That photographic panoramic views of the country be taken from various points within the 
site, the positions of which will be indicated on the lithographs. 
3) That immediately such copies - lithographic and photographic - are ready, competitive 
designs for the Federal Capital City be invited throughout the world, and such designs be 
submitted to a Board of Assessors for report, this board to consist of: -The Director-General of 
Works as the President and an Architect and a Surveyor as members.98 

 
Miller’s program contains two interesting items.  One was the proposed use of 
photography, a technologically advanced development, to capture the image of the site.  
Although photographs were taken of the site,  (see figure 3.7),  they were not included 
in the competition information package, whereas coloured lithographs were.  Although 
technically accurate, black and white photographs did not convey the same picturesque 
quality of the site as the lithographs.  The other item of interest was the proposed role of 
the Director-General of Works as President of the Board of Assessors for the design 
competition.  Miller held Owen’s ability in high esteem and as Owen would be 
responsible for the building program, he would be able to judge whether the design 
could be built under Australian conditions. 
 
When final legislative passage took effect on 1 January 1911 much of the city site, 
despite its picturesque setting, had been degraded through generations of clearing, 
overgrazing and the impact of rabbits.  Soils were generally shallow and not of high 

                                                           
97 Ibid. 10 December 1910. 
98 Ibid., 4 January 1910. 
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quality.  The climate was severe with bitter winter westerly winds and searing hot dry 
summers.  When it did rain, the clay soils became impassable and the Molonglo River 
quickly turned into a raging torrent.  The Government decided not to alienate lands in 
the territory, but to lease them on reasonable terms.  Small farm holdings were 
encouraged on the Molonglo floodplain.99  This practice continued until 1960 when the 
Commonwealth resumed the floodplain for the building of the lake. 
 
Although a competition for the layout design of the city had been launched at the end of 
April 1911 with the closing date to be at the end of January the following year, the four 
stage works program prepared by Owen commenced with preliminary engineering 
tasks.  By June 1911, men were at work putting roads and bridges into a sufficiently 
good condition to withstand the rigours of construction.  Towards the end of 1911 the 
future Chief Afforestation Officer, Thomas Charles Weston, visited the territory to 
advise on the location of and requirements for a nursery of plants suitable for the 
climatic conditions.100  The Government also proposed afforestation of that part of the 
territory contiguous to the city site such that it would not interfere with the design of the 
city.  ‘By being planted and properly laid out at an early date, the trees will be in a 
forward state by the time the capital city is ready for occupation’.  The planting scheme 
for the city included trees ‘for scenic and ornamental purposes, for the prevention of the 
erosion of the banks of rivers and creeks, and for shelter’.  Planting commenced in 
accordance with the shape and position of the proposed lake.101 
 
Miller, nominally still head of the Department of Home Affairs, was appointed Resident 
Administrator of the Territory in August 1912 and he established his base at Acton.102  
Directly responsible to the Minister, Miller assumed complete control and responsibility 
for the administration of the building of the city.  By the end of November 1912, a 
layout plan for the city was accepted, although not the plan of the competition winner, 
but a plan devised by a board of departmental officers, including Miller, Owen and 
Scrivener.  This was called the Departmental Plan. 
 
Work started on the Power House and the main sewer system to the Departmental plan.  
At the time the coal-fired Power House on the Molonglo River was considered the most 
modern in Australia.  Designed and constructed by the Department of Home Affairs, it 
was located beside the Molonglo River adjacent to the area planned as a commercial 
area in the Departmental plan.  Despite the pollution of the river, a small dam was built 
to utilise the waters for cooling the condensers of the steam generating engines.  The 
attraction of this small body of water was such that it became a popular swimming spot 
for Canberra residents.  
 
For the Department of Works the building of Canberra to the Departmental Plan was 
well under way.  However, at the end of June 1913 the new Government of Joseph 
Cook took office and at the end of July offered an invitation to Griffin to come to 
Australia to review his premiated plan beside the Departmental plan. 
 
 

                                                           
99 G.H. Knibbs, Year Book, Commonwealth of Australia, 1911, No.4, p.1145. 
100 G.P. Murphy, Parks and Gardens in Canberra, Department of the Capital Territory, Canberra, 1979, 
p.6. 
101 Knibbs, 1912, op. cit., pp.1145-1146. 
102 Wigmore, op. cit., p.54. 
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3.5 APPROVING A SUITABLE DESIGN 
 

I have planned a city not like any other city in the world. I have planned it not in a way that I 
expected any government authorities in the world would accept. I have planned an ideal city – a 
city that meets my ideal of the city of the future.103 

 
Walter Burley Griffin made this statement after winning the international competition 
for the design of Australia’s federal city.  His vision was for a city where landscape was 
pre-eminent, where site characteristics were enhanced, and modern developments in 
town planning were applied.  Griffin saw his city as an ideal city in which physical 
determinism, through good principles of town planning, would enable society to be 
reformed through physical configuration and the application of science.  He believed 
that the spatial arrangements in his design conveyed meaning and symbolised the rights 
and responsibilities of individuals, society and government.  Griffin also hinted at the 
difficulties that might ensue with government authorities.104 
 
Griffin’s radical stance and ideological principles were characteristic of progressive 
individuals of this period.  His Chicago experience, particularly from working under 
Frank Lloyd Wright and with the Steinway Hall group, upheld an honest respect for 
natural materials, a frank expression of new technologies, and a connection between 
buildings and the landscape in which they were placed.105 
 
The competition for the design of Australia’s federal capital raised considerable interest 
through professional circles.  John Sulman gave advance notice at the 1910 Royal 
Institute of British Architects Town Planning Conference in London, emphasising: 
 

Australia has its own distinguishing characteristics, climate, political, racial, social and 
constructive, that differentiate it from any other country in the world. Because we are almost 
entirely of Brito-Irish descent it must not be assumed that ‘Home’ ideas and traditions are 
necessarily current. Nor can we be classed as similar to the other Dominions of the Empire, and 
still less are we in harmony with other nations. We are just ourselves, and, though a young 
nation, have developed our own idiosyncrasies very rapidly owing to our isolation from the rest 
of the wold. We are, of course, more British than anything, but with a difference.106 

 
The competition was formally launched on 30 April 1911 with the Department of Home 
Affairs issuing the document, Information, Conditions and Particulars for Guidance in 
the Preparation of Competitive Design for the Federal Capital City of the 
Commonwealth of Australia.  The document contained information about the 
competition, conditions for competitors and requirements for the city.  The closing date 
was set at 31 January 1912. 
 
Documentation explained that the Federal Capital City would be the permanent Seat of 
Government of the Commonwealth of Australia.  It would be where Federal Parliament 
met and Commonwealth legislation was enacted.  It would also be the official residence 
of the Governor-General.  ‘The city will therefore, be primarily the official and social 
centre of Australia. ... it is expected that competitors will embody in their Designs all 
recent developments in the science of town planning’.  It was anticipated that the 

                                                           
103 Reported comment of Walter Burley Griffin in Building, 12 July 1912, p.42. 
104 Ibid. 
105 Paul Kruty, Walter Burley Griffin: An Architect of America’s Middle West, University of Illinois Press, 
Chicago, 1996, p.1. 
106 John Sulman, ‘The Federal Capital of Australia’ in Transactions of the Town Planning Conference, 
1910, p.605. 
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population for the city would be 25,000 persons and, based on the pattern of 
Washington and the United States, was expected to increase proportionally with the 
population increase throughout the Commonwealth.107  
 
Water considerations formed a part of both the ‘Requirements’ and ‘Description’ in the 
competition documentation.  Water supply for city purposes was calculated as 100 
gallons per capita per diem108 and ‘Ornamental Water’ was listed as a requirement with 
specific information provided on the location of weirs, explained as: 
 

Two sites for weirs across the Molonglo River have been examined – one at the rocky bar, 
almost in a line between trigonometrical stations ‘Sullivan’ and ‘Shale’. And the other beyond 
the western boundary of the map’.109   
 

Information was also provided for the area of the Molonglo River catchment, annual 
rainfall, and the annual evaporation from extensive areas of water surface.110  It was 
quite clear that a lake was intended.  Another point that indicated the need for an 
ornamental lake was the comment on the proposal for the construction of regulating 
weirs. Competitors were informed: 
 

Regulating weirs, at least 14 miles above the city site, will be constructed on the Molonglo and 
Queanbeyan Rivers to control flood waters, to equalise the flow of the river, and to maintain a 
constant level behind any weir within or near the city site. It may be assumed that a flow of not 
less than 20 cubic feet per second could be maintained at the site during successive years of 
minimum rainfall.111 

 
The site was described as lying in the valley of the Molonglo River with the river 
intersecting the city site. The river itself was described as: 
 

Ordinarily a sluggish stream; it drains some 700 square miles of country and flows between 
steep banks cut in the alluvial soil. During periods of prolonged dry weather the river ceases to 
run. It is readily fordable at short intervals during the greater part of the year, though subject to 
sudden alternations in volume.112 
 
The highest recorded flood was experience in the year 1891, when the waters reached the height 
shown on the Contour Plan of the Federal Capital Site; since that date there has only been one 
flood of any importance, or one which extended to any distance beyond the river banks. It will. 
However, be noticed by reference to the records that the rainfall for the past 14 years has been 
below the average, and it is probable that floods will recur, but measures will be taken to control 
the flood waters.113 

 
The romantic fashion for picturesqueness was portrayed in descriptions and illustrations 
of the site.  Emphasis was placed on the ability of the site to provide extensive views 
and descriptions were provided from each trigonometric station.  Camp Hill, the 
advisory board’s preferred location for Parliament House, was described as: 
 

North-westerly the scene is varied from either ‘Kurrajong’ or ‘Camp Hill’ Trigonometrical 
Stations – timbered slopes in the foreground fall rapidly towards the Molonglo River with 
undulating pasture land and cultivated areas bordering the river; then stretches of the stream 

                                                           
107 Commonwealth of Australia, 1911, Department of Home Affairs, Information, Conditions and 
Particulars for Guidance in the Preparation of Competitive Designs for the Federal Capital City of the 
Commonwealth of Australia, 30 April 1911. 
108 Ibid. Requirement No.9. 
109 Ibid. Requirement No.6. 
110 Ibid. Requirement No.7. 
111 Ibid. Requirement No.8. 
112 Ibid. Description No.9. 
113 Ibid. Description No.10. 
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itself, and beyond, the steep partially cleared spurs from Black Mountain and the uneven contour 
of the range of hills … form one of the most charming views within the city area.114 

 
The display of water would be essential to the picturesque scenic composition.  After 
all, Scrivener had selected the site to provide the opportunity for ornamental water at, 
what he considered to be, little cost by the damming of the Molonglo River.  Functional 
issues such as the river traversing the city site and the broad floodplain with its potential 
for flooding would be major issues to be resolved in any design.  However, with 
ornamental water and parks and gardens listed as requirements, there was an 
opportunity to combine both flood plain and ornamental water as a major park feature of 
the city. 
 
Entries were required to meet several conditions.  Competitors were to present a general 
plan on Scrivener’s large contour map.  This was at a scale of 400 feet to 1 inch, 
required four sheets and measuring about 135 cm on each edge.  (See figure 3.8).  
Entrants could submit other drawings each to be ‘mounted on linen and on stretchers’ 
that were not ‘to greatly to exceed the contour map in size’.  Designs were to be 
prepared for easy reproduction, ‘it being the intention of the Government to furnish the 
leading technical journals interested in the subject ... with copies of the more important 
of the drawings’.  This was to take advantage of worldwide interest in town planning 
and promote Australia’s national image.  The premiated designs would become the 
property of the Commonwealth.115 
 
Information was sent to Commonwealth works offices in state capitals and Australian 
diplomatic missions in London, Paris, Berlin, Washington, New York and Chicago, and 
to public works departments in the dominions; Wellington, Ottawa, Pretoria and Cape 
Town.  The information package included a plaster model of the site, maps, views, 
reports on the geology and the climate of the site, as well as competition conditions.  
Two copies of Scrivener’s contour plan, showing the level of the 1891 flood, possible 
weir sites and the rail route, became the base onto which all designs were to be 
projected.  Two coloured landscape views were included. These lithographs by Charles 
Coulter were long strips that joined to form 360-degree panoramic views.  One was the 
view from Camp Hill and the other from Vernon Hill.116  
 
In the same month Town Planning Review gave notice of the competition.  It mentioned 
that the information supplied to the competitors was very comprehensive and from the 
requirements mentioned ‘it is evident that a city of architectural magnificence is 
contemplated’.  Although the premiums were set at £1,750, £750 and £500, the 
premiums were for the design only and there were to be no further claims on the 
promoters.  The Review regarded these premiums as inadequate, that the time allowed 
for the delivery of drawings on 31 January 1912 as insufficient and the method of 
adjudication unsatisfactory.  It was scathing that the Minister for Home Affairs was to 
                                                           
114 Ibid. Description No.23. 
115 Ibid. Other ‘Conditions of Competition’ included: 
17. Competitors must understand that publication, whether of premiated Designs or of other Designs will 
in no way entitle competitors to any claim for compensation against the Minister or the Government in 
regard to proprietary or other rights. 
18. The premiated Designs shall become the property of the Government for its unrestricted use, either in 
whole or in part. Any claim for further remuneration by one or by all of the authors or their assignors or 
legal representatives will not, under any circumstance, be recognised. 
22. No unsuccessful competitor shall have any claim for payment in respect of an apparent adoption of 
his proposals or any part of them as disclosed by any Designs he may deliver. 
23. The Government by its own officers may give effect to the adopted Design. 
116 Coulter had painted a vision of a Federal Capital at Lake George in 1901. 
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be the sole adjudicator of the designs after a review by a board comprising an engineer, 
an architect and a licensed surveyor whose names were not revealed.  It reported, ‘the 
actual names of the Board should have been mentioned in order that they might 
command universal respect, and they should have been given definite powers’.  It hoped 
that these flaws might be rectified so that ‘the competition may be the complete success 
which the gravity of the situation deserves’.117 
 
The Australian competition did not meet the competition requirements laid down by the 
Royal Institute of British Architects. These requirements had been developed in 
response to an increasing number of architectural competitions being held around the 
world and stipulated that only professionally qualified persons were to serve as 
adjudicators.  Unsuccessfully, the RIBA sought to secure the appointment of the board 
of adjudicators nominated by the British Institute, the American Institute of Architects 
together with a third member appointed by the Australian Institute.  As a consequence, 
the RIBA instructed its members to boycott the competition.118 
 
Many senior architects in Australia were RIBA members.  The State’s architectural 
institutes advised the Minister that their members would not be able to compete as long 
as the Minister reserved the right to make the final decision.  Miller pointed out to 
O’Malley that unless the conditions were changed the most capable designers of the 
empire would not participate.  There were complaints and prolonged representations to 
the Australian High Commissioner in London by officials of the RIBA and strong 
criticism in professional journals and the daily newspapers.  However, the only 
concession the Minister for Home Affairs was prepared to make was to ask the 
professional institutes for nominations to the advisory board to report on the merits of 
the designs.  The members would then be selected by the Government, and only then 
would the board’s composition be revealed, and after the closing date of the 
competition.119 
 
Letters were sent to the various Institutes of Architects, Engineers and Surveyors on 18 
December 1911 requesting nominations to an advisory board.  In reply, the Institute of 
Engineers, Victoria, forwarded the name of its president, Jas. Alex Smith and the 
Surveyor’s Institute nominated J.M. Coane, a Fellow of the Victorian Institute of 
Surveyors who was also a member of the American Society of Civil Engineers.  
However, the NSW Institute of Architects and the Royal Victorian Institute of 
Architects declined to nominate anyone.  As a consequence the Minister selected John 
Kirkpatrick as an architect whose name was associated with several large buildings in 
NSW and also for his familiarity with the issues as chairman of the 1903 Royal 
Commission into sites.  
 
The Federal Capital Design Board comprising Smith, Kirkpatrick and Coane, was 
appointed by the Governor General to assess the entries on 29 February 1912.  Hobart 
architect Conrad Clark was appointed secretary to the Board.120  Although the closing 
date had been set as the last day of January 1912, it was extended to allow for entries 
delayed in transit. One hundred and thirty-seven designs were received and the large 
volume of material was accommodated in the ballroom of Government House that 
became the venue for the adjudication.   
 

                                                           
117 The Town Planning Review, July 1911. 
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The Design Board held its first meeting in March 1912 with Coane as Chairman.  It 
examined the designs in terms of general convenience, hygiene, architectural and 
general effect (including ornamental waters and parks), provision for expansion, 
economy and a miscellaneous category (including places of amusement and arboreal 
treatment).121  There was no evidence of consideration being given to the social and 
symbolic dimensions of the design.  Forty-six designs were photographed and on 25 
March 1912 the judges left for Canberra with the photographs in order to judge the 
merits of the designs at the site.122  With the Board unable to reach a unanimous 
decision, two reports were presented to the Minister, a majority and a minority report.  
 
The results of the competition were announced on 23 May 1912.123  The majority report 
of Smith and Kirkpatrick placed entry No.29 by Walter Burley Griffin of Chicago first, 
with No.18 by Eliel Saarinen of Finland second, and No.4 by Professor D. Alf. Agache 
third.  The majority report also nominated two other designs as worthy of mention.  
These were No.7 by Harold van Buren Magonigle of New York and No.35 by 
Schaufelberg, Rees and Gummer of London.   
 
The minority report of Coane, placed entry No.10 by W. Scott Griffiths, R.C.G. Coulter 
and C.H. Caswell of Sydney first, entry No.41 by Arthur C. Comey of America second, 
and entry No.81 by Nils Gellerstedt of Sweden third.  Following the Design Board’s 
report to the Minister for Home Affairs, O’Malley supported the majority report and all 
the designs went on public exhibition in Melbourne and Sydney.124 
 
Much has been written on the town planning attributes of these designs.  The intent of 
this investigation is to analyse the expression of landscape and ornamental water within 
the various designs.  Analyses of the images of the 46 recorded designs held by the 
National Library of Australia indicate a range of solutions to the requirement for 
‘ornamental water’ and the problems associated with the flood plain.   
 
Generally there were three approaches to resolving the design of the flood plain.  The 
first approach was to create a lake to incorporate the flood plain.  The second approach 
was to turn the river into an engineered canal with bordering parklands.  The third 
approach was a combination of the two.  Most designs placed the city on both sides of 
the river, canal or lake, incorporating a series of bridges, although a few placed the main 
parts of the city to one side of the ornamental water and thereby reduced the number of 
bridges required. 
 
The winning design of Griffin, architect and landscape architect of 1200 Steinway Hall, 
Chicago, Illinois, USA used the topography and flood plain of the site to organise the 
structure of the city.  (See figure 3.9).  Griffin’s entry was supported by the Project 
Outline, a report explaining the functions of the city, the purposes of the design and how 
he saw the people interacting with the city.  In 1913 he expanded on his ideas in The 
Federal Capital Preliminary General Plan.   
 
Griffin considered the landscape of the site in terms of distant mountains, local mounts, 
hills, waterway and valleys.  He utilised the hilltops as terminations of vistas and the 

                                                           
121 NAA: A762/1. ‘Results for Federal Capital Competition’. 
122 Reps, 1997, op. cit., p.92. Reps notes that apart from these photos and the premiated and purchased 
designs, other entries were later returned to their owners. 
123 Ibid., p.98. 
124 Ibid., p.2, regards the set of designs as an unrivalled catalogue of urban planning theory and practice in 
the early years of the century when modern town planning began. 
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food plain became a chain of lakes, designed as an integrated expression in the 
landscape with both symbolic and practical considerations.  At the centre of the 
composition Griffin proposed a Land Axis, an imaginary line drawn from Mount 
Ainslie to Mount Bimberi the highest point of a distant mountain range to the south, 
with a Water Axis intersecting the Land Axis at right angles on an imaginary line drawn 
from Black Mountain and crossing the flood plain.  Griffin described the landscape in 
theatrical terms: 
 

Taken altogether, the site may be considered as an irregular amphitheatre - with Ainslie at the 
north-east in the rear, flanked on either side by Black Mountain and Pleasant Hill, all forming 
the top galleries; with the slopes to the water, the auditorium; with the waterway and flood basin, 
the arena; with the southern slopes reflected in the basin, the terraced stage and setting of 
monumental government structures sharply rising tier on tier to the culminating highest internal 
forested hill of the Capitol; and with Mugga Mugga, Red Hill, and the blue distant mountain 
ranges, sun reflecting, forming the back scene of the theatrical whole.125 

 
Griffin recognised the problems of a river and floodplain traversing the city site but, 
with the scientific and planning information provided, saw its potential to form an 
extensive waterway.  He wrote: 
 

The considerable central flats are unavailable for building purposes, but eminently suitable for a 
waterway of the largest extent that would be consistent with the location in the heart of the city, 
where only, on the other hand, a water feature of the restricted size procurable at Canberra can 
maintain a dignity in keeping with its purpose. 

 
The practicality of maintaining a surface of 5 square miles of water is verified by all known data, 
provided proper precautions are taken in the head waters of the Queanbeyan and Molonglo 
Rivers. Moreover, there are additional river supplies available within the limits of expense 
proportionate to any unprecedented or possible need.126 

 
Griffin’s chain of lakes comprised both formal basins and naturalistic lakes.  The three 
formal basins related to the water axis and were defined by circular and straight 
shorelines designed for drives and promenades.  To the east and west of these formal 
basins would be two naturalistic lakes.  The eastern lake was to be at a higher level and 
was intended to accommodate fluctuating water levels.  The second dam would hold 
back the waters of the western and central lakes.  He regarded these dams as being of 
‘very modest proportions constructed in connection with one of the roadway crossings 
and lower outlying informal lake’: 
 

This dam may be high enough to form all the lake and basin waters, but it is suggested that the 
waters over the large upper area subject to occasional flood may be held back at the point where 
the railroad and main line of traffic pass around the governmental reservation by another weir 
with sluices and locks to form a naturalistic lake whose beaches may be allowed to vary 
somewhat with the river supply as controlled at these sluices to maintain the formal basins and 
lower lake uniform throughout the year.127 

 
Griffin, to further explain his ideas, provided a set of logical diagrams which he 
described as ‘the underlying organisms’.  He arranged public facilities into four groups, 
Governmental, Recreational, Educational and Military and showed their spatial 
arrangement in relationship to the Land and Water axes.  (See figure 3.10).  With the 
central basin as the origin the Governmental group was located to the south, the 

                                                           
125 Ibid., p. 3. 
126 Walter Burley Griffin, Federal Capital Preliminary General Plan, Commonwealth Government 
Printer, Melbourne, 1913a, p. 2. 
127 NAA: A762 2296/2/5/2, ‘Documents relating to the Design of the Federal Capital’. Design No. 29 
‘Commonwealth of Australia, Federal Capital Competition, Project Outline’, pp.6-7. 
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Recreational group to the north with the Educational and Military groups respectively to 
the west and east of the adjoining circular basins.  The central basin was planned as the 
heart of the city. 
 
Griffin envisaged all the water bodies as integral to the city and used the main traffic 
bridges to separate water bodies of different character.  For Griffin: 
 

The triple internal architectural basins ... bound on three sides the government group for the 
reflection of its buildings and for the improvement of the humidity conditions in the heart of the 
City. The circular pools and the connecting basin provide three water bodies, each complete in 
itself, and located in the spaces between the direct lines of communications from center to 
center. At the same time, because of their largeness of scale and severe simplicity they conform 
to the architectural character of the center of the City with its monumental groups and throngs of 
busy people. The two irregular lakes are likewise located out of the direct lines of 
communication and their informal treatment corresponds with the park-like, irregular character 
of the City’s first suburban zone.128 

 
From the Capitol on Kurrajong Hill (Capital Hill), through Parliament House on 
Canberra Hill (Camp Hill), to the front terrace adjacent to the waterway, Griffin 
presented the Government group as an ensemble of cumulative massing facing north-
east to the main part of the city.  The Capitol, which Griffin regarded a the people’s 
building, was located in a ‘hilly park’ setting on the highest hill with uninterrupted 
views across the central basin of the lake over public parkland and on to Mount Ainslie.  
With a drop in elevation to Parliament House, the ‘Court of Honour’ formal water 
feature was flanked by departmental buildings, stepping down to the waterway 
embankment and the ‘Watergate’ where a court terrace became: 
 

The roof of a central building of the waterway embankment, which projects into the Basin, 
crowned toward the water by an open colonnade, surmounting a slight bank of steps to afford an 
open forum, beneath which the structure serves as a launch entrance or “Water-gate”.129 

 
The Recreational group was directly related to the waterway.  The circular pools and 
connecting basin of the waterway were to have ‘continuous boulevarded embankments, 
for a continuous motor route, for water sports, pageants and bathing, the central Basin, 
incidentally forming a rowing-course of 1 mile between the terminal bridges’.  Griffin 
proposed a Stadium for general assembly facing the waterway on the land axis.  It was 
to be recessed into the slope of the bank so as not to interrupt the continuous vista of the 
land axis.  On either side were the Theatre and Opera House and further to each side 
were paired galleries of the graphic and plastic arts, the museums for natural history and 
archaeology, the Zoological Gardens, Baths, and Gymnasia.130 
 
Griffin also explained his proposals for the remainder of the flood plain of the 
Molonglo: 
 

The Molonglo is left in its present state in the lower channelled reaches, where it forms a feature 
of the botanical gardens and forest reserve continuous with Black Mountain, incidentally 
perpetuating there the only remnant of primeval luxuriance on the city site. Another weir, with 
locks, on the line where the railway and a main traffic route pass around the Government 
Reservation, inundates the extensive upper bottom lands for a naturalistic look at 1835 level, 
practically coincident with the highest recorded flood. … Stepped and gently sloping 
embankments at slight comparative expense offer better architectural possibilities and greater 
utility than the more ordinary vertical revetments. The two irregular lakes located as is the case 
of the formal lagoons without intersecting the direct lines of communication have an informal 

                                                           
128 Ibid. 
129 Griffin, 1913a, op. cit., p.6. 
130 Ibid., p.7. 
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treatment that corresponds with the park-like, irregular character of the City’s first suburban 
zone and of the more spacious recreation grounds facing them.131 

 
The upper eastern lake was to have a spacious public park and residential development 
on one side, and on the other, the grounds of the military college backed by Pleasant 
Hill.  Griffin regarded the realisation of the Governmental and Recreational groups as 
essential and would need to be completed before the University and Military groups, 
which he regarded as more special and less imperative, could be started.  Not only was 
Griffin’s plan logically organised and systematically resolved, his wife, Marion Mahony 
Griffin, had beautifully illustrated it. 
 
Saarinen, the second majority award winner was a well-known architect from 
Helsingfors, Finland.  (See figure 3.11).  In his accompanying report he explained the 
design of his ornamental water: 
 

Within the area of the town the Molonglo river has been transformed into several pondlike 
constructions of different size and shape. This is necessary to prevent eventual inundations 
during heavy rains. By means of the projected basins and owing to the proportion of the water 
level to the height of the street large quantities of water may pour into these basins without fear 
of inundations. Moreover the outlet is projected wide enough to allow large quantities of water 
to be carried away by the stream with sufficient swiftness. 

 
On the other hand these basins help greatly towards the aesthetic aspect of the town. For this 
purpose something must be done to keep the water-level something like level during long 
periods of dry weather. Above the town in some suitable place a large quantity of water should 
be concentrated by dams so as to form a lake like water cistern. This reservoir should be big 
enough to store water sufficient to fill the basins in the town during prolonged droughts, so that a 
minimum water level within the City area can be counted upon. Through simple lock 
arrangements we are thus able to obtain this constant waterlevel in the basins.132 

 
Not only did this design require very expensive canals, locks, bridges, and special upper 
catchment storage reservoirs, hills had to be removed and much of the city was located 
on the flood plain.  ‘Formal lakes divided the city, with four different levels in the 
ornamental waters governed by weirs’.  The public buildings, including Parliament 
House, fronted a narrow stretch of water’.133 
 
In the design of third majority award winner, Professor Hubert Donat Alfred Agache of 
Paris,  (see figure 3.12),  ornamental water was given little attention and river treatment 
was presented from a utilitarian standpoint, widened along its course, and designed as 
‘Provision against flood’:  
 

Even though it has been considered to close in the river by means of high quays, or to regulate 
its course by means of locks, we have, nevertheless, supposed that, as the result of a cloudburst 
or an exceedingly long period of rain, a flood might be feared, and for this reason gardens have 
been provided on both banks in all places marked as having been flooded by the high waters of 
1891, so that should such an even occur the damage would be relatively slight, as it would not 
reach to the inhabited sections.134 

 
Mentioned in the majority report as worthy of consideration were the designs by 
Magonigle of New York,  (see figure 3.13),  and by Schaufelberg, Rees and Gummer of 
London.  (See figure 3.14).  Magonigle proposed blasting and canalisation of the 
Molonglo River with the Government Reservation as an island.  He suggested private 

                                                           
131 Ibid., p.7. 
132 A762, op. cit. Design No. 18. Saarinen. 
133 Building, 12 June 1914, p.76. 
134 A762, op cit., Design No. 4 Agache. 
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waters for the University and for the Governor General.  The University would be 
provided with a pool for boating and the Governor General would have private waters 
as a decorative adjunct of his park, ‘connected with the main body by two narrow canals 
to induce a current and prevent stagnation’.  Schaufelberg, Rees and Gummer proposed 
quays, ‘built on economical lines, as short as circumstances would allow and in a 
manner that would add to the charm and dignity of the city’.135 
 
The minority first prize awarded to Walter Scott Griffiths, Robert Charles Coulter and 
Charles H. Caswell, of Sydney was the only Australian entry among the final eight 
shortlisted entries.  (See figure 3.15).  The creation of ornamental waters was ‘effected 
by damming the Molonglo River near the western boundary of the City area’.  This 
would create a large informal lake closely reflecting the flood plain.  They maintained 
the area around the lake with extensive parklands, but placed the railway between the 
lake and the city.  Two large islands were proposed, one in the eastern reaches and one 
in the western area of the lake.136  
 
The second minority prize was to Comey of Cambridge Massachusetts, USA.  (See 
figure 3.16).  Comey was a recent graduate of landscape architecture from Harvard and 
practised as a consulting city planner.  His treatment of ornamental water was to dam 
the lake at the recommended western site, develop a large informal western lake, 
provide a formal basin adjacent to the parliamentary grouping of buildings and 
accommodate the water in a broad channel in its eastern reaches.137 
 
The third minority placing was from Gellerstedt with Lingren and du Rietz of 
Stockholm Sweden.  (See figure 3.17).  They considered the utilitarian as well as the 
aesthetic value of developing the river: 
 

On the west side of the railway it is proposed to dig out and widen the river, both for getting the 
necessary filling material for raising certain parts of the city and for creating at the centre of the 
city extensive watering mirrors where brilliant regattas and such like are to be held. By this 
means a suitable site for a large and fine river-grit restaurant will be obtained.138  

 
The results of the competition and Griffin’s design received extensive coverage in the 
newspapers and journals.  Comments ranged from strongly favourable to scathing.  The 
American Engineering News gave a favourable report: 
 

The first primary feature of the design is that the government buildings are grouped on the south 
side of the river, which at this point is developed as an ornamental waterway not only forming an 
attractive feature in itself, but serving to separate the government section from the city proper 
and isolate it from the commercial centers and activities. This arrangement adds to the dignity 
and individuality of the aspect of the city as a whole.139 

 
Britain’s Patrick Abercrombie was not so forthcoming: 
 

There is a great difference between a town that is divided by a noble river, like London by the 
Thames ... and a proposition like Mr Griffin’s, which shows a capital city severed in half by a 
series of artificial lagoons.  What would be the value of the Thames converted into a larger 
Serpentine and dotted with modelboats and swans?  A majestic river is a glory in the heart of a 
city, but a calm lagoon is the quintessence of repose in the retirement of a park.140 

                                                           
135 Ibid. Design No. 35. 
136 Ibid. Design No. 10. 
137 Ibid. Design No. 41. 
138 Ibid. Design No. 81. 
139 Engineering News, 4 July 1912 as quoted in Reps, op. cit., p.198. 
140 The Town Planning Review, October 1912 in Reps, op. cit., p.211. 
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Sulman supported the superiority of Griffin’s design in an article in Building. 
‘Compared with the second and third designs, the first stands pre-eminent’.  Of the 
minority prize by Griffiths, Caswell and Coulter, he regarded the location of the railway 
line as a defect.  ‘It skirts and cuts across the principal parks and lake in the centre of the 
city, and the contrast of a huge steel bridge for the railway, and a well-designed stone 
traffic bridge, is altogether too awful in a model city’.141 
 
Although Griffin was awarded the winning prize for the design of the Federal Capital 
the Government was not legally bound to use his design.  It had been clearly stated in 
the ‘Conditions of Competition’ that the premiated designs were to become ‘the 
property of the Government for its unrestricted use, either in whole or in part’.  The 
department officers charged with the responsibility of building the city were practical 
men.  They were faced with longer-term realities of building the city with taxpayers’ 
money and moving people to the place.  They needed to be certain that the city could be 
built.  Two weeks after the announcement of the competition results, O’Malley, on the 
Miller’s advice, formed a board to report on the suitability and adoption of the 
proposals.142   
 
This Departmental Board, as well as comprising Miller, Owen and Scrivener, included 
George J. Oakshott, Commonwealth Director of Works for NSW, John Smith Murdoch, 
Senior Architect in the Department of Home Affairs and Thomas Hill, Commonwealth 
Director of Works for Victoria.  Rejecting Griffin’s design the Departmental Board 
developed another plan, supposedly based on a range of ideas from the design 
competition.  In submitting its report on 25 November 1912, the Departmental Board 
was unable to recommend the adoption of any one of the designs and recommended 
approval of the plan for the layout of the City prepared by the Board.  The Board 
advanced its design with the assertion that ‘This plan incorporates features from the 
premiated and purchased designs wherever, in the opinion of the Board, such a 
procedure is warranted.143  The Departmental Plan also included a large lake across the 
floodplain closely conforming to the contour of the 1891 flood and concentrating the 
major urban development on the southern side of the lake.  (See Figure 3.18). 
 
On the recommendation of cost, efficiency and achievability the Departmental Board 
Plan was approved by the Minister for Home Affairs.  O’Malley accepted the Board’s 
recommendation, but the profession did not.  There was an outcry in Australia and 
Britain.  The integrity of the design and the rights of the designer were seen as 
compromised.  In Australia George Taylor, editor of Building, mounted a petition which 
was conducted through the various state’s institutes.  Signed by most of Australia’s 
town planners, registered architects and engineers it was forwarded it to the Minister for 
Home Affairs.  
 
In Britain Abercrombie commented that the Departmental Plan was ‘the product of a 
department whose personnel are utterly untrained in the elements of architectural 
composition ... indeed the whole layout is so entirely outside the pale of serious 
criticism that we feel, it cannot be put into execution’.144  The petition against the 
Departmental Plan by the architectural, town planning and engineering professions and 

                                                           
141 George Taylor, ‘The Competition for a Capital’, Building, 12 June 1914, pp.78-79.  
142 The Board formed on 27 June 1912. 
143 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Papers, 1912, Report of the Board Appointed to 
Investigate Certain Designs, 1912, p.1. 
144 The Town Planning Review, January 1913, p.222. 
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the level of overseas interest prompted the new Cook Government to invite Griffin to 
Australia to study the city site, on the spot, and confer with the Board.145 
 
However, on 12 March 1913, when the wife of the Governor General, Lady Denman, 
officially named the city, Canberra, the building of the city commenced to the 
Departmental Board Plan.  The unfortunate outcome of this event was a long period of 
distrust and conflict between professional groups and the conduct of politicians and 
Government Departments. 
 
 
 
3.6 DISCUSSION OF CHAPTER 3 
 
Even before Federation there were great expectations on the new nation’s ability to 
build an ideal city, or at least a city that would avoid the perceived problems of the past.  
Oliver and Scrivener contributed in a significant way to the form of the future city 
because they had the education, aesthetic sensibility and pragmatism to visualise the 
potential of actual sites.   
 
Enduring harsh conditions for the national purpose Oliver accompanied by Scrivener 
traversed extensive regions and found suitable sites.  Oliver presented his information in 
a rational mode of text and table whilst Scrivener provided accurate maps and 
calculations by which others could understand his deliberations.  Perhaps it was Oliver 
who, through his education, travel, reading and social status, schooled Scrivener on 
aesthetic principles of picturesque landscape appreciation, whereas it may have been 
Scrivener who passed on the pragmatic principles of regional hydrology and topography 
to Oliver. 
 
Scrivener was most perceptive in terms of recognising the physical possibilities of a 
site.  His understanding of the requirements for ornamental water allowed him to 
evaluate the capability of each site.  He was also able to foresee potential difficulties.  
This explanation would make sense of Scrivener’s later switch in support for the 
Molonglo River as a superior water source to that of the Cotter River.  A constant 
supporter of the importance of a large lake for the Federal City, unlike Owen, it was 
perhaps Scrivener who saw the fundamental importance of securing the Molonglo 
catchment if the plan for ornamental water was to succeed.  Oliver died in 1903 and 
Scrivener retired to the Blue Mountains in 1915 where he died in 1924.  Neither saw the 
vision of a lake fulfilled. 
 
Miller, Owen and Scrivener made a formidable team in terms of administrative, 
constructional and planning skills.  They were confident in the ability of the Department 
of Works, working under their instructions, to develop the modest city as envisaged by 
Prime Minister Deakin.  Under their direction the Federal City would be a technically 
advanced city, but built in the mould of other Australian cities.   
 

                                                           
145 According to McLaren, giving evidence at the 1954 Senate Inquiry: On 10 July 1913, the Minister for 
Home Affairs suggested to the Prime Minister that the advice of Professor Mawson, Professor of Town 
Planning at the University of Liverpool, be sought on alteration of detail, or alternatively, that Mr Griffin 
be asked to visit Australia to consult in regard to such modifications of his plan as might, for 
topographical reasons, be considered necessary. Mawson had planned to visit Australia in 1914 on a 
lecture tour, but he cancelled at the last moment. 
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However, many Australian design professionals, particularly architects and town 
planners, politicians and progressive individuals, wanted the city to be of ‘world class’ 
and called for a city whose design would reflect well on the world stage.  Despite some 
minor shortcomings, Griffin’s design was regarded as a superior design in the context of 
the world discourse on town planning.  He incorporated the idea of landscape in an 
organic way by regarding architecture as a logical outgrowth of environment.  He was 
able to articulate the importance of setting and weave it through the city.  Taking the 
range of mountains as background and the series of encircling hills as the boundary of 
the city, he nominated the three minor hills within it as the vertices of a vast triangle.  
The logic of the triangle was powerful.  It physically linked the functions of the city 
with its political, administrative and commercial centres and the sides of the triangle 
and its principle axis provided vistas onto nature.  As well, the triangle symbolically 
reflected issues of equality, democracy and progress in a comprehensible way.   
 
At the heart of this composition would lie a crystalline lake.  Where the river traversed 
the triangle Griffin envisaged a formal segmental lake with adjacent circular basins.  It 
complemented the architectural character of the centre of the city and functioned as an 
auditorium and a place for people to engage in the theatre of the city.  Away from the 
centre the lake extended into the suburban areas in a naturalistic way.  City, water, hills, 
mountains, vistas and views combined to form the whole.  The naturalistic style of the 
picturesque combined with the formality of axial ordering to provide a structure into 
which buildings could be symbolically placed.   
 
The strong moral and social meaning that Griffin placed on the landscape configuration 
of his design is supported in his comment that he had ‘planned a city not like any other 
city in the world’.146  He believed he had planned a city where the landscape idea 
captured the aspirations of the new nation.  Griffin’s design, however, can also be seen 
as a distillation of a long tradition of designed landscapes emanating from Britain, of 
geometric ordering of classical origins practiced in Europe and America., and overlaid 
with new social principles and democratic ideology.  His design for the city excited the 
professional and the international community.  However, it was not a design that would 
be easy to implement in the short-term.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
146 Building, 12 July 1912, p.42. 
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4.1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 

I want the Australians to make their city the greatest – the most beautiful – there is. They have 
the opportunity to do it. They have the experience of the world to guide them. Australia is on the 
firing-line. It is in the front rank of European civilization. You are untrammelled by tradition.1 

 
Walter Burley Griffin, shortly after his arrival in Australia in 1913, eloquently and 
optimistically appraised the potential of the Federal City.  However there were many 
that sought to frustrate both Griffin and his ideas for the city and he fell victim to critics 
who, while applauding his visionary approach, particularly to landscape and its 
democratic possibilities, took every opportunity to undermine his activities.2 
 
Roy De Mestre, winner of the Society of Artists’ Travelling Scholarship in 1922, 
returned to Australia in 1925 after three years study in France and articulated some of 
the problems confronted by artists and designers in Australia: 
 

Australia is a splendid germinating ground for the Artist, but there is, among critics, a regrettable 
tendency to ‘kill with kindness’ on the one hand, and on the other to considerably retard progress 
by a certain narrow-mindedness – both strange qualities, one feels, considering the country is 
characterised by a certain harshness and yet has a great suggestion of space and freedom.3 

 
De Mestre brought back the message of the Modern movement that was ‘manifesting 
itself in every branch of creative art, and [was] based philosophically and in its 
objective form on principles distinct from the art of the past’.4  Art in Australia, an 
influential art and design magazine noted in its September 1926 editorial that the catch-
cry would be ‘simplification and reduction to essentials’.  Many new ideas came to 
Australia from overseas correspondents engaged by such magazines, through British 
and American journals and by returning expatriates such as De Mestre.   
 
Although the ideology of modernity infused progressive thought in Australia before the 
First World War and was exemplified in Griffin’s plan, war challenged Australia’s 
cultural, social, political and technical assumptions.  After the war Australia was a 
changed society and ‘urban aspirations were challenged by a decentralised back-to-the-
land federal policy’.5  This did not fit well with proposals to build a grand Federal City.  
Unfortunately Griffin started to build the city just as the war began and wartime 
contingencies, combined with bureaucratic obstruction, meant that little progress was 
made.   
 
After the war there was a period of experimentation in design in Europe in particular, 
but also America, Britain and therefore Australia.  Industrial ideology and principles of 
modern art informed new ideas and large international exhibitions continued to be a 
conduit of ideas.  At the 1925 Paris Exposition Internationale des Arts Decoratifs et 
Industriels Modernes new design directions for architecture and garden design were 
displayed.  A special feature was the landscape section where gardens were presented as 
an extension of the interior decoration of buildings as well as an integral part of the 
urban arrangement.  Ranging from decorative patterns applied to the landscape to 
                                                           
1 Sydney Morning Herald, Tuesday 19 August 1913. 
2 George Taylor writing in the journal Building is an example of such a critic. 
3 Roy De Mestre, ‘Modern Art and the Australian Outlook’ in Art in Australia, December 1925. (No page 
number) 
4 Ibid.  
5 John Williams, The Quarantined Culture, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1995, p.10. 
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spatially innovative projects, the ideas from this exhibition had wide influence around 
the world.6 Le Corbusier emerged as the main voice to promote the Modern movement 
in architecture and planning.  His writings, some of which were translated into English 
in the 1920s, were eagerly sought by Australia’s younger generations of professionals.  
This is discussed further in Chapter 5.   
 
Also after the war Australian governments developed a closer connection between 
politics and social environment.  Government, at all levels, became increasingly 
involved in planning and building development.7  As a part of the post-war 
redevelopment program, the Hughes Government, under the urgings of Littleton 
Groom, attempted to move two large infrastructure programs forward.  One was the 
Federal capital project; the other was the Murray Waters Conservation Scheme.  The 
former was the subject of prolonged sniping and resistance, the latter was greatly 
favoured to assist in absorbing soldiers on their return from service by providing direct 
employment and by opening up new land for settlement.  It also involved three states in 
major infrastructure work.8 
 
In 1918 and again in 1919 Littleton Groom was appointed Minister for Works and 
Railways, the Minister responsible for building the Federal City.  As Minister for Home 
Affairs in the Deakin Ministry between 1905 and 1908, Groom had been instrumental in 
steering the site selection agenda and was an ardent supporter of a Federal City.  After 
almost four years as Minister for Works and Railways in the Hughes Labor Ministry he 
became Attorney-General in 1923 in the new Bruce-Page Nationalist Ministry.  From 
this position he was able to oversee legislation to expedite the development of the city.9  
 
One of the immediate issues confronting Griffin and the development of the city was 
what to do with the lake.  Scrivener’s retirement in 1915 removed a key supporter and 
over time Owen became more and more cautious about its practicality. 
 
 
 
4.2 THE OFFICE OF THE FEDERAL CAPITAL: 1913-1920 
 

We cannot get any ‘move on’ until we have settled the engineering difficulty that is the keystone 
of the building of Canberra. ... When we discover whether we have sufficient water for the three 
lakes, or whether we shall have to cut one out, we shall be able to proceed.10 

 
The selection of the Canberra site and design had been premised on the formation of an 
ornamental lake.  However, the size, expense and design style of this lake became a 
major concern for the Government in the development of the city.  This concern was 
reflected in the Departmental Board Plan of 1912 where the formality of the central area 
of Griffin’s lake was replaced by a lake more closely reflecting the form and extent of 
the flood plain.  (See figure 3.18). 
 
At the invitation of the Cook Government, to ‘review his design in the light of local 
circumstances’,11  Griffin arrived in Sydney on 18 August 1913 and proceeded to 

                                                           
6 Dorothee Imbert, The Modernist Garden in France, Yale University Press, London, 1993, p.27. 
7 Klaus-Jurgen Sembach, Into the Thirties, Thames and Hudson, London, 1972, p.8. (Translated from the 
German, Styl 1930) 
8 Jesse Groom, Nation Building in Australia, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1941, Chapter 7 
9 Ibid., p.135. 
10 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Debates, 24 June 1915, p.4360. Archibald, member for 
Hindmarsh and Minister for Home Affairs. 
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Canberra to inspect the site.  On 26 August, when Griffin met with the Departmental 
Board in Melbourne to discuss his design, John Murdoch noted: 
 

I expressed alarm about the cost of the earthworks for the lakes ... had doubted the adequacy of 
the water supply for the upper lake and had been worried about the hygienic effect of fluctuating 
water levels. ... He had also urged the establishment of both government and civic centres on the 
south of the river to make the town a reasonably convenient domicile.12 

 
The outcome of the meeting with the Board led to Griffin to modify areas of the lake, 
along with other aspects.  In a letter to the Minister, William Kelly, marked Sydney 13 
October 1913, Griffin presented observations on his design as a result of his personal 
inspection of the site and conferences with the Departmental Board.  He noted that the 
Board gave concern ‘to division by water on the ground that there was no precedent in 
Australia’ and ‘to the formal basins and long railroad crossing on the ground of undue 
cost’.  When he presented his ‘Preliminary Plan’,  (see figure 4.1),  which addressed the 
Board’s concerns, their agreement was still not forthcoming.  On 18 October 1913, the 
Minister disbanded the Board and appointed Griffin to direct the development of the 
Federal capital.13 
 
Appointed as Federal Capital Director of Design and Construction of Canberra and 
Head of the Office of the Federal Capital within the Department of Home Affairs, 
Griffin was directly responsible to the Minister.  The terms of agreement of his 
appointment allowed ‘for the purposes of the creation and development of the Federal 
Capital City at Canberra, prepare general designs, specifications, plans, and documents, 
and generally direct the details and execution of works necessary to give effect to them’.  
A list of specific works included ‘public ways and parks’, ‘street and park planting’ and 
‘city beautification.  Griffin was also able to ‘perform any other work in conne[x]ion 
with the Federal Capital City which is in keeping with the character of the position of 
Federal Capital Director of Design and Construction.’ The contact was initially for a 
three-year period.14 
 
Griffin’s contract with the Government was perceived by some public servants to be in 
conflict with their responsibilities.  As Director General of Works Percy Owen believed 
his responsibility was the construction of the city and that this was separate to design, 
which he regarded to be primarily concerned with aesthetics.  On the other hand, Griffin 
considered ‘that design is a consequence of constructive needs as well as functional 
needs, and that only on the broad basis of both together can it be effectively handled’.15  
 
At the beginning of his contract, in order to arrange his business affairs in America, 
Griffin took six months leave, departing Sydney on 15 November 1913 and returned to 
Sydney on 12 May 1914.  Although over this time he corresponded regularly with 
Minister Kelly and with A.J. Macdonald, his staff representative in Melbourne, the 
departmental officers continued with what they saw as their responsibilities, that is, 
constructing the city.  During Griffin’s absence, Miller as Administrator, Federal 
Territory, wrote to the Minister for Home Affairs suggesting an alternative form of 
administrative arrangement for developing the city.  It involved the appointment of a 
Chief Commissioner and two Commissioners to control and direct all operations within 

                                                                                                                                                                          
11 Sydney Morning Herald, Tuesday, 19 August 1913. 
12 Jim Gibbney, Canberra 1913-1953, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra, pp.34-39. 
13 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Papers, 1914-1915, Federal Capital, No.153. 
14 CA:PD, 6 May 1915 p.2940. 
15 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Papers, 1917, Issues Relating to Mr Griffin, No.378, p.12 
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the Federal Territory and vested with considerable powers.  He suggested himself as the 
Chief Commissioner and Owen and Hill as the other Commissioners.  Miller added: 
 

I am still uncertain as to whether it will be preferable for Mr Griffin to be a consultant to the 
Government or to the Commissioners, but am inclined to the view that greater advantages will 
result from him being consultant to the Commissioners.16  

 
After Griffin’s return, the new Minister for Home Affairs, William Archibald, impatient 
with Griffin’s progress, asked him to finalise the city plan without delay.17  Several 
modifications were made to the lake and on 27 March 1915 Griffin presented his 
‘Amended Plan’ to the Minister.  This plan was a development from the ‘Preliminary 
Plan’ and was intended to allow the layout of the city to commence.  In developing his 
plan Griffin relied on Scrivener’s survey plans from 1909 showing the position of dams 
on the upper reaches of both the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers and river flow data 
provided to entrants in the Federal Capital Design Competition.   
 
In Griffin’s design the lake required two dams to be constructed across the Molonglo 
River; one in the vicinity of Yarralumla and another, much larger one to the north-east 
of the power house.  These dams would hold back the waters of the river and form a 
series of ornamental lakes through the centre of the city at the level of 1,825 feet.  The 
further eastern lake, initially planned at 1,835 feet level and then changed to 1,845 feet 
to allow for a greater depth of water, would mainly lie outside the city in the suburban 
and military areas.  Building a regulating reservoir further up the catchment was 
essential to maintain Griffin’s lake.  Seasons of low rainfall had shown the problem of 
dropping water levels in neighbouring Burrunjuck Dam.   
 
At the end of 1913 the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works was 
established to allow government ministers to scrutinise ruthlessly the expenditure of 
public moneys over £25,000 on all capital works throughout Australia.  The 
recommendations of these inquiries largely determined their future.  Generally formed 
with Ministers and Senators with experience in building and construction or business, 
the various Public Works Committees were extremely powerful in terms of approving 
the progress of work at Canberra.   
 
One of the first inquiries made by the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public 
Works was into the construction of a storage and regulating reservoir on the upper 
Queanbeyan River, at a cost estimated by Owen to be £100,000.  The Minister also 
asked Owen to check the quantities and cost for the construction of the ornamental 
lakes.  Owen’s estimate was £769,800.  The Minister also referred works for the city 
railway and dams for ornamental waters according to Griffin’s schematic plan of 20 
March 1915, to the Public Works Committee for investigation and report. 
 
The first meeting of the Public Works Committee was held at the end of 1914 and the 
first inquiry began in  January 1915.  Edward Charles Riley was Chairman and there 
were eight other members: John Henry Keating, Patrick Joseph Lynch and William 
Harrison Story, representing the Senate, and James Edward Fenton, William Fyfe 

                                                           
16 NAA: A110/1 FC1914/930. ‘Federal City Construction Proposed Bill Appointing Commissioners’, 13 
March 1914. 
17 Andrew Fisher, leader of the Australian Labor Party, became Prime Minister on 17 September 1914. 
William Oliver Archibald became Minister for Home Affairs. 
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Finlayson, Henry Gregory, Sydney Sampson and William Henry Laird Smith 
representing the House of Representatives.18 
 
The Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works  was not the only body 
overseeing the development of the Federal City.  Parliament regularly debated the 
situation.  In 1915 Roland Greene, Member for Richmond, initiated a debate on the 
administration of the Federal Capital Territory, advocating that it be placed under a 
Commission, a suggestion made at an earlier time by Miller, and that expenditure 
should cease to be a charge on the Consolidated Revenue. Greene argued that under the 
leasehold system of land tenure there should be income coming to the Government and 
this should support the city’s development.  There were ongoing concerns over alleged 
antagonism between Griffin and the Minister for Home Affairs, Archibald, and 
Departmental officers, as well as concerns of waste in Government expenditure.  
Sampson, who was also a member of the Public Works Committee believed that the 
Federal Capital Territory should have been treated as a separate administrative 
responsibility from the very first so that the responsibility could be removed from that 
of the Minister to that of an independent board.  Greene and Sampson advocated drastic 
reform whereby a policy of continuous works should be established instead of the 
existing stop-go procedure that was based on annual appropriations.  However, none of 
these options were followed-up at this stage. 
 
Between 1915 and 1917 Griffin was heavily involved in providing evidence to the 
Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works.  Several of these inquiries related 
to the development of the lake.  The Storage and Regulating Reservoir, Upper 
Queanbeyan River inquiry took evidence from 28 January 1915 to 23 February 1915 
and its report was released on 17 March 1915.  The Construction of a Main Sewer for 
Canberra inquiry was released on 10 March 1915.  The Dams for Ornamental Waters 
at Canberra inquiry took evidence from 14 July 1915 to 21 November 1916 and 
produced its report on 28 November 1916 and the City Railway at Canberra inquiry 
took evidence from 13 July 1915 to 15 November 1916 and released its report on 24 
November 1916.  The acrimonious Royal Commission into the Administration of the 
Federal Capital Territory, by Sydney barrister Wilfred Blacket, took evidence from 18 
July 1916 to 8 February 1917 and produced its report on 12 March 1917. 
 
In providing evidence, Griffin was able to expand on his vision for the lake.  However, 
some of this vision was taken out of context and promoted by those antagonistic to 
Griffin in order to reduce his credibility.  During the Construction of a Main Sewer for 
Canberra inquiry in 1915, Griffin resurrected the idea of a great lake, previously 
suggested by L.A.B. Wade in 1906 and John Sulman in 1909.19  In the context of 
approving plans for sewerage works in the area that might be compromised if such a 
lake were ever built, Griffin’s great lake scheme was mapped onto the original plan that 

                                                           
18 Senator Riley, plasterer, Union secretary and ALP member, was Chairman of the Public Works 
Committee from 1914-17. Senator Keating, a barrister and book publisher, was the Minister for Home 
Affairs from 1907-8. Senator Lynch became Minister for Works in 1905 and Minister for Works and 
Railways from 1917 to 1918. Senator Story, a stonemason, bricklayer and building contractor was a 
member of the public Works Committee from 1914-17. Fenton, a printer by trade and ALP member; 
Finlayson, fruit merchant and ALP member; Gregory, press proprietor, farmer and Nationalist Party 
member; Smith, electrician, union official and ALP member; were members of the Public Works 
Committee from 1914-17. Sampson, newspaper proprietor and landowner, moved between parties but as 
a National Party member for Wimmera was an outspoken supporter of Canberra’s development. He was 
also the uncle of Sir Robert Menzies. 
19 This has been discussed more fully in Chapter 3.2. 
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Weedon had suggested in 1907.  (See Figure 4.2).  Griffin, in writing to the Public 
Works Committee in support of an alternative sanitation proposal argued:  
 

The whole sanitary engineering policy I have outlined for Canberra [is] to obviate vast waste, 
ultimate dissatisfaction and replacement. However it seems proper to again remind the members, 
and record the fact pointed out to me at Canberra, that all operations and works contemplated 
below the 1,825 level in the Molonglo and Murrumbidgee Valleys within the Territory 
(embracing all the alternative suggestions for sewage disposal as well as features of the 
waterworks to which exception is taken) will be rendered a total loss in the event of creating the 
35 square miles of water which my investigations have demonstrated to be practicable. This will 
be demanded at a certain stage of the city growth when an expenditure of 1 million pounds will 
take advantage of a providentially natural opportunity to secure a mountain lake. This lake 
would extend 50 miles through rugged gorge and mountain scenery, making available directly 
by steamers from the heart of the Capital, several hundred miles of deep water frontage, and an 
infinitude of water view sites, establishing not only a continental attraction, scarcely if at all to 
be matched in the world, but contributing to the Capital Territory the one climatic amelioration 
and elemental feature needed to raise mere existence there on dry land to full rounded life 
associated with unlimited water facilities.20 

 
Although the great lake had been suggested at various times by other professionals of 
considerable reputation, Griffin’s promotion of the idea was met with scorn and he was 
discredited by the press and Parliament as being totally extravagant and unrealistic.21   
 
The discrediting of Griffin’s reputation coincided with the release of the findings of the 
Public Works inquiry, Storage and Regulating Reservoir, Upper Queanbeyan River.  
The development of Griffin’s ornamental chain of lakes according to the approved plan 
would be dependent on a controlled and regular supply of water to the city site.   
 
The objectives for constructing a regulating reservoir for water storage on the upper 
Queanbeyan River were to maintain the flow of the Molonglo River throughout the 
year, provide compensation for evaporation and absorption in the ornamental waters at 
the City site, provide circulating water for the condensers of the power station, and 
regulate the volume of flood waters during heavy rainfall.  During the presentation of 
evidence it was suggested that there may be a need for a further one or two dams on the 
Molonglo River if the levels of the proposed ornamental lakes within the city area were 
to be preserved.22  This suggestion reflected concern about the adequacy of water in the 
catchment.  In January 1912 and between January and March 1914 the Molonglo River 
had stopped running.  The main finding of the inquiry was that although the Committee 
approved of the proposal to construct a storage reservoir on the Queanbeyan River, it 
did not consider the work urgent or immediately necessary. 
 
Owen tabled data on Ornamental Waters in Parliament on 14 April 1915.  It highlighted 
problems with low periods of rainfall and the recurring problem of drought.  It did not 
deal substantially with the issue of floods.  Owen based his calculations for the lake on 

                                                           
20 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works, 1915, The 
Construction of a Main Sewer for the City of Canberra, No.59. This letter, dated 23 February 1915 and 
signed by W.B. Griffin, Federal Capital Director of Design and Construction, appears in the Appendix to 
the report. 
21 Argus, 16 March 1915. ‘Enormous Lake, Rival to Sydney Harbour’. 
22 NAA: A431/1 1960/1087. ‘Lake Scheme. Report by Deputy Chairman of Development Committee to 
be Made Available to Advisory Council. Owen-Peake Report’. It was proposed to build a concrete dam 
on the Queanbeyan River about 6 miles upstream from Queanbeyan. The wall was to be about 100 ft high 
from the bedrock to the crest and the length along the crest of about 560ft. The impounded water would 
have a surface area of about 1 square mile and a capacity of about 6,400 million gallons. 
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the minimum-recorded rainfall.23  He concluded that the Queanbeyan and Molonglo 
Rivers were not a satisfactory source of water to supply the proposed lake area.  Based 
on the worst drought scenario continuing for a long period, this data was later used by 
the FCAC, the FCC, the Federal Capital Advisory Council and the National Capital 
Planning and Development Committee whenever it looked at the issue of the lake.  On 
11 May 1915, Griffin wrote to the Minister for Home Affairs defending in defense of 
inaccuracies in statements that had been put into circulation.  In relation to the 
ornamental lakes, Griffin wrote: 
 

Doubt has been continuously cast upon the practicability of my lake system ... the conditions of 
the original competition assured the competitors that the Government would provide for urban 
lakes by a storage upon the upper reaches of the river ... [also] the ‘Departmental’ plan prepared 
by your officers provides for urban lakes of equal size and capacity ... the Director General of 
Works for New South Wales ... definitely affirmed the sufficiency of the water not only for my 
urban lakes but the suburban lake also. ... An informal incidental suggestion that an ornamental 
lake might be constructed on the Murrumbidgee ... has nothing to do with the Federal Capital 
design, and I am surprised that the statement that it has was not corrected on the floor of the 
House when the two matters were confused.24 

 
An Inquiry into Ornamental Waters was called for.  Griffin’s proposal was to construct 
two dams on the Molonglo River and form a chain of five ornamental lakes through the 
city area.  Griffin named these lakes the Eastern Lake, Eastern Circular Basin, 
Segmental Basin, Western Circular Basin and Western Lake.25  The lakes would have a 
total area of 3,145½ acres with a shoreline of 34½ miles.  
 
A storage dam on the Queanbeyan River would be required to maintain the flow of the 
Molonglo throughout the year and provide water to compensate for evaporation, 
absorption and seepage in the lake.  The shores of the eastern and western lakes were to 
be left in their natural state, but the three central basins would have a formal border for 
                                                           
23 Ibid. Owen presented evidence to support the case that there was an inadequate supply of water for a 
full lakes scheme. The following data was provided for the Proposed Storage Reservoir, Upper 
Queanbeyan River: 
Estimated cost 1915 £100,000 
Height of Dam   100ft 
Level of River Bed 2010ft 
Length of Crest  560ft 
Capacity   6,400 million gallons 
Water surface when full, 1 square mile. Catchment of Queanbeyan Watershed above dam site, 335 square 
miles. Designers for Federal Capital were informed of guaranteed flow of 1 million gallons per day in the 
Molonglo. Gaugings of Queanbeyan, as far as taken, show that with this storage, a daily flow of nine 
million gallons could be given at the capital site. Area of Ornamental Lakes, 3,145 acres (5 square miles) 
Molonglo River ceased running 13/1/12 - 30/1/12 and 5/1/14 - 20/3/14. Estimated maximum flood, 
Molonglo River, 3 million cubic feet per minute. 
24 NAA:A110/1 FC1915/315. ‘W.B. Griffin. Reports re Progress, Plans, etc’. 
25 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works, 1916, Dams for 
Ornamental Waters at Canberra, No.353. 
The Eastern Lake - an irregular sheet of water having a surface level of 1,845 feet above sea level, an area 
of 1,672 acres, and an average depth of 11½ feet. 
The Eastern Circular Basin - a formal circular lake, approximately 1,133 yards in diameter, having a 
surface level of 1,925 feet, an area of 218 acres, and an average depth of 10¼ feet. 
The Segmental Basin - a formal sheet of water, approximately 1,866 yards long and 766 yards wide, 
circular on the northern side and with a straight base on the southern side, having a surface level of 1,825 
feet, and an area of 238 acres, and an average depth of 11¼ feet. 
The Western Circular Basin - a formal sheet of water approximately 1,133 yards across at its widest part, 
circular on its north-eastern and south-eastern boundaries, but irregular for the remainder of its perimeter. 
It has a surface level of 1,825 feet, an area of 157 acres, and an average depth of 12¾ feet. 
The Western Lake - an irregular sheet of water having a surface level of 1,825 feet, an area of 860½ acres, 
and an average depth of 18 feet.25 
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about half their length.  This was to be a series of five concrete steps above the water 
level with the concrete carried down the slope to 18 inches below water level.  Around 
the formal basins a 100 feet wide boulevard was proposed.  In order to provide efficient 
communication between the northern and southern sides of the lakes, seven bridges 
were planned in addition to the eastern lake causeway and the carriageway over the 
Yarralumla dam although many of these bridges would not be required for years to 
come. 
 
When the inquiry commenced on 14 July 1915 it became obvious that there was 
insufficient information available on costs to enable the inquiry to progress and it 
adjourned until March 1916.  The Committee made inquiries into the supply of water 
that might be expected from the Molonglo and the capacity of the river to supply the 
large volume of water required to fill the lakes and keep them filled during a series of 
dry years, taking into account minimum and average rainfall, and the losses by 
evaporation, seepage, and other factors.  By this time the estimated cost for the dams for 
ornamental waters was set at £912,421 by the Government and at £559,109 by Griffin.26   
 
From March 1916 evidence was taken at Melbourne, Sydney and Canberra and 
completed by 21 November 1916, with 14 witnesses being called to give evidence over 
the 16 month period.  In giving evidence Owen presented himself as the expert: ‘I have 
had experience of lakes and artificial dams as a military engineer’.  He came out 
strongly against Griffin’s lakes scheme: 
 

My general objection to having artificial lakes have always been these: That even with only the 
lower lakes it was a close thing whether we would get the amount of water that would be 
required to allow for evaporation, compensating flow, and seepage; that there would be too large 
an area of water combined with large areas of park and unoccupied land - an aesthetic objection; 
that there would be a tendency to increase the relative humidity; and that there would be a 
danger of mosquitoes unless great care were taken. The cost involved in making and maintaining 
the lakes was also, to my mind, a big objection. It will, undoubtedly, cost money to maintain the 
lakes after construction, because the tendency will be for them to fill with silt.27 

 
Owen, in expressing concern about mosquitoes, indicated support for a natural lake that 
could provide habitat for fish and wild fowl: 
 

I think there will certainly be a risk of mosquitoes. Continuous oil protection over that area will 
be practically impossible, but the risk can be minimised by fish and wild fowl. Albert Park Lake, 
which has no vegetation growing close around it, or in it, is a striking example of the production 
of mosquitoes.28 

 
Owen thought that if all the lakes could not be eliminated then at least the upper or 
eastern lake should be, and that the western lake should be carefully examined and the 
level should be dropped.  Owen presented a simplified set of plans for the central lake 
area to show changes in Griffin’s plan and the plan proposed by Public Works.  (See 
figure 4.3, a, b, c, and e.). 
 
On Owen’s evidence the whole question of the lakes seemed problematic.  However, 
Scrivener, in giving evidence in October 1915 was more positive emphasising that the 
1,825 feet level had been established to provide an acceptable depth of water and that 
Griffin had taken the eastern lake from 1,835 feet to 1,845 feet for that reason.  
Scrivener’s concerns were more about aesthetics and pragmatism and he favoured a 

                                                           
26 The Works Committee could only recommend £472,421. 
27 CA:PW, 1916, op. cit. Minutes of Evidence, p.5. 
28 Ibid. 

 95



4:  A LANDSCAPE TO LIVE IN 1913-1929 

picturesque or naturalistic approach rather than the formality of Griffin’s central lake 
area: 
 

If there is any doubt about the supply of water, I should confine myself to lakes at the 1,825 feet 
level, modified slightly as shown on the departmental plan. ... it is the cheapest level on which to 
construct the lakes, and will give a finer effect than any formal scheme. Very few of the 
ornamental waters in other cities, plans of which were before the Board, do anything but follow 
the natural contour.29 

 
On 28 November the report, Dams for Ornamental Waters at Canberra, was released. 
In reviewing the proposal to implement ornamental lakes for Canberra, the 
Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works supported the objective of a lake 
and reported: 
 

One of the conditions always insisted upon in considering any site suggested for the Federal 
Capital was that it should possess ample water for the formation of ornamental lakes. Apart from 
the practical advantages of minimising the effect of floods and being a healthy adjunct to the 
city, there seems to be no question but that the possession of a water element materially 
enhances the attractions of a Capital, and makes it possible to create a number of drives and 
prospects wholly picturesque.30 

 
However, in terms of the problematic evidence provided by witnesses, the report 
recommended caution: 
 

The Committee is satisfied that the safest course to adopt would be to postpone the formation of 
the proposed eastern lake indefinitely. Provided the regulating dam on the Queanbeyan River be 
constructed, the flow of the Molonglo then would be sufficient to maintain all the remaining 
lakes proposed, even in a series of years equal to the driest yet recorded.31 

 
Discarding the high level eastern lake due to concern over adequate water to maintain it, 
the lower lake was favoured as a permanent feature of the City plan, but with a modified 
form following more natural lines.  The project however, was not essential and could be 
delayed for a number of years.  The recommendations remained the basis of all future 
lake considerations and investigations and several of these recommendations became a 
permanent legacy.32  In summary, the Committee’s recommendations were that: 
 

1. The suggested eastern lake be indefinitely postponed,  
2. the provision of the other ornamental waters be delayed for a period of years, 
3. the construction of the boulevards be delayed in consequence, 
4. prior to the formation of the lakes the Commonwealth be satisfied that the sanitation of 

the town of Queanbeyan is properly controlled, 
5. full advantage be taken of sand, soil, and gravel deposits on the area proposed to be 

submerged, before the lakes are filled, 
6. 1,825 feet be adopted as the surface level of the lakes recommended, 
7. a strip of land at least 100 feet wide around the ornamental water system be reserved 

from lease or occupation when the lakes are provided, 
8. pending the formation of the lakes the area to be submerged, as well as the the 100 ft 

reservation around them, be utilized for agricultural or other purposes on permissive 
occupancy, 

9. the straight line forming the base of the segmental basin be restricted to a length of 
about 1,600 feet on each side of the Ainslie axis, 

10. the lakes should be formed following generally the natural contours, 

                                                           
29 Ibid., p.36. 
30 Ibid., p. iii. 
31 Ibid., p.viii. 
32 Particularly recommendations 1, 6, 7, 9 and 11. 

 96



4:  A LANDSCAPE TO LIVE IN 1913-1929 

11. a definite program be drawn up outlining the successive stages in which various 
necessary works should be carried out.33 

 
Overlapping the Dams for Ornamental Waters at Canberra inquiry, the Royal 
Commission into Federal Capital Administration was held with Wilfred Blacket as 
Commissioner.34  This was an inquiry into the antagonism between Griffin and the 
Department of Home Affairs and the lack of progress in the development of Canberra.  
Fifty-two witnesses were examined.  Many issues that had arisen in the other inquiries, 
such as the feasibility of the lakes and the cost, were reviewed and different conclusions 
were reached.  However, the Commission was not in any position to alter the findings of 
the Public Works inquiries.   
 
Griffin, who faced several charges before Blacket’s Commission, was exonerated. 
Archibald and Miller were chastised and Owen was chastened.  Owen, who initially 
disagreed with most of Griffin’s approach, changed to become a staunch supporter of 
Griffin’s plan.  Scrivener, the main proponent of ornamental waters, retired in 1915.  
Goodwin became Surveyor-General with Percy Sheaffe as district surveyor.  By the end 
of 1916 with a change of Government and O’Malley reappointed as Minister for Home 
Affairs, Griffin was able to take control of the construction of Canberra albeit with 
minimal resources.35  After the elections of 14 November 1916, Frederick Bamford 
replaced O’Malley as Minister for Home Affairs in the continuing Hughes Labor 
Government.  The Works Branch of Home Affairs was made a separate Department of 
Works and Railways under Minister Patrick Lynch and was responsible for the 
construction of Griffin’s plan.  Miller took early retirement and W.D. Bingle became 
head of the Department of Home Affairs and remained in Melbourne.  After another re-
arrangement in February 1917 Patrick Glynn became the Minister for Home and 
Territories, the renamed Department of Home Affairs.  By 1918 the Office of the 
Federal Capital Director of Design and Construction employed nine draftsmen engaged 
on city plans and there were four clerical staff.  Griffin’s contract was renewed in 1916 
and when the agreement expired in October 1919 he continued to act on three-month 
contracts until the end of 1920. 
 
Some have suggested that Griffin did not regard the construction of the lakes as urgent 
and the work that was undertaken was in relation to the 1915 Public Works inquiry.  
However there are documents showing considerable detailed planning and design work 
in readiness for the implementation of the lakes and Griffin consulted a wide range of 
professionals for advice. 
 
Griffin engaged J.T. Noble Anderson, an engineer from Nabethong in Victoria.  
Anderson was a British trained hydraulic engineer who specialised in hydraulics and 
construction.  He was past-President of the Victorian Institute of Engineers and had 
been involved in large water supply and sewerage works in Britain, Victoria, New 
Zealand and Mexico.36 

                                                           
33 Ibid. 
34 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Papers, Royal Commission, 1917, Issues Relating to Mr 
Griffin, No.378. Wilfred Blacket, Commissioner, was appointed by the Governor-General on 14 June 
1916 ‘to inquire into and report upon certain matters concerning the Department of Home Affairs, its 
officers and persons engaged by or on behalf of the Commonwealth in relation to the Territory for the 
Seat of Government as well as certain matters arising from the House of Representatives’. 
35 Frederick Watson, A Brief History of Canberra, Federal Capital Press, Canberra, 1927, p.185. 
Expenditure was confined to maintenance. Over 1917-18, 1918-19, 1919-20 the sums of £4,233, £936, 
£3,575 respectively were spent on construction. 
36 CA:PP, 1917, op. cit. Evidence, 8 August 1916, para. 3757. 
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Anderson was engaged to take quantities and estimate costs of earthworks in connection 
with the lakes, railway and roads.  He was also engaged to investigate the continuing 
problem of silt in the Molonglo River.  Anderson initially thought the problem of silt 
could be resolved by installing a number of small catch-reservoirs in the upper reaches 
of the catchment in order to stop gravel and larger material from being deposited in the 
future lake.  Fine silt would be carried down to the lake and settle as soon as it moved 
into deeper water.  However, Anderson wrote to Griffin on 2 November 1916 to 
indicate that he regarded the problem of siltation in the lakes as a much more serious 
problem than he had first expected.  Anderson, who also lectured at Melbourne 
University, sought the advice of colleague Dr Heber Green, an expert in agricultural 
science, on the question of sedimentation on some samples of silt bearing waters 
extracted from the Molonglo.  In February 1917 Anderson urged Griffin to have a silt 
weir included in the estimates before the river rose to its winter levels.  He continued: 
 

Last year, probably a quarter of a million tons of silt was deposited on the area which you 
propose for the Lakes. Half of this could have been arrested, and every year this continues, 
means a big increase in the quantity of Earth work to be shifted under your proposals.37  

 
The technical aspects of dam development also required extensive research.  The 
proposed East Lake was to be impounded by an earthen dam carrying the railway and 
roadways.  The dam was to be pierced by concrete conduits acting as syphons.  During 
the inquiry into The City Railway at Canberra, it appears that Griffin may have been 
waiting on further hydraulic data as the number of conduits had yet to be determined.  
He considered this system could be designed and adjusted to allow for a pre-determined 
lake level and be maintained during periods of heavy rainfall and flood:  
 

The normal water level of East Lake was to be 1845 and that of the three Basins and West Lake 
was to be 1825, - the last being impounded at Yarralumla by a Concrete Dam carrying a 
Roadway and pierced by tubes left in the Concrete Construction which by syphonic actions were 
to deal with flood waters. 38 

 
Griffin also approved work on the formation of the northern embankment of West Basin 
‘over which Hotel Acton would look’.39  In 1921 when the FCAC requested files from 
the disbanded Office of the Federal Capital C.S. Daley, Secretary of the FCAC, 
reviewed the plans for Owen.  Some of the plans had been cancelled after the 
recommendations of the 1916 Public Works Inquiry that the work be deferred, but there 
were 5 plans relating to the waterways showing the proposed construction of streets and 
boulevards and some treatment of sloping surfaces along the banks of the lake system.  
These plans would not have been required by the Public Works inquiry and indicate that 
Griffin was developing them in anticipation that the construction of the lake was 
imminent. 
 
There were also designs prepared by M. Sala, but not signed by Griffin.  These included 
plans for Commonwealth and Federal (Kings) Avenue Bridges  (see figure 4.4),  
Prospect Parkway Bridge, West Basin Boulevard to West Beach Drive Bridge  (see 
figure 4.5),  Footbridge for the crossing of the Capitol and Perth Avenue, Causeway 
Viaduct, Road, Park and Footway Bridge over the Interlake Waterway, and Lakeside 
Garden.40   
 
                                                           
37 NAA: A792/1 1917/412. ‘Re Yarralumla Weir - The Silt Problem on the Molonglo’. 
38 NAA: A414/1 14 Pt 1. ‘Drawings and Data Prepared by Mr Griffin’. 
39 The Canberra Times, 16 December, 1926. 
40 Ibid. 
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Although the war curtailed further development work on the Federal City Thomas 
Weston, Officer-in-Charge of Afforestation and working to Griffin’s instructions, 
commenced planting areas of the lake margins.  East Lake Park area was planted with 
redwood and pine forest.41  The stage was being set for the future lake and Griffin 
continued refining his plan.  On 2 January 1918 he prepared a plan of the city and its 
environs on a scale of 800 feet to an inch.  The base plan drawn by the Home and 
Territories Department, Lands and Survey Branch in Melbourne, September 1918 is the 
last plan drawn during Griffin’s period of control showing his intentions for the Lakes 
Scheme.  (See figure 4.6).  East Lake is shown at 1,845 feet with East Basin, Molonglo 
(Segmental) Basin, West Basin, West Lake all at 1,825 feet.  Changes had been made to 
the shorelines and bridge crossings were modified.  This plan provided the basis for the 
Canberra plan that was finally gazetted in 1925.  (See figure 4.7). 

 
At the end of 1920 Griffin’s short-term contract was coming to an end.  In October 1919 
with the war over, Littleton Groom, Minister for Works and Railways, became the 
principal architect of the Canberra revival and masterminded the city’s new 
administrative body.42  He announced during the budget debate that Cabinet had 
decided to start work again on the construction of Canberra and that a competent 
advisory committee would be appointed.  When the Federal Capital Advisory 
Committee was established at the beginning of 1921, to expedite the development of the 
capital, Griffin refused to sit on it as an advisor and his contract as Federal Capital 
Director of Design and Construction was terminated.  This was the end of Griffin’s 
seven years of involvement in the city. 
 
 
 
4.3 THE FEDERAL CAPITAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE: 1921-1924 
 

In accordance with the resolution passed at the last meeting of the [Federal Capital Advisory] 
Committee, I have to ask if you would kindly prepare and submit a scheme, with estimate of 
cost, for planting the shores of the future lakes, to improve the otherwise bald appearance that 
would occur owing to the destruction of the Willows along the Molonglo River upon the 
formation of the Ornamental Lakes.43 

 
On 22 January 1921 the Federal Capital Advisory Committee (FCAC), was appointed 
by an Executive Minute of the Hughes Government.  Its role was to advise the 
Government on matters concerning the construction of the federal capital.  Hughes 
wanted federal parliament, supported by the central administration of the 
Commonwealth, meeting in Canberra as soon as practicable.  Development would be on 
the basis of the accepted ‘plan of lay out of the federal capital city by Mr W.B. 
Griffin’.44   
 
John Sulman, aged 71 and highly respected as an architect and town planner, was 
appointed Chairman.  Charles Studdy Daley as Secretary and members E M de Burgh, 

                                                           
41 Two species of redwoods were used, Sequoia sempervirons and Sequoia gigantea. Griffin had obtained 
seed of S. sempervirons from New Zealand and in February 1917 more seed arrived from the USA. 
Following germination and potting over 1917/18, almost 122,000 plantings were made at East Park 
during the planting seasons 1919/20. Due to very dry conditions about 2/3 died. (Murphy, 1979, p.55.) 
42 Littleton Groom was Minister for Works and Railways from 21 March 1918 to 9 February 1923. 
43 NAA: A192/1 FCL1921/1285. ‘Proposed Tree Planting – Lake Shore Subdivision’. Memorandum to 
JTH Goodwin, Commonwealth Surveyor-General, Department of Home and Territories from CS Daley, 
Secretary, Federal Capital Advisory Committee, Department of Works and Railways, 29 March 1921. 
44 Watson, op. cit., p.196. 
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Colonel P T Owen and J T H Goodwin were appointed on 26 January 1921.  Herbert E 
Ross was appointed 2 March 1921.  Sulman was a lecturer in town planning at Sydney 
University and had published a series of influential articles on the Federal Capital.  de 
Burgh was New South Wales Chief Engineer for Water Supply and Sewerage in the 
Department of Public Works and had previous experience in compiling reports 
regarding the suitability of water at the Canberra site.  Owen was Director General of 
Works, Department of Commonwealth Works and Railways and had a long association 
with and extensive knowledge of the Canberra region.  Goodwin was Commonwealth 
Surveyor-General and had succeeded Scrivener on his retirement in 1915.  Ross, an 
architect and consulting engineer, filled the position that had initially been anticipated 
for Griffin.   
 
The Committee was presented with a challenging task.  It was required to prepare a 
general scheme that would allow the establishment of Parliament and essential branches 
and departments at the earliest date, but it was to limit strictly initial expenditure by the 
Government.  Although the Committee was not responsible for the actual construction 
or administration of the Federal Capital, its duty being to advise the Minister, Owen’s 
position as Director-General of Works gave a direct link to the work being undertaken 
by the Department of Works.45  
 
Working to a strict budget the FCAC approved a plan for the development of the city.  
The proposal included three stages.  The first stage was to establish Parliament in 
Canberra in a provisional building and transfer only the related administrative 
departments to the city.  The second stage was to establish the central administration of 
other departments and some essential building works.  The third stage was the 
construction of monumental buildings and ornamental waters. 
 
The Committee estimated that the seat of government could be removed to Canberra at 
an estimated cost of £1,799,000 above what had been spent already and that the first 
stage could be achieved in a period of three years.  In terms of priorities for 
development, Owen and Sulman often clashed.  Owen was against any proposal that 
would alter Griffin’s plan to develop both sides of the flood plain, whereas Sulman tried 
to consolidate development to the south.  
 
The Minister for Home and Territories, Alexander Poynton, expanded Weston’s 
position as Officer-in-Charge Afforestation to incorporate that of Director of City.  
Beginning at the end of January 1921 Weston commenced a new and comprehensive 
landscaping program including planting at Civic Centre, beside future avenues, near 
future residential subdivisions, reafforestation of the hills surrounding the city and along 
the shores of the future lake.  
 
Under Weston’s directions, by the end of 1924, over 1 million trees were planted.  Lake 
Shore Division, adjoining Lake Park (now Fyshwick) and planned to overlook the East 
Lake with a north easterly aspect, had its proposed reserves planted with a pine forest of 
450,000 Pinus insignis.46  Although construction of the lakes was seen as a project for 
the final stage of city development, extensive planting for the future lake was proposed 
in the early stages: 
 

In accordance with the resolution passed at the last meeting of the Committee, I have to ask if 
you would kindly prepare and submit a scheme, with estimate of cost, for planting the shores of 

                                                           
45 Commonwealth of Australia, Senate Select Committee, Development of Canberra, No.S2, 1955, p.12. 
46 A192/1 op. cit., 5 September 1921. 
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the future lakes, to improve the otherwise bald appearance that would occur to the destruction of 
the Willows along the Molonglo River upon the formation of the Ornamental Lakes.47 

 
The Committee presented the budget as a three-year budget with estimates of annual 
expenditure.  This was to conform to the Government’s annual budget appropriation 
process.  Without explanation, the Government cut the estimated budget by almost fifty 
percent.  For the next three years the Committee attempted to carry out its tasks, but was 
hampered by lack of funds and shortages of materials.48  There were departures from 
the general scheme.  Projects were also affected by influences of a political charac
‘exerted by opponents of the Federal Capital Scheme’.  Sulman was aware of attempts 
to undermine the development of Canberra as the federal capital and the Age newspaper 
in Melbourne was openly critical.

ter 

                                                          

49 
 
Communication between the north and the south sides of the city was by a light timber 
bridge on Commonwealth Avenue, by the trestle railway bridge built by Griffin at the 
Causeway, and by fords at Federal Avenue ( near Kings Avenue) and at Acton (Lennox 
Crossing).  In 1921 the Committee decided to construct a bridge on Federal Avenue, a 
NSW standard type capable of taking heavy construction loads such as traction engines 
and steam rollers.  On 27 July 1922 there was a heavy flood.  It caused the railway 
bridge at the Causeway to collapse and the bridge on Commonwealth Avenue was so 
seriously shaken that it was unfit for all but the lightest traffic.  About 50 feet of the 
embankment of Commonwealth Avenue was also carried away.  
 
With the need to upgrade the bridge at Commonwealth Avenue, the Committee decided 
to abandon the proposal for the Federal Avenue Bridge, which did not conform to 
Griffin’s location, and build a new one at Commonwealth Avenue.  The Committee 
reviewed the proposed ornamental bridges from Griffin’s City design.  He had designed 
them at a height of 1850 feet, well above the 1825-foot level of the 1891 flood.  The 
Committee decided that in view of the provisional nature of the construction at 
Canberra the erection at that stage of ‘a permanent ornamental high-level bridge would 
be most inexpedient and out of scale with other constructional proposals’.50  A 
composite truss bridge using concrete piers and abutments over the main waterway and 
a timber beam bridge over the billabong was the preferred choice.  A bank and roadway 
2,000 feet long connected the bridges; the height of the bridge was 1830 feet and the 
bank 1825 feet.  (See figure 4.8). 
 
Although not planned for construction until the later stage, the lake was still considered 
in the early life of the Committee.  On the request of de Burgh, Daley wrote to Owen 
requesting information including: 
 

Figures showing the volume of water required to maintain Lakes shown on the accepted plan 
with the due regard to evaporation and seepage, Diagrams based on all gaugings and rainfall 
records of the flow of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers with estimate of capacity of 
Regulating storage or Storages necessary to maintain the level of the Lakes through a series of 

 
47 Ibid., 29 March 1921. 
48 Commonwealth of Australia, Federal Capital Advisory Committee, Final Report, 1926. 
Year  £ Proposed  £ Provided 
1921-22,       417,400    200,000 
1922-23       688,500    332,694 
1923-24       693,100    434,349 
  £1,799,000  £967,043   
49 Commonwealth of Australia, Federal Capital Advisory Committee, Final Report, 1926. 
50 Ibid. Sulman envisaged a small garden city for the foreseeable future. 
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dry years ... and Report as to location and estimated cost of the Dam to impound water in Lakes, 
and the Dam or dams to form regulating Reservoirs.51 

 
The review of this material on dams and ornamental waters, along with tight budget 
constraints, forced the FCAC to agree with the findings of the 1916 Public Works 
Committee report that the construction of the lake could be deferred.  With the prospect 
of the lake in the distant future, plans needed to be made for managing the floodplain.  
The FCAC decided to put the flood plain to good use by leasing the areas of the future 
lakes for a period of ten years.  These areas contained the bulk of land conveniently 
situated and suitable for intensive cultivation that would be required to meet the food 
demands of the growing population.  Owen, an enthusiastic golf player, also took the 
opportunity to introduced golf links in the flood plain behind the Hotel Canberra and 
brought in Sydney professionals in 1922 to design the links.  The proposal was on the 
understanding that the leases would improve the appearance of the land and that 
reasonable access to the attractive portions of the river would be allowed to the general 
public. 52 
 
Stanley Bruce became Prime Minister at the end of 1922.  Advice from Minister for 
Works and Railways, Littleton Groom and from the professional institutes was that a 
commission should be formed with sufficient power to develop the city.  Bruce retained 
government at the 1923 election and Groom became Attorney-General with Percy 
Stewart as Minister for Works and Railways.  Serious consideration was again given to 
the formation of a commission.  The Government wanted a commission for both 
construction and administration of the type that ran Washington.53  It also wanted to 
protect the Griffin plan from inappropriate change through its gazettal as the official 
plan for Canberra.  This was achieved on 11 November 1925. 
 
 
 
4.4 THE FEDERAL CAPITAL COMMISSION: 1925-1930 
 

I would ask each Public Servant to bear in mind that it is not an easy and simple task to build a 
City at all, and still less so when working to a rigid programme at high speed; ... every Public 
Servant who has visited Canberra has been delighted with it, and I am convinced personally that 
between us we can make it one of the most attractive places in the world in which to live and 
work.54 

 
Sir John Butters, first Commissioner for the Federal Capital Commission, identified the 
value of the collective role of government and citizen in the federal city.  In 1926 public 
servant transferees were provided with a booklet of information.  Photographs showed 
Canberra in a picturesque setting into which homes and offices were being placed.  It 
was anticipated that the individual efforts of the new citizens, alongside that of the 
Government, would produce a beautiful garden city.  (See figure 4.9). 
 
The recreational and potential beauties of the future lake were promoted.  The ‘chain of 
ornamental waters ... will provide amenities for a full, rounded life in the Capital, and 
the existing facilities for swimming will be extended by the pleasurable boating which 
will be created by the expansion of the waterway’.55  Other opportunities for recreation 
                                                           
51 A431/1 60/1087, op. cit., 11 February 1921. 
52 Ibid., 9 February 1922 
53 Gibbney, 1988, op. cit., p.75. 
54 Federal Capital Commission, Canberra: General Notes for the Information of Public Servants, 
Government Printer, Melbourne, 1926, p.3. 
55 Ibid., p.37. 
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were also recommended such as day trips to ‘beauty spots’ within the territory in order 
to appreciate the surrounding landscape.  Mount Stromlo, Ginninderra Falls and Cotter 
Dam were popular, with the rivers providing the opportunity for fishing.  (See figure 
4.10).  Also, ‘a run of about 16 miles southwards, via Tuggeranong Homestead, affords 
an inspiring and prolonged prospect of the mountain range, terminating in a picnic spot 
in a most picturesque site in the vicinity of Tharwa Bridge on the Murrumbidgee 
River’.56 
 
The Federal Capital Commission assumed official responsibility for the development of 
Canberra on 1 January 1925, replacing the sphere of influence of the FCAC.  Although 
established by the Seat of Government (Administration) Act No. 8 of 1924 and assented 
to on 23 July 1924, the Commission was not appointed until 3 November 1924. 
Established as a statutory body it provided for a Commission of three members to be 
appointed to control the Federal Capital Territory.  It was to assume direct responsibility 
for the construction and administration of the Federal Capital.  
 
Unlike the FCAC, which was an advisory committee to the Minister, the FCC had 
sweeping powers.  It was able to raise capital and undertake work.  Its functions 
included the control and management of crown lands, public health, the levying and 
collection of rates, and generally, the municipal government of the territory.  On the 
development side, the Commission was responsible for the construction, maintenance 
and operation of utilities such as bridges, culverts, levees, sewers, drains and water-
courses, and subject to the approval of the Minister, the construction of all works and 
buildings required by the Commonwealth in the Territory.  It was also responsible for 
forestry and afforestation and the preservation of flora and fauna. 
 
All work was to comply with the Griffin approved plan as published in the Gazette, 19 
November 1925, as ‘Plan and Lay-out of the City of Canberra and its Environs’.  This 
plan shows three formal lakes at the centre of the city and two naturalistic lakes at each 
end.  Any variations to the plan involved a procedure whereby the responsible Minister 
was to give public notice of intention to make any alteration.  The proposals were to be 
tabled in both houses for a period of days and were then approved or disallowed by 
Parliament.57 
 
Sir John Henry Butters was appointed as first Commissioner for a period of five years.  
Regarded as a progressive individual, with professional skills as an engineer and 
management skills running bureaucracies, Butters had previously been Chief Engineer 
and General Manager of the Tasmanian Hydro-electric Department and was a member 
of the executive committee of the Commonwealth Advisory Council of Science and 
Industry.  In 1924 he represented Australia at the World Power Conference in London.  
Associate-Commissioners were Sir John Harrison, and Clarence Hardie Gorman, 
appointed for four and three years respectively.  As part-time appointments, neither 
Harrison nor Gorman could accept administrative responsibilities and exercised a sort of 
advisory supervision over building and land matters respectively.58   
 
Other key appointments were Daley, as Secretary to the Commission, and Owen as 
Chief Engineer, to oversee major construction works in the city.  In accepting this 
position Owen relinquished his position as Commonwealth Director-General of Works 
and moved to Canberra.  The Commission was given a large degree of financial 
                                                           
56 Ibid., p.44. 
57 Lionel Wigmore, Canberra, Dalton Publishing Company, Canberra, 1972, p.91. 
58 Gibbney, op. cit., p.109. 
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independence.  Revenue was derived from rates, charges for service, rents from land 
leases, fines, and from moneys borrowed for general purposes and approved by the 
Treasurer.  Although the Commission was appointed with considerable powers, it was 
responsible to the Minister for Home and Territories.  The Minister had control through 
the approval of estimates of receipts and expenditure, without which, no expenditure 
could occur.  
 
On 27 May 1925, Canberra experienced the highest flood ever recorded for the 
Molonglo River.  (See figure 4.11).  This was due to a cloudburst near Captain’s Flat 
and heavy rain generally over the catchments of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers.  
Daley noted in his memoirs: 
 

We had already experienced a high flood on the Molonglo River on 27 July 1922, ... and it 
caused the collapse of the trestle railway bridge erected by Griffin. Besides, it so damaged the 
second-lightly constructed road bridge leading from Commonwealth Avenue as to necessitate its 
replacement by a heavy timber structure of the de Burgh pattern over the main waterway, a 
timber beam bridge over the billabong, and a bank and roadway 2,000 feet long. ... As the 1925 
flood was more severe than that of 1922, it caused great damage, dislocating activities in the city 
for days and involving weeks of work in restoring conditions to normal.59 

 
The flood isolated Canberra and its connection with Queanbeyan for many days and 
also the north and south sides of the city.  The Royal Military College assisted with the 
movement of supplies.  Daley noted that ‘the 1925 flood also served to give us an 
excellent idea of the approximate appearance of Canberra under the future lake system, 
and there was a general procession of residents to the higher levels to view the attractive 
spectacle’.60 
 
Percy Owen was keen to do something about the lake.  On 19 May 1925, one week 
before the 1925 flood, the matters of the construction of a dam and of improvements to 
the Molonglo River had been placed before the House of Representatives for approval. 
It was referred to the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works for 
investigation and report.  Two main reasons were given for the proposal.  The first was 
the necessity for river beautification and the provision of facilities for a healthy form of 
recreation and amusement for the people such as bathing and boating.  The second 
reason was the necessity for improving the flood discharge of the river, poignantly 
emphasised by the 1925 flood.  
 
The proposal was presented as a staged work and as an economical modification of 
Griffin’s lake scheme.  The proposal, however, was nothing like Griffin’s scheme.  It 
was proposed to build a lower weir structure to impound water at a lower level.  It was 
argued that, at a later date, the weir height would be raised to form the ultimate scheme.  
A massed concrete weir would be built across the Molonglo near Yarralumla to a height 
of 1,798 feet instead of 1,825 feet.  This would hold back the water for a distance of 5 to 
6 miles and create a water feature in the vicinity of the city having a width of 400 to 600 
feet.  A second weir would be built at Scott’s Crossing to hold back water at a height of 
1808 feet, with a third weir at the Power House at the level of the existing weir of 1813 
feet.  (See figure 4.12).  In extreme floods it was estimated that the water would run 
over the top of the dam to a depth of 8 or 9 feet.  The cost was estimated to be £50,000 
and expected to take nine months to complete.61 

                                                           
59 Charles Daley, As I Recall, Mulini Press, Canberra, 1994, p.77. 
60 Ibid., p.78. 
61 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works, Construction of 
Dam and Improvements on the Molonglo River, Federal Capital, No.F893, 1926. 
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Evidence was taken in June and August 1925. Before it reported the composition of the 
Committee changed.62  In that no report had been tabled by 11 February 1926 Charles 
Marr, representing the Minister for Home and Territories, again referred the lake 
proposal to the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works for investigation 
and report.63  In giving evidence the FCC reported: 
 

The course of the river is at present unsatisfactory, and improvements to the waterway are very 
necessary. It is therefore proposed that, to meet immediate requirements, a weir be constructed 
across the Molonglo River at Yarralumla, which would create a reasonably good stretch of 
water, and at the same time not raise the flood levels in the city proper to an appreciable degree. 
The scheme includes the clearing of the river, both above and below the weir, and general 
improvements to the waterway. The design proposed for the weir is such that none of the 
expenditure would be lost, but would incorporate itself in the final dam when constructed to the 
1,825 feet level, which is the level of the lower lake shown in the approved city plan.64 

 
Witnesses giving evidence were Butters as Chairman of the FCC, H.H. Harvey, 
Commissioner for Water Conservation and Irrigation NSW, T. Hill, Chief Engineer, 
Department of Works and Railways and J.S. Murdoch, Director-General of Works and 
Chief Architect, Department of Works and Railways.  Owen, who was responsible for 
most of the investigation and proposal, was ill at the time and was not questioned.65  
Evidence was taken again in April and May in 1926 at Canberra, Melbourne and 
Sydney and the Committee finally reported on 2 June 1926.  It unanimously agreed that 
the construction of the dam was not immediately necessary and should be postponed for 
the present: 
 

The proposal for constructing a dam on the Molonglo River was submitted with the object of 
regulating the flow of that stream, in view of its liability to floods, and of improving its course 
through the City site from the point of view of utility and appearance. The Public Works 
Committee commended that this work be deferred.66 

 
Publication of the report was slow and it took a question in the House to bring the report 
to light.  Mr E. Riley asked the Minister representing the Minister for Home and 
Territories whether a report had been received from the Public Works Committee 
‘condemning’ the proposal for the construction of lakes at Canberra.  ‘Seeing that the 
lakes form a part of the original plan of the Federal Capital, should not the advisability 
of their construction be decided by Parliament rather than by the Public Works 
Committee’?  Marr responded that the matter would be tabled by the Chairman of the 
Committee and it would be for the house to decide what should be done.67  
 
The Public Works Committee recommendation was roundly condemned by Parliament. 
On 22 July 1926 Mr Perkins, the Member for Eden-Monaro asked: 
 

Is the Prime Minister aware that the Public Works Committee has reported against the 
construction of one of the proposed lakes at Canberra? If so, in view of the importance of this 

                                                           
62 The original Committee ceased to function on 3 October 1925 and a new Committee was appointed on 
22 January 1926 consisting of G.H. Mackay as Chairman with Senate members J. Barnes, P.J. Lynch and 
M. Reid, and House of Representative members R. Cook, H. Gregory, A.W. Lacey, D.C. McGrath and 
A.C. Seabrook. 
63 Commonwealth of Australia, Federal Capital Commission, Second Annual Report. No.83, 1926. 
64 CA:PW, 1926, op.cit., p.2. 
65 NAA: A8664/1 Bun 1. 
66 CA:FCC, 1926, op. cit. 
67 CA:PD, Vol. 114, p.4398. 
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lake to the general scheme of beautification of Canberra, will the right honourable gentleman 
give this House an opportunity to discuss the matter before it is finally decided?68 

 
Bruce replied that if the honourable member wished to take action regarding a report, he 
should adopt the ordinary procedure open to him to follow.  Again on 30 July 1926 
Perkins asked: 
 

A few days ago I questioned the Prime Minister respecting the recommendation of the PWC to 
delay the construction of the lakes at Canberra. An informal meeting was recently held at which 
representatives of both houses of parliament were present, and they were unanimous that the 
PWC in making its recommendations, was committing a serious mistake. One has only to look at 
the plan of Canberra to see that the artificial lakes form one of the most attractive portions of the 
work. ... The site was undoubtedly selected in the first place for its facilities for beautification. 
We shall make a big mistake if we delay this work.69 

 
Perkins pointed out the importance of the appearance of the city for the opening of 
Parliament House.  There would be visitors from all parts of Australia and abroad who 
would form their impression of the capital from that short visit.  He requested that the 
House have an opportunity to discuss the subject before the report was finally adopted.  
The Member for South Sydney supported these sentiments.  On the other hand, the 
Member for Batman, Mr Brennan did not: ‘I hope that in the Federal Territory nothing 
will be done to alter the general course of the Murrumbidgee or of the Cotter River so 
that the dignity of the Capital may be preserved’. 
 
Although no action was taken, the issue of the lakes did not go away.  Marr, a supporter 
of the lakes became Minister for Home and Territories in April 1927.  On 23 November 
1927 Perkins commented: 
 

I was pleased to read in the newspaper today that the FCC are anxious to complete a portion of 
the lake scheme at Canberra. Although the PWC set this project aside, the commissioners are 
satisfied that a modified scheme costing from £60,000 to £70,000 would add to the beauty of the 
city. It would permit of the holding of regattas and swimming carnivals and would add 
considerably to the enjoyment of the people.70 

 
The unpopularity of the recommendations of the 1926 Public Works Committee 
reflected badly on its reputation. In an attempt to reduce the power of this committee, 
changes were made to the Commonwealth Public Works Committee Bill.  In 1931 the 
membership was reduced from 9 to 5 members with 2 members from the Senate and 3 
members from the House of Representatives. Members held office for the duration of 
the Parliament. 
 
Although Butters’ appointment was due to end on 2 November 1929 he still wanted to 
resolve the issue of the Lake.  Owen had retired in March 1929 and moved to 
Wollongong and so Butters asked him in September 1929, as a consultant, to provide 
some specific information on these questions: 
 

1. Is it an engineering possibility to carry out the Griffin scheme exactly in accordance with the 
City Plan? 
2. If so, give a general (not detail) description of the works involved. 
3. What is the roughly approximate estimate of the cost? 
4. What is the estimated upper limit of the flood level under these conditions? 
5. What will be the maximum water level under the worst conditions? 

                                                           
68 CA:PD, 22 July 1926. 
69 The estimated cost of the dam was £70,000. 
70 CA:PD, 23 November 1927. 
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6. If the answer to 1. is in the negative, or the answer to 3. suggests that the construction is 
outside the realms of possibility, give similar information to that set out above on the assumption 
that the East Lake is dispensed with altogether. 
7. In anticipation of the solution of this problem being to jettison altogether the Lake Scheme 
and to substitute therefor a ribbon of water with the necessary weirs, give a general description, 
of what would be involved in that scheme; what is the estimated cost; what the maximum and 
minimum water levels would be under extreme flood and maximum evaporation combined with 
lowest rainfall conditions.71 

 
Algernon Peake was also engaged by the FCC to work with Owen to prepare a scheme 
for the control of floodwaters from the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers.  H.H. Dare, 
Chairman of the Water Conservation and Irrigation Commission of NSW, and A. 
Morrison, his senior hydrographer were also consulted for advice.  Peake had been 
Deputy Chief Engineer for Water Supply and Sewerage in the Public Works 
Department of NSW until his retirement in 1926 when he became a consultant.  Owen 
worked with Peake to produce the report, Ornamental Waters at Canberra.  In October 
1929, a month before Butters commission was due to end, he was presented with the 
‘Owen-Peake’ Report. 
 
In answer to Butters’ first question regarding the engineering possibility of 
implementing Griffin’s scheme exactly in accordance with the City Plan, the report 
commenced by describing the intention of the Griffin Plan for the lakes.  Owen went on 
to develop the view that ‘although the creation of ornamental waters is integral to the 
City Plan, and in the course of years - perhaps many years in the future - this will be 
accomplished, the expenditure involved in making even the Basins and West Lake at 
R.L. 1825 will be so great’.72 
 
As in the past, Owen came out strongly against East Lake.  He did not even bother to 
review his arguments.  He wanted this part of the lake to be eliminated from the ‘realm 
of practical development’ and ‘indefinitely postponed’.  He supported his position by 
the assertion of difficult engineering problems and a development cost that would 
inhibit the development of the rest of the scheme.73  The report also emphasised the 
difficulty in obtaining accurate climatic and hydrological data on which to base 
decisions and the need to collect more data over a longer period.   
 
Owen therefore recommended that Griffin’s plan be put aside and support be given to 
the development of the ‘Ribbon’ Scheme, the one he had presented to the Parliamentary 
Works Committee in 1926.  He described how it could be adjusted to deal with 
incomplete hydrological information and how it would perform in droughts and floods.  
He explained how the water could be extended to the Power House with a weir on the 
Land Axis at Scotts Crossing.  Although these are shown in section in Figure 4.12, no 
plans for the proposal have been located.  Owen believed a dam would be required at 
Googong to maintain the ‘Ribbon’ during dry periods.  He estimated that the ‘Ribbon’ 
proposal, including the storage reservoir, could be created for a total cost of 
£1,383,000.74 

                                                           
71 A431/1 1960/1087, op. cit., 4 September 1929. Memorandum to Colonel Owen from Chief 
Commissioner Butters, acknowledging receipt of information dated 26 August 1929, The Commission 
was needing a report by the end of October which included the specific information to the questions 
asked. 
72 Ibid. ‘Ornamental Waters Canberra Report’, October 1929, p.1. 
73 Ibid. Peake estimated the cost at £540,000. 
74 Ibid. Owen estimated the cost of the first stage of the ‘Ribbon’ at £1,384,000 and the formation of the 
Basins and West Lake at £1,500,000, p.13. The estimate for Griffin’s proposal including East Lake would 
therefore have been £2,040,000. 
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Butters, due to leave the Commission within a month, took no action on the report and 
inadvertently took the report with him to Sydney. It was almost a year before it was 
located and returned to Daley.  Butters included a comment: 
 

Dear Mr Daley,  
Herewith Consultants report on ornamental waters & 2 parcels as it was delivered to me. I don’t 
agree with all of it, but that is a big subject.  
JMB.75   

 
In September 1930, after the demise of the FCC, six copies were made at the request of 
the new Advisory Council overseeing Canberra’s development.  However they were 
subsequently misfiled and regarded as missing for many years. 
 
The FCC operated during a period of frequent ministerial change.  Between 1925 and 
1930 the Bruce Government had six Ministers for Home and Territories.  Sir George 
Foster Pearce served a three year period, but Sir Thomas William Glasgow, Charles 
William Marr, Sir Neville Reginald Howse and Charles Abbott, each served for less 
than a year.  In October 1929, the Scullin Labour government was elected and Arthur 
Blakeley became Minister for Home Affairs. Blakeley was the only Minister to make 
his home in Canberra.  
 
Commissioner Gorman died in office in January 1927 to be replaced by Colonel T.J. 
Thomas, seconded from the Department of Defense. Both Thomas’ and Harrison’s term 
of office expired on 2 November 1928.  Their terms were extended to 2 January 1929. 
R.C. Gould, Town Clerk of Melbourne, was seconded to act as Associate Commissioner 
in Harrison’s place. The other Associate Commissioner elected was Dr Frederick 
Watson, author of A Brief History of Canberra.  He and Butters clashed and Watson 
only served a short term.  He resigned and was replaced by Dr R.M. Alcorn, who was 
equally antagonistic to Butters.  They regarded the Federal Capital Commission and 
Butters’ authoritarian style of administration as opposing the democratic spirit of 
Australian public instrumentalities.76  
 
 
 
4.5 DISCUSSION OF CHAPTER 4 
 
After the First World War landscape as a grand national symbol lost its appeal.  From 
landscape being viewed as a national ideal demonstrating culture and tradition, it 
assumed a more egalitarian cast as a place for people to live in.  People wanted 
domestic gardens and places to swim and picnic.  The public interest and involvement 
in garden design made the landscape tangible and suburban design became the mainstay 
of the landscape profession. 
 
This shift to a more domestic focus was also visible in the arts.  Australian painters and 
writers began to move away from the previous obsession with expansive picturesque 
modes of landscape representation.  Artists, such as Margaret Preston, provided new 
interpretations of nature and place within an exploration of Modernism.  Griffin 
continued to maintain a progressive voice for architecture and landscape architecture 
through his practice in Sydney and Melbourne.  Architecture, town planning and 
engineering continued to find an advocate in George Taylor and Building magazine and 
                                                           
75 Ibid., 22 October 1930, letter to accompany Report. 
76 Gibbney, op. cit., pp.153-154. 
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younger members of the profession were encouraged through the patronage of design 
competitions and travel scholarships. 
 
After seven years as Federal Capital Director of Design and Construction, Griffin had 
little to show in terms of building a city.  Despite the disruptions of the First World War 
and bureaucratic obstruction, Griffin’s inability to demonstrate progress was probably 
his greatest failing.  On the other hand the largely hidden infrastructure of roads and 
alignments established made it difficult and expensive, for those who followed, to 
change.  He later commented: ‘There were many years of spade work carried out under 
trying conditions, the results of which could not be seen by the casual observer’.77  
When his contract lapsed at the end of 1920 it was not renewed.   
 
For the next nine years responsibility for the development of the Federal City passed to 
seven ministers for Home and Territories and five Ministers for Works and Railways 
who were advised by various committees and reported to by departmental heads.  In 
1921 the FCAC, chaired by Sulman, assumed the role as advisor to the Minister on the 
development of the city.  The physical plan of Canberra may have been designed as an 
ideal city, but it was also a city where ordinary Australians would live and make their 
homes.  Using all means of economy available the Government aspired to build a 
comfortable garden city for the new community of public servants, their families, and 
the service industries to support them.  However, progress was still too slow and at the 
end of 1924 the FCC was formed with Butters as First Commissioner.  With 
considerably more statutory power, the FCC established Canberra as the federal capital 
between 1925 and 1930.   
 
Provisional Parliament House opened on 9 May 1927 along with two office blocks, 
Secretariat No 1 and Secretariat No 2.78  Yarralumla was refurbished as the residence 
for the Governor-General and the Lodge was built as a residence for the Prime Minister.  
Housing was established on the north and south sides of the river for a core of public 
servants and land sales commenced for private leases.  Shopping centres were 
established at Civic to the north and at Eastlake (later Kingston) and Manuka to the 
south of the river.  There were three hotels, Hotels Canberra, Wellington and Kurrajong.  
Church sites and public building sites were earmarked for development, recreational 
facilities and social clubs were established and the Albert Hall was built for public 
events.  Swimming was popular on the Molonglo River and, for those with transport, 
easy access to the edges of the city provided for recreation on the Cotter and 
Murrumbidgee Rivers and picnics in the bush. 
 
Griffin visited Canberra early in 1925 and again at the end of 1926.  Reported in The 
Canberra Times as being pleased with the development taking place, he commented: 
 

There has been in the past too much unfair criticism and selfish interest … which have hindered 
Canberra’s development. These interests have shown all the more however, the real need for 
Canberra, and have demonstrated the need for an Australian national city where our politics can 
be freed from the domination of these interests.79 

 
Although there was a degree of resentment in removing the seat of Government from 
the comforts and conveniences of Melbourne to a raw new city, the landscape of the 
federal capital was one of its major attractions.  Canberra’s claim as a beautiful city 
                                                           
77 The Canberra Times, 16 December, 1926, ‘City designer revisits Canberra; interesting views on city 
development’. 
78 These buildings were later known as East and West blocks. 
79 The Canberra Times, 16 December 1926. 
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came not only from its picturesque valley setting surrounded by distant hills, but also 
through its development as a garden city.  Directors of Parks and Gardens, Weston and 
Bruce, beautified the city through extensive tree planting programs of evergreen and 
deciduous trees.  During a visit to the city Griffin pleaded for the planting of more 
native flora.  ‘Although English trees had been a distinct success, Australian trees were 
necessary to impart national sentiment through the city’.80  
 
The cultivation of domestic gardens became a pre-occupation.  Lessees of government 
houses leases were eligible for a quota of free plants from the Yarralumla Nursery and 
the Government maintained a free hedge-clipping service.  In 1925 the Canberra 
Horticultural Society was formed, providing a forum for the transfer of garden-related 
information and an opportunity for community interaction.  Not only did gardens 
provide for a range of family needs, including vegetable growing, but there was now the 
opportunity to grow flowers and vegetables for exhibition and for lowly public servants 
to interact on an equal level with their superiors. 
 
In attributing credit to agencies in the task of building of Canberra, the Office of the 
Federal Capital made a major contribution in establishing the framework around which 
the city could develop and in commencing the planning for the lake.  Apart from 
building a provisional Parliament House and minimal office accommodation, the major 
contributions under the FCAC and the FCC were in establishing the garden city focus of 
suburban development, the creation of social infrastructure, as well as continuing a 
commitment to the idea of the Lake.   
 
Not that a future lake was in any contention at this stage.  Floods continued to be a 
serious problem and concerns regarding appropriate technology, reliability of water 
supply and design style were more at issue.  Accurate and reliable data were still needed 
to determine the size of any water body.  Griffin’s submission for the 1916 Public 
Works Inquiry highlighted these issues.  During the FCC’s period of control a lake was 
anticipated and a proposal put forward to implement scheme, although considerably 
modified from that of Griffin’s gazetted plan.  The FCC had no desire to spend large 
amounts of money on the formation of the lakes, but it did want to improve the 
appearance of the river in the central part of the city, be able to provide recreation for 
the residents in terms of boating and swimming and be able to regulate the flow of the 
river.  However, the 1926 Public Works Inquiry recommended against the modified 
lake proposal. 
 
Although Scrivener was involved in the siting of the city and determining the potential 
of a lake, Owen was largely responsible for advice on issues pertaining to the 
development of the lake.  Scrivener’s vision for a lake was optimistic whereas Owen’s 
approach was always cautious.  First as Director-General of Works, then as a member of 
the FCAC and finally as engineer for the FCC until 1929, Owen’s role in determining 
the feasibility of the lake was primary.  Towards the end of his career his frustration 
with the complexity of developing the lake led him to make significant design changes 
which would have significantly compromised Griffin’s design intention.  The demise of 
the FCC and the onset of the depression precluded further development of Owen’s 
ideas.  However, his co-authored Owen-Peake Report on issues relating to the proposed 
lake remained influential until the late 1950s. 
 
1929 was a critical year for Canberra.  Political patronage for the development of the 
Federal capital was removed with the defeat of Bruce’s Nationalist Party.  Scullin’s 
                                                           
80 Ibid. 
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Labor Party disbanded the FCC which coincided with Britain curtailing loan capital.  In 
the early 1930s Canberra’s physical isolation was compounded in political, economic, 
cultural and social terms as the onset of economic depression struck home. Canberra 
was faced with a broad empty floodplain, houses and buildings far apart, incomplete 
and unsealed roads and the hot dry Canberra summer.  
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1 Parliamentary Papers, Senate Select Committee, Development of Canberra, 1955, p.48. The Senate 
Committee addressed the question: ’Has the development of Canberra been worthy of a national capital’? and 
concluded: ‘That Canberra’s development has not been worthy of a National Capital’. 
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5.1 INTERNATIONAL AND PROFESSIONAL CONTEXT 
 

To be Modern was to reject conventional society, to prize experiment and originality - cubism, 
stream of consciousness, atonalism, Functionalism – to honour the standard-bearers such as Picasso, 
James Joyce, Schoenberg, Le Corbusier … to seek to enlarge personal liberty and (as in Britain and 
the United States of America) to transform philistine Australia ‘into a country in which the arts were 
enjoyed and artists respected’ just as they were in most European countries.2 

 
Architect Robin Boyd, who undertook secondary studies in Melbourne in the early 1930s 
and became a major architectural and town planning critic in the post-Second World War 
period, summarised the aspirations of his generation of artists, writers, musicians and 
designers who saw the period from the Great Depression to the end of the Second World 
War as a failing of the old order and proof that a new order was necessary.3  Variously 
called ‘the Modern Movement’, ‘Modernism’ or the ‘International Style’, this new 
movement was presented as a critical, innovative and universal approach to design.4   
 
After the First World War European architects such as Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius and 
the Bauhaus group played a major role in spreading the ideology of Modernism to the 
design and building professions.  By the 1930s, largely through the Congres Internationaux 
d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM), the idea of ‘an elite international avant-garde art held in a 
fructifying relationship with a strong-felt sense of place’ was promoted. 5   It strengthened 
the role of the professions, particularly architecture, and the role of professional 
collaboration.6    
 
The first congress of CIAM was held in 1928 and congresses, meetings, exhibitions and 
publications continued around the world until 1959.  CIAM began by investigating low-
cost housing, expanded to incorporate city and regional planning before widening its scope 
to attempt to solve the problems of human communities.7  In 1933 the Modern Architecture 
Research Society, MARS, formed in Britain as a working group of CIAM.  Research by 
architects, town planners and landscape architects into the urban needs of society were 

                                                           
2 Geoffrey Serle, Robin Boyd: A Life, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1996, p.61. 
3 Robert Fishman, Urban Utopias in the Twentieth Century, MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1989, 
p.235. (First published 1982) 
4 The name ‘International Style’ derived from a book of the same name, co-authored by Philip Johnson and 
published in 1932 in association with the New York exhibition, Modern Architecture. 
5 Le Corbusier promoted the organisational role of CIAM in giving enlightened professionals a voice, 
particularly architects and town planners: ‘CIAM is made up of architects and town planners from all the five 
continents; troublesome fellows with independent minds, who have been working and meeting together for 
twenty-three years. Inspired by a common faith and determination they offer you a solution … the town 
planning ideals of CIAM have provided it with a powerful social instrument with which it can present, both in 
plans and in action, this next essential phase of our modern development: … man with man, man with work, 
and man with nature – in the understanding development and widespread resources of the universe.’  Le 
Corbusier ‘Who are you?’ in J. Tyrwhitt et al (eds), The Heart of the City, Towards the Humanisation of 
Urban Life, Lund Humphries, London, 1952, p.xii.  
6 Quoted in David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity, Basil Blackwell, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
1989, p.25. 
7 J.L. Sert, Can Our Cities Survive, The Harvard University Press, London, 1944, p.x 
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analysed by teams of professionals who developed proposals that were promoted as a 
rational synthesis of issues.8 
 
European Modernism was also spread by designers fleeing Europe before and during the 
Second World War.  Gropius fled the disbanded Bauhaus, first to England in 1934 and then 
to America.  His involvement with CIAM, teaching at Harvard after 1937 and in forming 
design teams, such as the Architects Collaborative in 1945, placed an emphasis on the 
diversity of professional contributions and a teamwork approach in solving contemporary 
design problems of urban society.9  At the eighth congress of CIAM in 1952 Gropius 
expressed his approach: ‘the supreme law of education is the suppression of over-
specialisation in favour of all-roundedness.  The accumulation of formulas and detailed acts 
must give place to the knowledge of method’.10   
 
The ideas of Swiss-French architect Le Corbusier were undoubtedly the most influential 
over the period 1930-1957.  In his 1933 publication, The Radiant City, Corbusier presented 
a new and revolutionary vision for living and itemised the ‘elements of a doctrine of 
urbanism to be used as the basis of our machine-age civilization’ and placed it in a context 
of ‘sun, space and greenery.11  He deplored the inefficient, socially isolating and 
fragmented state of suburbia and declared ‘that all planning must begin from the premise of 
individual liberty’, and saw this being achieved through the creation of dense tower blocks 
for living and working that freed the ground for parks, gardens and recreational activities.   
 
Corbusier’s vision strengthened the role of the landscape architect in transforming the city.  
The space and greenery he described, of gentle mounds of grass, groups of trees and 
curving paths, were similar to the naturalistic landscapes of the unadorned English 
Landscape style of Capability Brown.  (See figure 5.1)  Corbusier claimed that through this 
freedom of access to a natural form of landscape, ‘the rapport between men and nature is 
re-established’.12  In the 1930s Lewis Mumford, America planner and intellectual, also held 
out great hopes for the future of the landscape profession.  He commented: 
 

The remodelling of the earth and its cities is still only at a germinal stage: only in isolated works of 
technics, like a power dam or a great highway, does one begin to feel the thrust and sweep of the 
new creative imagination: but plainly, the day of passive acquiescence to the given environment, the 
day of sleepy oblivion to this source of life and culture, is drawing to an end. Here lies a new field.13 

 
American professional journals such as Pencil Points, later to become Progressive 
Architecture, and Architectural Record, ran articles on landscape architecture.  In 1939 the 
editor of Architectural Record, James Marston Fitch, invited young landscape architects, 
Dan Kiley, Garret Eckbo and James Rose to respond to the contemporary questions of: 
‘How can man most constructively use his free time? What physical accommodations are 
essential to his recreation? How shall they be designed?’  Their response included the 

                                                           
8 Landscape architect Christopher Tunnard and architect/town planners Gordon Stephenson and William 
Holford were members of MARS. Tunnard later moved to America into education and practice, Stephenson 
moved to Australia to consult, educate and practice and Holford consulted in Australia. 
9 Walter Gropius (ed.), The Architects Collaborative, Alec Tiranti Ltd, London, 1966, p.12. 
10 J. Tyrwhitt et al (eds), The Heart of the City, Towards the Humanism of Urban Life, Lund Humphries, 
London, 1952, p.163. 
11 Le Corbusier, The Radiant City, Faber and Faber, London, 1964, pp.1,3. (First published 1933). 
12 Fishman, op. cit., p.259. 
13 Architectural Record, May 1939, p.71. 
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pivotal role of water in the landscape.  Water was regarded as healthy, egalitarian and able 
to provide the population with greater access to recreational activities and to increase 
people’s standard of living.14   
 
Kiley, Eckbo and Rose studied together at Harvard Graduate School of Design from 1936 
to 1938.  Excited by Modern ideas they had ‘struggled against the dry teachings of the 
Beaux-Arts weaned faculty, finding the stiff symmetries and insistence on design rules set 
forth in their collection of dusty lantern slides unappealing’.15  They took inspiration from 
Tunnard and his 1930s writings such as Gardens in the Modern Landscape.16  Tunnard, 
frustrated by the limited opportunities in Britain, moved to America where he felt he would 
be less constrained by the great design schools of the past: 
 

If then, a new garden technique is to be evolved, it need not necessarily reject the traditional 
elements of the garden plan. Rather, its aim must be to infuse them with new life … just as the 
design of the locomotive, the aeroplane, and, for that matter, the modern house, is being changed by 
scientific invention, in a similar way science will transform the garden of the future.17 

 
Although the spread of a spirit of Modernism in Europe and Britain was noticeable in the 
design and development of large industrial estates and government funded projects such as 
hospitals and schools, it was in America where Modernism had its greatest impact.18  From 
the end of 1939 the infrastructure work of the Tennessee Valley Authority, TVA, discussed 
in Chapter 2, became the embodiment of Modern principles.  Not only was the regional 
planning work of the TVA the largest ever undertaken in American history, it was also a 
far-reaching social experiment, a significant engineering undertaking and an embodiment 
of Modernism as a style for all its architecture.19  American cities were reinvigorated by 
these ideas.  In 1942 Jose Sert, Chair of the American arm of CIAM, wrote: ‘Chicago and 
New York have set an example, lake and river fronts ... have been cleared and … 
landscaped areas with playgrounds, yachting harbours, parking lots, and parkways have 
been assembled in a planned layout’.20  (See figure 5.2).   
 
Narrow imperial and farming interests in Australia ensured that the impact of Modernism, 
as an idea and as a visual style, was slower to take effect.21  In the 1930s the turn-of-the-
century aesthetic of picturesque landscapes continued to dominate art and literature in 
movements such as the Jindyworobak movement where landscape was used to evoke a 
sense of national identity.  Rejecting European cultural influences and preconceptions, the 
Jindyworobaks sought to promote in literature a distinctively Australian culture based on a 
spirit of place.  However there were other groups that sought to embrace Modernism.  The 
Angry Penguins, formed in direct opposition to the Jindyworobaks, was self-consciously 
Modern and aimed to serve the radical artists and writers of the period.22   
 

                                                           
14 Ibid., pp.70-77 and August 1939, pp.68-74. 
15 Dan Kiley,  In His Own Words, Thames and Hudson, London, 1999, p.10. 
16 Christopher Tunnard, Gardens in the Modern Landscape, The Architectural Press, London, 1948. 
17 Architectural Record, May 1939, p.71. 
18 Serle, 1996, op. cit., p.37. 
19 Pencil Points, October 1939, p.29. 
20 Sert, op. cit., p.81. 
21 John Williams, The Quarantined Culture, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1995, p.8. 
22 Geoffrey Serle, From Deserts the Prophets Come, William Heinemann, Melbourne, 1973, p.174. 
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Modern ideas also started to influence architecture, particularly in public works such as the 
hospital building programs of the 1930s in Melbourne and Sydney.  The innovative 
architectural work of Walter Burley Griffin was also starting to establish a following.  By 
the 1950s Australia overtly embraced design principles of Modernism largely through the 
building developments accompanying the Olympic Games in Melbourne.  Gropius, 
legendary founder of the Bauhaus, visited Australia as keynote speaker for the Royal 
Australian Institute of Architects Convention in 1954 in Sydney, lecturing to large 
audiences.  He also visited Melbourne.23 
 
With many seeing the Picturesque landscape style as part of the old order, other influences 
began to strengthen.  An interest in ordered, formal designs was stimulated by publications 
such as Edith Wharton’s, Italian Villas and Their Gardens, and Jeffrey Jellicoe and John 
Shepherd’s, Italian Gardens of the Renaissance.  In parallel, the naturalism and 
horticultural variety of the ‘cottage garden’ style also remained popular in terms of an 
aesthetic appreciation of plant form, particularly foliage, and a free association with Nature.  
Indigenous plants were given a new appreciation.  
 
Most of the works undertaken by Australian landscape or garden designers (landscape 
architecture was still not used as a title) were private commissions with occasional 
municipal projects such as parks and street tree planting.  Walter and Marion Griffin 
continued to demonstrate their landscape planning and design skills in the development of 
an estate at Castlecrag in Sydney with an emphasis on indigenous plants.  A younger 
generation of artists and designers, in a manner not dissimilar to the painters of the 
Heidelberg School, set up camps at the edge of the city.  Landscape architect Gordon Ford 
was part of a group in the 1930s near Melbourne who made mud bricks, grew vegetables 
and discussed philosophy and literature.24  Gardening was of continuing public interest and 
the aesthetic, social and egalitarian values of garden making were promoted by Edna 
Walling in Melbourne and Jocelyn Brown in Sydney through their writings for popular 
journals.25   
 
Modern perspectives in landscape architecture also developed from the 1930s with the 
influx of migrants fleeing political troubles in Europe.  Paul Sorensen from Denmark, Cees 
Tesselaar from Holland and Otto Ruzicka from Czechoslovakia are notable.  Ruzicka 
arrived in 1949 and in his work for the Department of the Interior, Parks and Gardens 
Branch under the direction of Lindsay Pryor, introduced principles of Modernism to the 
design of many of Canberra’s public spaces.26  
 
After the Second World War and into the 1950s landscape ideas were reformed by a society 
both sobered by the devastation and dislocation of war and enlightened by the possibilities 
of new technology, rational planning and efficient organisational skills on a regional scale.  
Demonstrating a new ideal of social organisation, the British produced a series of new 

                                                           
23 Serle, 1996, op. cit., Chapter 8. 
24 Gordon Ford, The Natural Australian Garden, Bloomings Books, Victoria, 1999, p.7. 
25 Helen Proudfoot, Gardens in Bloom, Kangaroo Press, NSW, 1989, pp. 19, 90. Walling wrote a series of 
letters and articles for Australian Home Beautiful, from 1926 to 1934 and published three books in the 1940s. 
Brown wrote a series of articles on gardening, garden design and plantsmanship in The Home from 1939 to 
1942. 
26 Roger Butler, (ed) The Europeans: Émigré Artists in Australia 1930-1960, National Gallery of Australia, 
Canberra, 1997, p.189. 
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towns dispersed across the countyside where landscape values, determined in an objective 
way, were integral to the town, site and region.   
 
Landscape was analysed, planned and modified on a large scale.  Forests, power stations 
and highways were planned within a broad landscape composition.27  Landscape was 
informed by transportation technology, a Modernist art aesthetic and emerging ideas on 
ecological systems.  This organisational change brought with it a changed perception of 
landscape.  Landscape was viewed as a commodity to be ‘experienced in urban life, 
intellectually defended in science, promoted in education’ and reinforced by visual 
images.28  
 
Sylvia Crowe, a landscape architect working in the area of new town and infrastructure 
development, wrote on the role of landscape spaces in the urban context: 
 

There are needs within the town which only green spaces can satisfy. But just as the landscape 
should keep its rural character in the country, so it must take on a different and urbane character 
within the town. Pieces of amputated country do not form an urban landscape. The role of landscape 
within the town is to be the complement of architecture and to contribute to the happiness of urban 
life. So far, in England, we have not attained this ideal.29 

 
Although the American Association of Landscape Architects was established in 1899, 
largely to reflect the widening practice of landscape architecture in that country,30  the 
British Institute of Landscape Architects did not form until 1929, with Thomas Mawson as 
President.  Founding members included Brenda Colvin and Jellicoe.  Several European 
countries also established professional institutions including Germany, the Netherlands and 
Scandinavia, although no such moves were undertaken in Australia at this time.31  In 1948 
the International Federation of Landscape Architects, (IFLA) was formed with Jellicoe as 
inaugural President and Crowe as Secretary. 
 
The architectural profession in Australia struggled to find a unified voice.  Although there 
had been a federal council of the state institutes since 1915, the Royal Australian Institute 
of Architects, RAIA, remained weak until the 1950s.  Despite the university teaching of 
architecture as a branch of engineering from the 1880s and the establishment of diploma 
courses during the war years, most architects before 1930 were articled to masters and 
qualified through the Royal Institute of Architects examinations.  A chair at the University 
of Sydney was established in 1917 and at the University of Melbourne in 1947.32  
 
For young architects the Victorian Architectural Students’ Society, VASS, which started 
before the First World War, became the standard bearer for the ‘Moderns’.  ‘Functionalism’ 
became the fashionable word and there was some pictorial acquaintance with the work of 
Le Corbusier, Gropius and Lloyd Wright.  Overseas journals such as London’s 
Architectural Review, New York’s Pencil Points, Architectural Forum and New Yorker 

                                                           
27 In the 1950s and early 1960s Sylvia Crowe published a series of books regarding landscape architectural 
issues in the public domain including, Tomorrow’s Landscape, 1956 and The Landscape of Roads, 1960.  
28 Cosgrove, 1984, op. cit., p.270. 
29 Crowe, 1956, op. cit., p.166. 
30 Norman T. Newton, Design on the Land, The Belknap Press, Cambridge Massachusets, 1971, p.391. 
31 Geoffrey Jellicoe et al (eds) The Oxford Companion to Gardens, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1986, 
p.322. 
32 Serle, 1996, op. cit., pp.38-42. 
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were available from some public libraries or from the libraries of professional groups.  
Australian journals such as Architecture, Building, and Australian Home Beautiful 
promoted Modernism with writers such as Morton Herman and Sydney Ancher.33  
 
The 1956 Olympic Games in Melbourne was a time to test many of the ideas of 
Modernism.  Melbourne became the leading centre of Modernist innovation in art, 
architecture and design in Australia.34  Erica Ball was commissioned to undertake site 
design around event venues.  She was the first landscape architect and first woman to be 
employed by a State government in Australia.  Chief Government Architect for the 
Commonwealth, John Overall noted: ‘It was a period of change, of innovation, of new 
methods, of the use of factory made units, of dealing with social problems not contemplated 
previously, re-housing, re-equipping, new roads’.35  
 
Town planning in Australia also experienced a resurgence of interest in the post-war period.  
Despite the early work of John Sulman from 1919 to 1926 with a course of lectures in town 
planning at the University of Sydney, it was not until 1949 that the first Chair in Town 
Planning was established at the University of Sydney.  Denis Winston, British town planner 
and friend of Sir William Holford, took the chair.   
 
For the 1951 inaugural conference of the Australian Planning Institute in Canberra, to 
coincide with Australia’s Jubilee celebrations of federation, two eminent British experts in 
the field, Holford and Sir George Pepler, were invited as guests of honour.  Holford had 
experience in the post-war development of London, represented the youthful voice of 
Modernism and was sought as a consultant around the world.  Pepler, a veteran town 
planner, with over four decades of experience in garden city developments, was part of the 
older order.  The conference, organised by Peter Harrison, was attended by over 150 of 
Australia’s principal planners, and representatives of Government and municipal bodies 
interested in town and regional planning.36  Harrison had worked as a planner with the 
Cumberland County Council and studied planning under Winston at the University of 
Sydney.  Winston had been a fellow student with Holford at Liverpool University.  In June 
1951, Harrison became a full-time senior lecturer in Town and Country Planning.  In 
February 1959, Harrison became Chief Town Planner with the National Capital 
Development Commission.37 
 

                                                           
33 Ibid., p.43 
34 Graeme Davison, ‘Welcoming the World: The 1956 Olympic Games and the Re-presentation of 
Melbourne’ in John Murphy and Judith Smart, Aspects of Australian Society and Culture in the 1950s, 
Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1997, p.65. 
35 Sir John Overall, oral history interview with Mel Pratt, 25 July 1973, National Library of Australia.  
36 Wallace J. Crough, Jubilee Celebrations 1901-1951. An Official Record, The Commonwealth of Australia, 
Adelaide, p.81. The Regional and Town Planning Conference was held in Canberra from 9 to 12 August 
1951. The proceedings were opened by Senator W.H. Spooner, Minister for National Development and C.S. 
Daley, Chairman of the ACT Jubilee Committee. Papers were presented by C.S. Daley, Executive Member of 
the National Capital Planning and Development Committee; Trevor R. Gibson, Senior Town Planner, 
Department of the Interior; Professor Holford of the University of London; Grenfell Ruddock of the 
Department of National Development; Professor Winston of Sydney University; and Colin Clark of the 
Queensland Bureau of Industry. 
37 Peter Harrison with Robert Freestone (ed), Walter Burley Griffin Landscape Architect, National Library of 
Australia, Canberra, p.ix. 
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For the 1951 Architecture Convention in Melbourne, attended by over 500 architects from 
around Australia, the guest of honour was Sir Thomas Bennett, a leading British town 
planner and Chairman of the Corporations of London’s two new satellite towns, Stevenage 
and Crawley.  Bennett focussed attention on the role of architects as town planners.  Post-
war developments in Britain were on a scale beyond anything known in Australia.  The 
New Towns Act 1946 and the Town and Country Planning Act 1947 gave far-reaching 
powers to national and local government, which enabled comprehensive planning and 
development to occur.38   
 
These two conferences of 1951 gave Australian professionals, in the planning and 
development fields, exposure to new ideas and new possibilities and emphasised the 
important role they could play in the planning, development and construction of post-war 
Australia.  Canberra was assessed as a good plan waiting development. 
 
International interest in capital cities was also fuelled with the announcement to build two 
new capitals, one in India and the other in Brazil.  In 1947 India became a republic. With 
the western part of the Punjab, including Lahore, ceded to Pakistan, the eastern Punjab 
needed a capital.  Supported by Prime Minister Nehru, and funded through central 
government, a site for the new city of Chandigarh was chosen at the foot of the Himalayas.   
 
Le Corbusier was involved in the initial planning before moving to the design of the 
buildings.  He explained his site as a flat overpowering site that stretched out before the 
Himalayas and his composition as ‘a matter of occupying a plain … the geometrical event 
was … a sculpture of the intellect … the battle of space fraught with the mind’.  Roadways 
and terraces were set into the ground plain and large geometric bodies of water were 
installed to reflect the major buildings and modify the climate.  Although not in the initial 
plan the importance of ornamental water was soon recognised and the naturalistic Sukhna 
Lake was created by damming the river in 1955.  It provided water, settled the dust and 
modified the extremes of the local climate.39  (See figure 5.3). 
 
In a similar manner to Chandigarh, Brasilia, a new capital city for Brazil, was planned and 
promoted in heroic terms.  As with Canberra the layout of this purpose-built city was the 
subject of a competition.  Holford was one of the adjudication panel shortly before his 
consulting visit to Australia in June 1957.  In 1958 the Brazilian Ambassador visited 
Canberra and his comments highlighted the importance of a vision, the need for a patron 
and the jealousy of other cities.  He noted:  
 

Inspired by the almost obsessive dream of President Kubitschek ... although a new capital was 
envisioned more than a century ago, it was Kubitschek who, in the face of stiff opposition, made its 
construction a reality. Most of the criticism came from Rio de Janeiro, which sees itself being 
relegated to a secondary position in a future Brazil.40 

 
Brasilia was planned by the Brazilian architect Lucio Costa with the buildings by Oscar 
Niemeyer, Brazil’s world-famous architect and personal friend of Kubitschek.  Both Costa 
and Niemeyer were friends of Le Corbusier from the late 1930s when they collaborated on 

                                                           
38 Gordon Stephenson with Christina De Marco (ed), On a Human Scale, Freemantle Arts Centre Press, 
Fremantle, 1992, p.117. 
39 Deborah Gans, The Le Corbusier Guide, Princeton Architectural Press, Princeton,1987, pp.163-165,173. 
40 The Canberra Times, 13 October 1958. 
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the design of the Brazilian Ministry of Education in Rio and Roberto Burle Marx designed 
the gardens.41  Brasilia was also planned with a large artificial lake in a naturalistic style.  
The lesson for Canberra was that both Chandigarh and Brasilia were examples of inland 
capital cities where ornamental lakes had been successfully developed to enhance the 
setting, modify the climate and provide recreational facilities.  (See figure 5.4). 
 
President Kubitschek was reported as saying: ‘We cannot go on forever being a territory 
spotted with deserts, with most of the population glued to the sea coast, and with the richest 
parts of our territory abandoned’.42  For those wishing to consolidate National capital 
functions in Canberra, these comments gave fresh impetus to the need to move departments 
from Melbourne to Canberra.  The future national vision of Brazil, of the National capital 
as ‘a brain of high national decisions … set eyes once more on the tomorrow of my nation, 
and foresee this dawn with unbreakable faith and limitless confidence for its great destiny’, 
would not have been lost on Menzies.  Following his decisive victory at the 1958 poll 
Menzies became increasingly interested in the development of Canberra as the National 
capital.43 
 
These developments stand in stark contrast to Government interest in Canberra’s 
development as a National capital from the onset of the depression in 1930 until the 
Queen’s visit in 1954 and the Senate inquiry later that year.44  The two decades following 
James Scullin’s popular sweep into power in 1929 witnessed a social, cultural, economic 
and political reshaping of Australia that placed little emphasis on, and provided little 
opportunity for, the development of a National capital.  However, particularly in the post-
Second World War period, Australian politicians and professionals aspired to be a part of 
the international scene and were impressed by large projects and the famous names 
associated with them.  Architect Milo Dunphy noted the poor status of designers in 
Australia: ‘the United States has firms of landscape artists of the calibre of Eckbo … and 
Brazil employs men with the ability of Burle-Marx, Australia neither has the apparatus for 
training them nor the demand for their work’.45 
 
 
 
5.2 HIATUS: 1930-1954 
 

Canberra’s early youth, male and female, used to entertain themselves at the Molonglo banks by 
running down a bank, leaping for a cluster of willow branches, and swinging out above the water, 
perhaps dropping into the water. It was then that they had to get up the steep bank through the slimy 
mud, and reeds.46 

 

                                                           
41 Gans, op. cit., p.140. 
42 Ibid. 
43 A.W. Martin, Robert Menzies: A Life 1944-1978, p.381. 
44 Architect Malcolm Moir set up in private practice after the disbanding of the FCC. In the 1930s he built a 
house and garden in Melbourne Avenue in the modern style which Marion Mahoney Griffin later visited and 
commented that ‘Walter would have liked it’. (Personal comment from Teki Dalton, later owner of the 
house). 
45 Milo Dunphy, ‘Up the Garden Path’, in Architecture in Australia, January-March 1956, p.28. 
46 Clive Harvie, That’s Where I met my Wife, Huggus, Canberra, n.d., p.33, quoting Daphne Cashmore. 
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The landslide election victory of Scullin’s Labor Party in October 1929 coincided with the 
onset of economic depression.47  After the rapid development period of the 1920s Canberra 
in the 1930s assumed the mantle of a quiet country town.  For recreation, Canberrans used 
the water resources of the Molonglo the best way they could.  Swimming, picnicking, 
fishing and canoeing were popular pursuits.  At the Power House a weir to provide water 
for the cooling system was a bonus to swimmers who could find warm water near the outlet 
throughout the year.  Even after Manuka Swimming Pool was opened in 1931 the Power 
House reservoir was a popular swimming place.  (See figure 5.5).  Fishing was also 
popular, but by the 1930s and 1940s mine tailings at Captains Flat were seriously polluting 
the Molonglo River system.48 
 
With the abolition of the Federal Capital Commission (FCC) on 1 May 1930 and its 
functions transferred to the Departments’ head offices, all based in Melbourne, the 
development of Canberra was no longer regarded as a special case and had to compete for 
attention and scarce resources with other capital works around Australia.49  The Public 
Works Inquiry into the development of a lake in 1926 had recommended that the project be 
deferred and although there were still supporters of the proposal, Owen’s retirement from 
Canberra in March 1929 removed one of the main proponents of the Lakes Scheme. 
 
To address one of the complaints made of the FCC, that local residents had no voice in 
local affairs, an advisory body was established.  On 1 May 1930 an Advisory Council was 
set up by ordinance providing for a Council to advise the Minister in relation to matters 
affecting the Territory.  The Minister could refer matters to the Council on which he desired 
advice and members were also able to bring matters affecting the Territory before the 
Council and the Council could request the attendance of any Commonwealth Public 
Servant to assist it.   
 
The Advisory Council consisted of three members elected by the citizens of the territory 
and four government members with the Chairman elected by the members.50  Election to 
the Council was for a period of two years, meetings were held at least once a month and 

                                                           
47 Arthur Blakeley was Minister for Home Affairs. On 6 January 1932 the Scullin Ministry was replaced by 
the Lyons Ministry and on 12 April 1932, the Departments of Home Affairs, Transport, and Works and 
Railways were amalgamated into one department, the Department of the Interior. Over the period of the 
Lyons Ministry, until his death in office in 1939, there was a succession of Ministers for the Interior; Robert 
Parkdale, April 1932 to October 1932; John Perkins, 1932 to 1934; Eric Harrison, October 1934 to November 
1934; Thomas Paterson, 1934 to 1937; and John McEwan, 1937 to 1939.  
48 Harvie, op cit., pp.10, 29. 
49 NAA: A431/1 57/452. ‘Brasilia’. In 1940, when information was requested by the Brazilian Government on 
how the Federal Territory was administered and through what agencies, the following information was 
provided by the Department of the Interior: ‘The general administration and control of the ACT is vested in 
the Minister of State for the Interior, with the assistance of the Department of Health in health matters, the 
Department of Works and Housing in the operation of the engineering services and in the construction of 
works, and the Attorney-General’s Department in the administration of the Courts, Police, Probate, and the 
registration of Titles. The Governor-General may make ordinances having the force of law in the Territory, 
subject to a condition that the Parliament may, if it so desires, disallow its continuance’. 
50 The four nominated members of Council comprised one officer from the Department of Health (Dr 
Cumpston, Director General of Health), two officers from the Department of Home Affairs, later, Department 
of the Interior (A.J. Christie until August 1930, then C.S. Daley, and Percy Deane, Secretary of Home 
Affairs) and one officer from the Department of Works (P.A. Gourgaud, Secretary of Works). The three 
elected members were F.K. Gell, Roy Rowe, Thomas M. Shakespeare, and at the second election in May 
1931 Shakespeare, Gell and John Goodwin held the position until 1935. Daley was Chairman from 1930-32. 
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non-government members received payment.  The Council quickly settled down to a 
routine in which its recommendations were accepted if they conformed to Government 
policy and rejected if they did not.  A primary concern of the Chairman was to alert the 
Minister to proposals thought to conflict with the gazetted plan.  However, with the 
interests of the city spread to a wide range of departments, it was difficult to coordinate 
activities and frequent changes of Minister did not help the situation.  There were some in 
official circles that saw the Griffin’s gazetted plan as a tiresome anachronism deserving 
only nominal respect.  Over time only a few public servants remained with long-term 
knowledge and expertise on Canberra’s development.  Daley and Goodwin remained in 
Canberra, although Goodwin had retired in 1925.  Daley was virtually the only person with 
any understanding of the genesis of Canberra, Griffin’s vision for the city and the trials and 
tribulations of building the city.51 
 
Canberra’s 1929 population of almost 7000 peaked at 9000 in 1931, a level not recovered 
until 1938.  Despite persistent rumours that the city was to be abandoned and the public 
service returned to Melbourne, Canberra remained the seat of Government with a plan 
protected by legislation.52  Divided control and divided responsibility made it difficult to 
coordinate the development of Canberra as a whole and there was little forward planning 
for the city.  Combined with the deepening effects of economic depression, building 
activity virtually stopped for many years.53  In 1938 the name Federal Capital Territory was 
changed to Australian Capital Territory by Act of Parliament.  
 
The garden city image of well-treed streets, hedges and private gardens continued to be 
developed by the Parks and Gardens Section of the Department of the Interior.  Under 
successive directors Alexander Bruce, John Hobday and Lindsay Pryor, attempts were 
made to respect the design intent of Griffin’s gazetted plan.54  Streets and avenues were 
planted, Telopea Park was established and tree planting on the margins of the future Lake 
continued.  In the early 1930s the Department of the Interior and Canberra Horticultural 
Society, with Bruce as Chairman, developed the National Rose Gardens.  With assistance 
from state rose societies, public bodies, commercial rose growers and individual donations, 
rose gardens were set out on the terrace in front of Provisional Parliament House to take 
advantage of views over the future central basin of the Lake.  Much of the work was funded 
by an unemployment relief vote.55 
 
Although the worst of the depression had passed by 1934, Canberra made little progress.  In 
1937 Bruce resigned and Hobday, who had been chief nurseryman at Yarralumla Nursery 
since Weston’s period, became Superintendent.  Through his Consultative Committee for 
                                                           
51 It was chaired successively by Charles Daley, Dr Cumpston, John Goodwin, Dr Nott and Arthur Percival, 
an assistant secretary in the Department of the Interior. Goodwin, who had once controlled Canberra as 
Surveyor-general, was Chairman from 1936. Daley was Chairman from 1930-32, took the chair again in 1944 
and was succeeded by Allan Fraser, an elected member who held office until his retirement from public office 
in 1952. Fraser was a professional journalist, won the seat for Eden-Monaro for the Labour Party at the 
general election of August 1943 and bought a house on the north side of Canberra. He concentrated on 
securing for the Territory a member in the Commonwealth Parliament and eventually succeeded in 1949. 
52 Jim Gibbney, Canberra, 1913-1953, Australian Publishing Service, Canberra, p.165. 
53 Ibid., p.159. 
54 Heads of Parks and Gardens were Thomas Charles Weston 1913-1926, Alexander Bruce 1926-1937, John 
Hobday 1937-1944 and Lindsay Pryor 1944-1958. 
55 Dianne Firth, ‘The National Rose Gardens, Canberra’, Canberra Historical Journal, No.34, September 
1994, pp.30-34. 
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Parks and Gardens Hobday played an active role in maintaining Canberra’s garden city 
appearance and sought to consolidate and rejuvenate the existing plantings of the City 
within the strict limitations of his budget. 
 
Despite the watchdog role of the Advisory Council there were some major departures from 
the Griffin plan and these were accompanied by considerable criticism.56  Charles Marr, 
who had been Minister for Home and Territories in 1927-28, raised the issue in Parliament.  
He suggested that the city plan could best be defended by an expert committee charged to 
maintain a watching brief and recommended a committee on the lines of the Washington 
Planning Commission.  A month later, on 17 June 1938, John McEwan, Minister for the 
Interior, announced in Parliament the imminent appointment of a committee of architectural 
experts and others to monitor the development of Canberra.  
 
The National Capital Planning and Development Committee (NCPDC) was established to 
advise the Minister for the Interior in regard to more important matters relating to the 
planning and development of the City of Canberra.57  The Committee consisted of seven 
members and it was prescribed that at least three of the members should be authorities on 
town planning, architecture or engineering.  The other three members were from 
Government departments.58  The committee met for the first time on 6 March 1939.  
 
From time to time thoughts on developing the Lake resurfaced.  The Advisory Council 
discussed the issue of the lake in August 1930 and called for the Owen-Peake Report, the 
report commissioned by Butters.59  Although a memorandum was sent to all members of 
the Council and Government departments, the report could not be located and no further 
action was taken.60  In the mid-1930s Goodwin commented that ‘the lake is as dead as 
Caesar’s Ghost’.61  Neither patronage, interest, knowledge nor organisational skills were 
forthcoming. 
 
In 1939 the question of forming a lake was again raised. Yarralumla was generally accepted 
as the best site in Canberra and it was assumed that Government House would continue to 
be the official residence of the Governor-General.  On 21 January 1939, there was a 
suggestion for the Lake scheme to be started.  This time the impetus came from the 
Governor-General who saw a weir at Yarralumla as a great benefit for Government House.  
Lady Gowrie was a keen gardener and advice on improvements to the grounds of 
Government House came from a visiting Scottish ‘expert’, Colonel Dalrymple Hamilton, in 

                                                           
56 Canberra’s second high school was built in Griffin’s university area, one of a series of violations of the 
Griffin plan. Dr Frederick Watson of Gungahlin complained in an open letter to members of Parliament. 
57 The National Capital Planning and Development Committee was created through ordinance No 37 of 1938 
made on 17 December 1938 under the Seat of Government (Administration) Act. 
58 Sir Donald Cameron represented the Public Works Committee, Daley represented Interior and Goodwin 
represented the Advisory Council. The professional members were the Sydney architects, B.J. Waterhouse 
and R. Keith Harris and the Melbourne architect, P.H. Meldrum. 
59 NAA:A431/1 60/1087, ‘Lake Scheme, Report by Deputy Chairman of Development Committee to be Made 
Available to Advisory Council. Owen-Peake Report’, 7th meeting of the Advisory Council, held on 25 
August 1930. 
60 The disappearance of the report appears to have occurred as a result of the rapid disbanding of the Federal 
Capital Commission. Owen submitted the report to Butters at the end of the FCC’s period of office and during 
Butter’s move back to Sydney, the report had inadvertently been caught up in his papers. 
61 Eric Sparke, Canberra 1954-1980, Australian Government Publishing Service, 1988, p.131. Quote 
attributed to Goodwin in 1934. Goodwin had retired in 1925. 
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consultation with the Head of the School of Forestry, C.E. Lane-Poole.  He emphasised the 
need for an accepted scheme and continuity of policy in years to come: 
 

If there is no scheme, no plan and no continuity of policy ... then the future ... is left to the pleasures 
and ideas of those in control at the time. If it could be certain that such people had the necessary 
knowledge and experience not to mention the inclination, to continue the work along sound lines - if 
they could or would carry on with a general principle then and then only could the future be viewed 
with equanimity. 

 
The view to the Black Mountain would be greatly enhanced were the present unsightly sandy bed of 
the Molonglo covered at all times with water. This would entail the construction of a dam below 
Government House. If this were done it would make the most enormous difference and the greatest 
improvement to this view and would justify the improvement of the steep banks falling from the 
house to the river.62 
 

The proposal was to construct a dam below Government House to cover the ‘unsightly 
sandy bed’ of the Molonglo River and thereby enhance the view to Black Mountain.  It 
would also justify improvements to the steep bank between the House and the river.  
However, these plans were put on hold with the onset of the Second World War in 
September 1939. 
 
The war had a marked effect on government attitudes to centralised government and on 
public perception towards Canberra as the legitimate National capital.  By the end of the 
1930s Melbourne had become the de-facto seat of Government and at the beginning of the 
war most of Menzies’ War Cabinet meetings were held in Melbourne.  However John 
Curtin, on becoming Prime Minister in 1941, declared that ‘Canberra would be the seat of 
Australia’s Government, and his government would operate from Canberra’.63  Curtin and 
subsequently Ben Chifley saw the need to centralise government agencies and to establish 
diplomatic missions at Canberra, principally because it was the seat of Government.64  
 
Australia’s national development was on the agenda in the latter years of the Second World 
War.  During the war years, due to the requirements of centralised national government, the 
population of Canberra grew from 10,500 in 1939 to 14,000 at the end of the war.65  
Around Australia, although there was a desperate shortage of office accommodation, 
housing and associated works and services, plans were also being considered for projects 
on a national scale. 
 
The New Deal in America during the 1930s depression provided a model.  Large 
engineering projects by the TVA, mentioned earlier in the chapter, saw the wholesale 
transformation of natural environments in the Appalachian valleys and in the western 
deserts with the construction of the Grand Coolie and Hoover Dams.66  The aims of the 
TVA were to control and harness the Tennessee River and its tributaries in the interests of 
navigation, flood control, hydropower, soil conservation, irrigation, fishing and public 
health.  It later became a model for the Snowy Mountains Hydro Electric Authority in the 
1950s.  
                                                           
62 NAA: A209/811 Bun 1. 
63 David Day, John Curtin: a Life, Harper Collins, Sydney, 1999, p.473. 
64 Gibbney, op. cit., p.211. By the end of the war, eight diplomatic missions had been established. 
65 By 1951 Canberra’s population had reached 23,500. 
66 Philip Pregill and Nancy Volkman, Landscape and Planning in the Western Tradition, Van Nostrand 
Reinhold, New York, 1993, p.628. 
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The dam building work in America also prompted A.J. Macdonald to propose the 
construction of a great lake in the valleys of the Molonglo and Murrumbidgee Rivers as a 
post-war reconstruction activity.  Macdonald, who had worked for Griffin for several years 
and had also submitted an entry in the Federal Capital Design Competition, was familiar 
with the site.  In 1944 Macdonald published the article ‘Canberra and Water Power’ in The 
Australian Engineer Year Book, stressing the need for water conservation through a plea for 
a mountain lake at Canberra.  (See figure 5.6).  He was resurrecting the proposal of 
Weedon in 1907 and Griffin in 1915, and comparing its value with projects of a similar 
scale from around the world, particularly America  
 

Post-war reconstruction calls for reservoirs in every valley the harvesting of torrential streams and 
diversion of their waters in the highlands to the thirsty plains below, thus providing for closer 
settlement and a steady increase in rural population as a backbone for defence. Bases should thus be 
established from which to attack the arid hinterland, and thereby promote a means to eventually 
sustain a maximum population under Australian labour conditions, of 25,000,000 people. 

 
By construction of a weir in a gap below the confluence of the Murrumbidgee and the Molonglo 
Rivers, the mountain lake could be established in the valleys. Following the 1825 contour of 
Griffin’s ornamental lakes, which would form part of the proposal, its surface level could have an 
area greater than that of Port Jackson. Just as Geneva casts the shadows of its structure on its 
spacious lake, so could the mountain lake become a mirror for reflecting the beauty which would 
surrounds it. ... Canberra - destined to become the nation’s pride - should have its mountain lake as 
an example, and as a reminder to all who enter its portals, how water can be prevented from being 
lost in the ocean.67 

 
Macdonald was 80 years old when he made this proposal.  In 1945, in an attempt to 
advance the scheme, he wrote first to the ailing Prime Minister John Curtin and then to 
H.C. Coombs, Director-General, Ministry of Post-war Reconstruction, suggesting this 
project as work for returning soldiers after the war.  The Department of the Interior took up 
the matter, but there was little support from the Department of Works and following 
Curtin’s death and changes of Ministers at the November 1946 election, the file was 
closed.68  The new Chifley Government had other proposals for national development that 
did not include the development of a large lake for the National capital. 
 
As well as looking at ways to expand secondary industry after the war, the Commonwealth 
Government had been working on details for a vast irrigation/hydoelectric scheme based on 
the waters of the Snowy River.  This scheme was planned with two broad objectives; to 
obtain water from the Snowy River catchment to irrigate additional areas of the dry western 
plains; and to produce electrical power.69  The Minister for National Development, W.H. 
Spooner justified the project with nationalistic sentiments: 
 

The Australian people, mindful of their future prosperity and security, realize the need not only for a 
strong policy of immigration but also for a truly vigorous policy of National Development. The 
Snowy Mountains Scheme appeals to Australians because of the vital part it plays in the Nation’s 
progress. It is a national asset providing both electric power for the wheels of industry and water for 
new farming areas to feed our growing population.70 

                                                           
67 NAA: A431 1948/37, A.J. Macdonald, ‘Canberra and Water Power (Lakes Scheme)’. Reprint of article in 
The Australian Engineer Year Book, 1944, p.1. 
68 Ibid. Last correspondence was 18 October 1946. 
69 W. Diesendorf (ed),The Snowy Mountains Scheme, Horwitz Publications, Sydney, 1961, p.1. 
70 Ibid., p.vii. 

 125



5:  NOT WORTHY OF A NATIONAL CAPITAL 1930-1957 

 
In Australia after the war there was a serious shortage of labour.  The United Nations Relief 
and Rehabilitation Administration through Sir Robert Jackson, asked Prime Minister 
Chifley to accept 100,000 European refugees.  Apart from humanitarian responsibilities, 
Chifley believed that if Australia moved quickly, ‘it would get the pick of the bunch’.71  
There were also shortages of skilled personnel, particularly professional engineers, 
experienced and skilled in water conservation, hydroelectric and allied development works.   
 
In America the Bureau of Reclamation had excellent and extensive facilities for in-service 
training in reclamation, irrigation, hydroelectric power, flood control and drainage.  It also 
had a highly efficient system of practice and procedures for investigation, design and 
specification work. 72  Australia was also seeking loans from America, in addition to that 
forthcoming from Britain.  In 1951 Prime Minister Robert Menzies initiated contact with 
the appropriate American authorities73  which resulted in loans being provided and an 
agreement being established whereby the Bureau of Reclamation would provide services 
for: 
 

A co-operative program of technical training and assistance that will not only expedite the creation 
of an experienced, competent and efficient organisation for the development of the water resources 
of the Snowy Mountain area, but will also enable designs and specifications to be prepared and 
contract tenders called at dates much earlier than would otherwise be feasible for works in the 
Snowy Mountains Area for the production of hydroelectric power and the trans mountain diversion 
of water inland for irrigation.74 

 
The Snowy Scheme had a significant effect on the development of Canberra.  Firstly, it 
demonstrated a Government commitment to national development; secondly, it placed 
Australia on the world map in terms of development of water resources and ability to 
undertake large projects, and thirdly, it provided a base of technical and administrative 
expertise that could be used on other projects.  This expertise was brought to bear in the 
building of Canberra’s Lake. The organisational structure of the Snowy Mountains Hydro 
Electric Authority was so effective that it was used in 1957 as a model in the formation of 
the statutory body, the National Capital Development Commission.75 
 
Other attempts were also made to invigorate discussion on the development of a Lake for 
Canberra.  In 1945 Pryor, as Superintendent Parks and Gardens in the Parks and Gardens 
Section of the Department of the Interior, attempted to introduce the Lakes Scheme as a 
post-war redevelopment project.  Pryor sent a memorandum to the Assistant Secretary of 
Canberra Services proposing ‘Ornamental Lakes’: 
 

The ornamental lakes form an intrinsic part of the City plan. The artistic unity of the 
city, which the Griffin plan envisaged, cannot be achieved unless some of these 
lakes are constructed. It is strongly urged that all possible steps should be taken to 

                                                           
71 Brad Collis, Snowy. The Making of Modern Australia, Hodder & Stroughton, Sydney, 1990, p.31. 
72 Commonwealth of Australia, Australian Embassy, Draft of Agreement between United States of America 
and Commonwealth of Australia, Washington, unpublished, 31 July 1951.  
73 Ibid. The authorities referred to included the United States Department of State, Department of the Interior 
and Bureau of Reclamation. 
74 Ibid. Letter from Thomas A. Lang to His Excellency, the Hon. P C Spender, Ambassador for Australia, 
Washington dated 31 July 1951. 
75 Commonwealth of Australia Senate Select Committee, Development of Canberra, 1955, p.70. 
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further the work leading to the construction of the Eastern circular basin, the 
segmental basin, the Western circular basin, and the Western lake, as recommended 
in the report of the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works, dealing 
with dams for ornamental waters at Canberra. The development of boulevard 
planting will take years to achieve, and considerable earthworks will be necessary to 
form the lake-margin in places. It seems highly desirable that some of this work, at 
least, should be advanced in order that, in the not too far distant future, steps may be 
taken to initiate some of this essential lake-edge planting. Much of this work of 
building embankments, involving considerable shifting of earth, might well be a 
suitable activity for a post-war reconstruction scheme.76 

 
The response from J.A. Carrodus, Secretary, Department of the Interior sent to R.G. 
Kappler, secretary, Consultative Committee for Parks and Gardens was not hopeful: 
 

With regard to your Committee’s comments in relation to the proposed Lakes Scheme, It is regretted 
that no intimation can be given as to when definite action will be taken with a view to the 
commencement of work on this project. The matter is governed by the availability of funds and 
labour, and the department, at present at all events, cannot give any information which would guide 
your Committee in its consideration of proposals so far as that work is concerned. At the same time 
there would appear to be a distinct advantage in your Committee placing before the Department its 
general views on the matter, on the assumption that preliminary work on the Lake Scheme may 
commence in say three (3) years time.77 

 
In 1947 the newly reconstituted Public Service Board under Chairman W.E. Dunk, 
developed a policy to centralise departmental administration in Canberra.  Herbert Johnson, 
Minister for the Interior, set up an Inter-Departmental Committee with representatives from 
the Public Service Board, Treasury, Department of Works and Housing, and Department of 
the Interior.  The Committee drew up a staged program, that was endorsed by Cabinet, to 
transfer over 7000 public families and their families over a ten-year period.  
 
Two years later, when Menzies became Prime Minister, virtually no progress had been 
made on the transfers, although expenditure on Canberra had increased.78  It was alleged 
that this was because housing was not available and office accommodation was not 
complete.  But many senior public servants put obstacles in the way, as they did not want to 
move from Melbourne.  The Inter-departmental Committee believed that a major cause of 
delay in implementing the program of transfers was the absence of a single authority.   
Even after a further four years of effort it was still impossible to begin the transfer of 
departments from Melbourne to Canberra.  Calls were made for the Government to reaffirm 
its determination to make Canberra the centre of the federal administration and to act 
accordingly.79 
 
The NCPDC struggled to keep up with post war development proposals for Canberra80.  On 
the recommendation of the NCPDC the Griffin plan underwent two major changes in 
                                                           
76 A209/811 Bun 1, op. cit. Memorandum dated 19 October 1945. 
77 Ibid., 11 December 1945. 
78 Senate Select Committee, 1955, op. cit, p.15. 
79 Ibid., p.16. 
80 The three government members comprised the Chairman of the Public Works Committee, the Chairman of 
the ACT Advisory Council, and the Assistant Secretary of the Planning and Development Branch of the 
Department of the Interior.  There were also four members from the professions.  Chairman of the Committee 
was Sydney architect, B.J. Waterhouse, who was an original member of the Committee with a long 
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relation to the Lakes Scheme.  The first major change, gazetted on 23 March 1950, was to 
eliminate East Lake.  The second major change, approved on 27 August 1953, was to 
remove West Lake and replace it with a ‘Ribbon of Water’ Scheme. 
 
East Lake was eliminated in association with the elimination of the proposed northern 
extension of the railway and occurred with the unanimous approval of the NCPDC and with 
virtually no public comment.  (See figure 5.7).  The first reason given was that the 
Commonwealth Commissioner of Railways had decided not to extend the railway from 
Queanbeyan to Yass.  Therefore, the role of the Causeway as a rail-bridge and weir across 
the Molonglo flood plain was no longer needed.  If a railway connection was required at a 
later stage it was considered unlikely that it would be taken through the centre of the city.  
With the railhead established at Fyshwick, the surrounding area could be further developed 
as a light industrial area.  North Canberra, no longer needed as a railway terminus, could be 
developed into much-needed suburbs. 
 
The elimination of East Lake was also supported on utilitarian grounds.  During the Second 
World War period, the flood plain had been essential agricultural and dairy land and the 
formation of East Lake would submerge about 1,700 acres of it.  There was also a concern 
that there might not be sufficient water from the catchment to maintain the intended level of 
the higher East Lake.  Planners seem to have forgotten Scrivener’s requirement of an 
upstream regulating dam for this purpose which had premised earlier plans for the Lake and 
had been the focus of the 1915 Public Works Inquiry. 
 
The second change, the elimination of West Lake was a different matter.  The Department 
of the Interior supported a ribbon of water scheme, but opinion was divided both within the 
Departments and amongst the Canberra and wider Australian public.  In 1951 the NCPDC 
had given approval to the elimination of West Lake on the principles of greater economy 
and therefore a better chance for Government to fund the project, the release of land near 
the centre of Canberra for permanent city development, and the continued use of the 
existing Golf Course and Race course.81  It requested additional reports before it would 
give final approval.  At its meeting of 4 December 1952 the NCPDC endorsed the proposed 
development of a ribbon of ornamental waters in lieu of West Lake.  The Minister for 
Interior, Works and Housing, Kent Hughes, approved the scheme and the procedure to 
enact the variation of the city plan for the elimination of West Lake to be replaced by a 
‘Ribbon of Water’.82  (See figure 5.8). 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
involvement in the National Capital extending to the adjudication of architectural competitions for 
Government buildings.  H.M. Rolland, also an architect and member since 1945, had previously served as 
Director of Works in the ACT and Director of Architecture in the Department of Works until his retirement.  
F.J. Walters, a consulting civil engineer from Victoria, was appointed to the Committee in 1945 and the fourth 
member, Frank Health, was a town planner and architect from Melbourne who was appointed in 1952.   
81 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works, The Proposed 
Construction of Commonwealth Avenue Bridge at Canberra, ACT, 1955, p.12. 
82 Sparke, op cit., pp.14-15. 
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5.3 COMMONWEALTH AVENUE BRIDGE INQUIRY: 1954-1955 
 

I could elaborate on the hopeless inadequacy of our bridges which connect the north and south sides 
of the city, when in wet weather we find that only one shaky wooden bridge can remain open.83 
 

Not only was the formation of the lake an issue, the Racecourse wanted to expand, the 
Royal Canberra Golf Links needed upgrading and there was an urgent need for a bridge to 
cross the floodplain.  (See figure 5.9).  On 26 August 1954 the Minister referred a proposal 
for a new Commonwealth Avenue Bridge to the Parliamentary Standing Committee on 
Public Works.84  The proposal was for a bridge to replace the existing Commonwealth 
Avenue Bridge which, with two lanes of traffic and a 10 ton, 15 miles per hour limit, and 
with waters lapping the base of the bridge deck during floods, was not adequate for the 
needs of the city.  The Minister wanted the Committee to ensure that the bridge to be 
constructed would provide for adequate traffic for many years to come, and in regard to the 
Griffin plan, address the general question of bridges over the Molonglo River and future 
planning.  Running parallel was an inquiry into the water supply storage system for 
Canberra. 
 
The Commonwealth Avenue Bridge inquiry had broad implications affecting the whole of 
the Canberra plan.  The possibility of the implementation of the Lakes Scheme and the 
whole question of providing bridges for the future made it essential that the question of the 
lakes be addressed.  Evidence was taken from departmental officials, members of the 
National Capital Planning and Development Committee, representatives of the University, 
golf and racing clubs, progress associations and members of the public.  Previous inquiries 
on the Lakes Scheme and recent reports by experts were studied and inspections were made 
of the sites. 
 
Perhaps the most significant report was that of Hugh Wilson, Assistant Chief Hydraulic 
Engineer, Department of Works.  Produced as internal report for the Director of 
Engineering in the Department of Works, The Molonglo Lakes, also known as the Wilson 
Report, was the first comprehensive attempt since the Owen-Peake Report of 1929 to deal 
with available information in an analytical manner.  Wilson agreed with the deletion of East 
Lake, but was opposed to the deletion of West Lake and the substitution of a ribbon of 
water.  He concluded: 
 

1. From the aspect of lesser cost, greater expanses of water and opportunity for aquatic recreation, 
and because less trouble will occur through silting, the Yarralumla dam site is the better one. 
2. The benefits which would result from the Ribbon of Water do not appear to justify the large cost 
of the dam. 
3. The top water level of the lakes should be RL.1825. 
4. The lakes should have natural shore lines except for the short distance on each side of the Ainslie 
axis on the southern side of the central lake. 

                                                           
83 NAA:A4940/1 C1698 12/56, ‘Cabinet Report on Sir William Holford’s Observation on Canberra’. Ken 
Herde briefing Alen Fairhall on 23 December 1956. 
84 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works, Twenty-Fourth General 
Report, 1956. This was the fifteenth Committee. Senators were appointed on 10 August 1954 and Members of 
the House of Representatives on 11 August 1954. J.O. Cramer was Chairman, Senator J.H. O’Byrne was 
Vice-President. Senate members comprised N.H.D. Henty and E.B.Maher. House of Representatives 
members comprised A.C. Bird, G.J. Bowden, W.R. Lawrence, W.P. O’Connor and D.O. Watkins. 
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5. The reservation around the lakes should include all land up to RL.1835, and the lowest level of 
building sites should be RL.1835 in the central portion of the city. 
6. Any dam construction should be able, by movable gates or other means, to discharge floods so 
that buildings at RL 1835 will not be damaged, and so that the settling of silt in the lake will be 
reduced. 
7. The fall in the level of the lakes during summer will not be a serious disadvantage, and may be 
accepted, and in consequence, the construction of a storage reservoir on the Queanbeyan River, from 
which water would be released to maintain the lakes at a constant level, is not recommended. 
8. It is not necessary to provide a dam on the Queanbeyan to reduce the level of floods in Canberra, 
and the reduction in level would not be worth the large cost of the dam. 
9. It is recommended that measures be taken to control soil erosion on the catchments of the 
Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers before the lake is formed. If this is done, and suitable gates are 
provided, silting in the lakes will not be a serious problem. 
10. It is estimated that a dam at Yarralumla with top water level RL 1798 for the Ribbon of Water 
Scheme will cost £300,000. 
11. It is estimated that a dam at Yarralumla with top water level at RL 1825, and with large movable 
gates will cost £530,000. 
12. It is estimated that a dam at Acton with top water level at RL.1825, and with large movable gates 
will cost £900,000. 
13. Floods almost equal to that of 27 May 1925 have occurred three times within a century, and in 
time larger floods will occur.85 

 
He suggested that if the formation of the Lakes was to be indefinitely delayed then a flood 
channel could be used in the interim.  He regarded it as essential that there should be an 
unobstructed flood channel, approximately 1200 feet wide, and portions of the backwaters 
could be planted as parkland with trees such as Red Gum, Eucalyptus camaldulensis, which 
would stand periodic flooding.86  The Wilson Report was also tabled at the 1954 Public 
Works Committee inquiry into Commonwealth Avenue Bridge and carried sufficient 
influence for that inquiry to support Wilson’s findings and for it to be used as evidence and 
be specifically addressed by the 1955 Senate Select Committee inquiry into the 
Development of Canberra.   
 
Instead of constructing a new Commonwealth Avenue Bridge, the Department of Works, 
from its office in Melbourne, proposed keeping the existing Commonwealth Avenue 
Bridge and building a new bridge.  This would be on Griffin’s land axis near Scott’s 
Crossing where an existing road and ford carried a higher peak volume of traffic than at 
Commonwealth Avenue Bridge.  In taking evidence, the Committee found wide differences 
of opinion, especially in terms of aesthetics.  The town planners were strongly opposed to 
the proposition of a bridge in this location, while the engineers considered that it would 
actually enhance the area if placed right across the centre of the Lake.87  
 
The Public Works Committee of Inquiry presented its report to Parliament on 26 January 
1955.  It concluded that the aesthetic aspect would be adversely affected by a bridge 
bisecting the main central basin, that it was a serious departure from the Griffin plan and 
that major difficulties would be created by bringing a main traffic artery into the centre of 
the Government triangle.  It recommended that the next bridge should be placed on the line 

                                                           
85 NAA:A431/1 1960/297 Part 1. ‘Ornamental Lakes Scheme - Dam and Improvements on the Molonglo 
River. General File’. Hugh Wilson, Molonglo Lakes Proposal, 1953. 
86 Ibid. Wilson must not have been aware that although this species of eucalyptus grows well at lower 
altitudes, it does not grow well in Canberra. 
87 Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works, 1955, op. cit. 
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of King’s Avenue and made a number of additional recommendations in terms of the future 
development of a lake. 
 
In summary, the findings of the Inquiry emphasised that definite decisions concerning the 
Lake could no longer be delayed.  It condemned the NCPDC for approving the elimination 
of West Lake without adequate investigation and its replacement by the Ribbon of Water 
scheme, which would cost nearly £3 million more.  It found West Lake both desirable and 
practicable and recommended that it should be restored to the plan.  The golf links and race 
course should be moved out of the City area and given suitable sites with security of tenure.  
It also recommended that detailed planning of lake edges and a lakeside drive should occur 
in conjunction with the development of the Lake.  The concern that there would not be 
adequate water for the Lakes Scheme was dispelled and the development of Googong Dam 
was not considered necessary, ‘but should be reserved for use in the light of possible future 
needs’ and there was a need to limit soil erosion in the lake catchment.88  The findings of 
the Commonwealth Avenue Bridge Inquiry coincided with the Senate Inquiry into the 
development of Canberra and was incorporated into its findings.  
 
The brilliance of Griffin’s plan and the importance of the profession of town planning had 
been emphasised at the 1951 Jubilee Town Planning Conference.  In 1954 two events again 
focussed national and international attention on Canberra as the national capital.  The first 
was the thirtieth meeting of the Australian and New Zealand Association for the 
Advancement of Science held in Canberra from 13-20 January 1954.  The second event 
was the visit of Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth to open the third session of the twentieth 
Parliament.  This event was accompanied by extensive media coverage.  The spotlight was 
on Canberra as the National capital.  Despite a general ‘tidying-up’ of the city, it was 
difficult to disguise the provisional buildings, the agrarian nature of the floodplain and the 
poor quality roads and bridges. 
 
 
 
5.4 THE SENATE INQUIRY: 1954-55 
 

We should somehow try to put mischief beyond the power of any individual Minister, Cabinet, Party 
or Parliament.89 

 
Senator John McCallum became the champion of Canberra.  At 62 years old, McCallum 
was a respected senator and viewed Canberra with an international perspective.  Prior to 
moving into politics in 1949 he had been a school teacher, headmaster and lecturer in 
history at Balmain Teachers College, a commentator on International Affairs for the 
Australian Broadcasting Commission, Director of the Australian Institute of Political 
Science and member of the Joint Committee on Foreign Affairs.   
 
On 3 November 1954 McCallum asked the Senate to appoint a select committee to ‘inquire 
into and report upon the development of Canberra in relation to the original plan and 
subsequent modifications, and matters incidental thereto’.  The Senate agreed.  The inquiry 
was structured around two questions. The first question was whether Canberra was 
adequate as an administrative centre for the Government and the second question was 
                                                           
88 CA:PW, 1955, op.cit., pp.16-17. 
89 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Debates, John McCallum, 7 October 1953. 
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whether Canberra was worthy as a National Capital.  Investigations would be undertaken 
by a committee of seven senators with powers to summon persons, papers and records.  
Members were appointed from both parties.90  McCallum was elected as Chairman,  
 
Hearings began on 7 December 1954 and witnesses were invited to submit statements.  
Evidence was given by senior officers from the Departments of Interior and Works and also 
by some of those involved in the early development of the city.  Sir John Butters, 
Commissioner of the FCC, 1925-1929, and Charles Daley, former Assistant Secretary, 
Department of the Interior who had been continuously involved with Canberra from 1921, 
especially during the period of the FCAC, were heard.  Academics, professional experts 
and representatives of public groups also gave evidence.  They included Peter Harrison, 
Senior Lecturer in Town and Country Planning, University of Sydney and Grenfell 
Rudduck, architect and town planner from the Department of National Development.   
 
The Australian Planning Institute prepared a statement emphasising the importance of the 
Griffin plan. Canberra was measured against past and present examples and comparisons 
were made with other ‘great civil compositions’ such as Versailles, Washington, Paris and 
Chicago, 1893.  The almost two mile distance from the Capitol (Capital Hill) to the War 
Memorial in Canberra was compared with the distance from the USA Capitol to the 
Lincoln Memorial, the Grand Avenue at Versailles, and the Avenue des Champs Elysees 
from the Arc du Carousel to the Place de l’Etoile.91  The statement continued: 
 

In a Commonwealth of sovereign states, strong and independent, no more fitting means of 
expressing national unity and spirit exists than in the National Capital. The City of Canberra, built 
according to the principles conceived by Walter Burley Griffin, will be capable of demonstrating 
Australia’s stature as a nation - to Australia’s citizens and to visitors from other countries. ... 
Griffin’s Plan of 1912 ... embodied a central idea in civic design which would express in the finest 
possible way the heart of the new nation. This idea was derived from a close study of the site 
formation and a deep sympathy with the national and aesthetic aspirations of the founders of the 
Commonwealth.92 

 
The Institute also supported the advisory role of the expert professional: 
 

Parliament itself should be directly responsible; not through any department whose functions extends 
beyond Federal Capital Territory, but through a Parliamentary Standing Committee whose sole task 
should be to control the development of the National Capital. ... The Committee should be required 
to take the best advice available on all matters relating to the Capital. Specialists in such subjects as 
regional development, town planning, civic art, architecture, surveying, sculpture, landscape and 
traffic engineering should be consulted as required irrespective of whether they are Commonwealth 
or State officers or private practitioners. In certain cases competitions might be conducted.  Initially 
the Committee should be required to engage at least one consultant of the highest qualifications in 

                                                           
90 The Senate Select Committee comprised Liberal senators John McCallum (New South Wales), Victor 
Vincent (Western Australia), Clive Hannaford (South Australia), and Ian Wood (Queensland). Labor senators 
were Dorothy Tangney (Western Australia), Archibald Benn (Queensland) and John Ryan (South Australia). 
McCallum was elected chairman and Roy Bullock, clerk of committees, was secretary. 
91 Senate Select Committee,1955, op. cit., p.120. The statement was prepared by a committee comprising; 
Walter Bunning, Chairman of the NSW Town and Country Planning Advisory Committee; Roderick Fraser, 
Chief County Planner, Cumberland County Council; Peter Harrison, Senior Lecturer in Town and Country 
Planning, University of Sydney and assisted by Walter Faithfull, Cumberland County Council. Significantly, 
the Cumberland County Plan for Sydney, gazetted in 1951 has integrated landscape ideas into its structure. 
Building on the British-inspired greenbelt concept, it proposed a series of urban districts separated by natural 
features. 
92 Ibid., p. 117. 
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Civic Design, if necessary from overseas, to assist in the establishment of a policy from which the 
Committee and its staff could continue their work. 93 

 
Many witnesses were asked about the Lakes Scheme.  McLaren, Secretary of the 
Department of the Interior, Works and Housing since 1949 and under whose responsibility 
East and West Lake were deleted, was questioned repeatedly about the Lakes.  When asked 
the reason for the variation of the Lakes Scheme, McLaren suggested that the principal 
reasons for the elimination of East Lake were that there was not enough water to fill the 
Lake, the railway bridge required to cross the floodplain was too expensive 94  and the 
elimination of this part of the lake would: 
 

Make it possible for my department to deal with the land on a permanent basis. The trouble with the 
reservation of lands is that if there is not an immediate prospect of carrying out the intended 
development, thay might lie up to seventy years with the dead hand of planning over them.95 

 
McLaren contended that there were no objections to East and West Lake being eliminated 
and that the NCPDC had given unanimous endorsement to the proposal to substitute the 
‘Ribbon of Water’ Scheme for West Lake.  He made no mention that the NDPDC served in 
an advisory role to the Minister.  McLaren also noted that: 
 

Certain members of Cabinet were keen to have such a scheme … the idea was to adopt what we 
considered to be a more effective and economic scheme, both from the point of view of money and 
water.96 

 
McLaren also mentioned the Lakes Scheme having the potential to divide the city and that 
the 1912 Departmental Board had considered that the lake should be on the outskirts of the 
city rather than dividing it in two.  He thought that it would have been better if the city had 
been designed on one side with the lake as a frontage: 
 

I do not think there is much doubt that if the lakes were provided as envisaged in the original scheme 
you would effectively make two cities. At the present moment people speak of the north side and the 
south side quite freely and there is a feeling about which is the more important side. To put a 
tremendous volume of water between the two sides of the city would effectively cut it in halves.97  
 

In giving evidence Sir John Butters thought the Lakes Scheme was desirable but, based on 
his previous experience with Owen, was concerned about the adequacy of water for the 
whole lake scheme as proposed by Griffin:  
 

I am confident that the Lakes Scheme as provided in the Griffin plan cannot be carried out in full. 
Because of the fact I set up a committee to explore the water thoroughly and to determine what, if 
any, notification was necessary to provide a waterway and a recreation area. We proceeded a 
considerable distance before I left Canberra, and I am sure that the Committee will find all the 
reports on that matter very interesting. We were getting close towards completion when I left the 
city, but at any rate the information was quite sufficient to satisfy me that a Lakes Scheme could be 
economically carried out.98 

 
                                                           
93 Ibid., p.119.  
94 Commonwealth of Australia, Select Senate Committee 1955, Transcript of Evidence, p.57. The cost was 
given as £450,000. 
95 Ibid., p.45. 
96 Ibid., p.46. 
97 Ibid., p,59. 
98 Ibid., p.789. 
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After taking evidence from 83 witnesses and visiting many sites, the Senate Committee 
tabled its report in Parliament on 29 September 1955.  Starting with a chronological 
overview the report reviewed variations of the original plan, evaluated the adequacy of the 
present plan and explored the future development of Canberra and the future Government 
of Canberra.  
 
The Senate Committee recognised the value of Griffin’s design with its major axis from 
Capital Hill to Mount Ainslie bisecting a triangle formed by Commonwealth, King’s and 
Constitution Avenues and containing the formal water feature of an ornamental lake.  It 
regarded this arrangement as placing the Griffin Plan above all others and a grand idea 
without which the plan of Canberra had no meaning. 
 

This is the dramatic essay in civic design which alone distinguishes the Canberra Plan and places it 
in the first rank of world capitals, a brilliant combination of mountains and lake, axis and avenue to 
form a noble composition. It embodies the heart, the brain and the spirit of the Nation, the most 
important area of land in the 3,000,000 square miles of the Commonwealth.99 

 
Although the Committee supported the elimination of East Lake it considered the three 
large ornamental basins in the centre of the city and Western Lake as necessary.  It 
accepted the arguments that it may be difficult to provide an adequate water supply, that 
flooding of this area would eliminate a large proportion of the dairy farms upon which 
Canberra’s milk supply relied and hold up, for years perhaps, contiguous development.  It 
also accepted the expert opinion that ‘the omission of East Lake, as Griffin had planned, 
need not adversely affect the beautification of the city and the satisfactory treatment of the 
Molonglo River above East Basin by means in harmony, from a landscape point of view, 
with the general spirit of the original design’.100 
 
Making a decision on the recently gazetted elimination of West Lake was more complex. 
Professional and public opinion was divided and there had been considerable criticism 
following its elimination.  The Committee had taken evidence from those who felt that 
Griffin’s plan should be followed and there were others who felt that the elimination of the 
lake would lead to a better balance of the water aspect and permit the utilization of the area 
for other purposes.  However the Senate Committee noted the recent Public Works inquiry 
into Commonwealth Avenue Bridge and the weight it placed on the unofficial Wilson 
Report in recommending that West Lake be reinstated onto the Canberra plan.101   
 
The main impression, the Committee concluded, ‘was that far too little real investigation 
has been made of the issues involved in the Lakes Scheme, and that too much uncertainty 
still appeared to exist. … The Lakes scheme is the most important single aspect of the 
Griffin plan, and there cannot be room for differences of opinion on engineering and 
mechanical aspects of the scheme, such as still appear to persist’.102   
 
With the Senate Committee regarding the three central basins as essential, supporting the 
decision to eliminate East Lake and unsure of the feasibility of West Lake it recommended 
that, at the earliest opportunity:  
 
                                                           
99 Ibid., p.118. 
100 Ibid., para.410. 
101 Ibid., para.411. 
102 Ibid., para.413. 
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The Government should commission a panel of engineering experts to go fully into, and report upon, 
all aspects of the Central Lakes and West Lake proposals. Definite decisions in regard to the Lakes 
have been delaying the implementation of the Griffin plan, and endangering future development. 
Canberra has come to the stage where the implementation of the Lakes Scheme, be it in a modified 
form or not, cannot be much longer postponed, and all the necessary vital inquiries should be 
conducted now. The Wilson Report, to which so much importance is attached, should be definitely 
affirmed or rejected, and the resultant necessary action taken in regard to the Lakes Scheme.103  

 
Recommending responsibility for the National capital to be held by a minister with a 
separate portfolio for the Australian Capital Territory, the Committee concluded that the 
provision of a strong and progressive planning authority was more important at the current 
stage than a review by a temporary body of experts.  It therefore recommended that the 
existing Departmental control be replaced by a single Authority to control Canberra headed 
by a Commissioner who would be responsible to the Minister for the administration, 
planning, construction and development of the Federal Capital.  This Authority would have 
corporation status and, under the Minister, a guaranteed and sufficient funding to allow the 
implementation of a long-term balanced program.  Existing controls on the modification or 
variation of the city plan should however, be retained.  It also recommended the 
establishment of a Legislative Council to legislate for the ACT at a state level and that the 
NCPDC be abolished.  It recommended that the inefficiencies created by the location of 
Government offices in Canberra, Sydney and Melbourne cease and that they be centralised 
in Canberra.  Ministers should be expected, during their term of office, to make their homes 
in Canberra and that appropriate housing should be provided.  
 
Other recommendations focussed on the landscape quality of the city.  It was recommended 
that the development of the Central Park be advanced,104  that the pastoral and garden 
atmosphere of the city was important,105  that the capital’s vistas should be better developed 
and main lookout points should be more accessible and developed to permit a better 
appreciation of the city’s planning principles,106  and that a body of experts be formed to 
advise on aesthetic standards.107  Most importantly it recommended that ‘the examination 
of the question of the lakes be proceeded with immediately; and that the final decision be 
implemented as soon as possible; but that the provision of the three central basins be 
regarded as obligatory’.108 
 
Senator Wood presented a dissenting report.  At 64 years of age Wood had been involved 
in local politics in Mackay, Queensland, before becoming a Senator in 1949.  He had been 
active in developing the local tourist industry, was responsible for the first town plan in any 
Australian municipality and ‘considered himself well versed in the mysteries of 
planning’.109  Wood regarded the Griffin plan as an imperialistic design; ‘a design created 
so that the French Kings could, by stationing their gun on the pivotal point, shoot straight 
down each of the streets radiating from that point and so quell the rebellious mobs.’  He 
recommended that the plan be re-designed by a ‘first-class town planner’ who should 
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 135



5:  NOT WORTHY OF A NATIONAL CAPITAL 1930-1957 

consider, among other things, the ultimate site for the Houses of Parliament.  He also 
wanted an outside advisory body to be set up comprising a planner, an architect and an 
engineer.  However, Wood also noted: 
 

What would be best for the future of the city is the development of the lakes scheme, keeping in 
mind not only the aesthetic value to the city, but also the improvement of living conditions for the 
people of Canberra, by providing more amenities, and recreational facilities, such as boating, fishing, 
aquatic sports, lakeside drives and lakeside picnic and park grounds. The Town Planner should keep 
in mind the distance Canberra is from the coast.110 

 
The Senate Committee also defined a shift in landscape ideology in this period.  What was 
once termed the ‘picturesque’ was now referred to as the ‘pastoral’ or ‘garden’ atmosphere 
of Canberra. The Senate recommendations record that: 
 

The importance of the ‘pastoral’ or ‘garden’ atmosphere of Canberra be kept before future 
administrations and that tree plantings, wide streets and particularly the policy of siting each of the 
important public and semi-public buildings in its own spacious parklands be recognised as important 
factors which must govern the future planning and development of the city.111 

 
The findings of the Senate inquiry reflected badly on the Minister, Wilfrid S. Kent Hughes.  
As a long-time colleague of Menzies, Kent Hughes had been Minister for the Interior, 
Works and Housing since 1951.  Following Menzies successful re-election on 11 January 
1956, Allen Fairhall, 47 years old, and regarded as young and progressive, became Minister 
for the Interior and Works.  Fairhall, an electrical engineer and farmer from the Hunter 
Valley, had been involved in radio and broadcasting since 1930 and especially during the 
war.  In 1949 he entered politics as the member for the House of Representatives for 
Paterson NSW.  Fairhall took on the task of developing Canberra with enthusiasm.   
 
On 8 November 1956, Fairhall supported the establishment of a Joint Parliamentary 
Committee on the Development of Canberra.  Its purpose was to examine and report on all 
proposals for modifications or variations of the plan of the layout of Canberra of 1925, and 
on other matters relating to the Australian Capital Territory that might be referred to the 
Minister for the Interior.  Senator McCallum was elected first Chairman of the 
Committee.112 
 
Ken Herde from the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, in briefing Fairhall, 
presented the problems of Canberra and its future: 
 

Both the Chifley Government in 1947-48 and the present government approved plans which were 
aimed at achieving the objective (the specific task of building Canberra) but unfortunately these were 
not fruitful. The consequences of this, coupled with apathetic, unimaginative and, in many cases, 
inefficient departmental operations and administration, have brought us to the present unsatisfactory 
position where no Government, or no Australian for that matter, can look with any real sense of pride 
on the history and development of Australia’s National City. … A Statutory Authority should be set 
up with the specific task of developing Canberra. 

 
In order to arrive at the best concept, the Authority should immediately seek the advice of a person 
who has proved himself in this field - e.g. Sir William Holford, Professor of Town Planning at the 
University of London, who, I understand, produced a very fine answer for blitzed London. He might 
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be the type who could be asked to draw the general lines. .... The broad lines should be drawn 
without delay. The Authority would then get its own town planner to fill in the details.113 

 
As part of the national defence program, plans were underway to transfer the policy-making 
core of the Defence Services from Melbourne to Canberra over 1959.  This transfer would 
involve the move of some 1,100 public servants and their families and constituted a major 
works program.114  In November 1956 Fairhall presented a confidential report to Cabinet 
recommending a program to ensure the development of Canberra as the Seat of 
Government and seeking approval to draft appropriate legislation.115   
 
To add to the argument for the development of the national capital the Minister for Brazil, 
His Excellency Senhor L.A. Borges da Fonseca, presented his credentials to the Governor-
General on 25 January 1957.  They discussed the significant development of the new 
Brazilian capital, Brasilia.  As previously mentioned, the design of this city was the result 
of a national competition and Holford was one of the adjudicators. 
 
By March 1957 Fairhall outlined to the Prime Minister his proposals for the formation of a 
National Capital Commission to be responsible for the development of the city.  Menzies 
considered it important that the new Commission be provided with considerable 
independence, although it would still be accountable to Parliament.  Menzies was 
particularly concerned that the Department of the Interior and the Department of Works did 
not sit over it.  Even with such a Commission, a review of the plan by an expert consultant 
would be needed. McLaren wrote to his Minister: 
 

There still remain many problems of great importance upon which the policy has not been settled but 
which must be settled as soon as possible if planning and development are to proceed in the most 
orderly and satisfying way. Many of these problems are controversial and some decisions made by 
the Department have been criticised strongly by some and praised by others. The solution of the 
outstanding problems and review of decisions which have been criticised is clearly a job for an 
expert consultant whose conclusions will carry the highest authority and be accepted generally as 
such.116 

 
McLaren went on to point out the need to employ a man of sufficient experience and of 
international standing and also recommended Holford.  Fairhall approved this 
recommendation and approached the Prime Minister.117  Menzies thought it an excellent 
idea and suggested that Fairhall should write to the Australian High Commissioner in 
London, Sir Eric Harrison, and ask him to approach Holford and arrange the details.  
 
Wasting no time the Prime Minister announced in Parliament, on 4 April 1957, that he 
believed that, ‘for complete efficiency, the headquarters of the Cabinet, of the Prime 
Minister’s Department, of the Treasury, of the Department of External Affairs and of 
Defence should all be within immediate reach of each other in the Federal Capital’.  With 
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the strong support of the Prime Minister, Fairhall was ready to proceed.  Over the next 6 
months Fairhall would act to create a statutory body and to invite Sir William Holford to 
review the Canberra plan. 
 
The Australian High Commission cabled Fairhall on 6 May 1957 with a favourable 
response.  ‘Holford says that knowing Canberra and having an intimate knowledge of the 
plan suggests that if you are agreeable, he will spend a fortnight in Canberra to make his 
contacts and sources of information, and return to London to write his report. ... His terms 
are: Travelling, hotel and out-of-pocket expenses both to and from Australia, plus 200 
guineas’.118  On 9 May 1957, the Minister for the Interior announced that Sir William 
Holford, Professor of Town Planning at the University of London had accepted a 
commission from the Commonwealth to ‘make a critical examination of the gazetted plan 
for the National Capital with a view to recommending a balanced town planning 
programme’.119 
 
 
 
5.5 HOLFORD THE ‘EXPERT’ 
 

The decision to appoint Sir William Holford to undertake this important mission is one of the best 
steps that could have been taken, and the implication that the era of mistakes and inadequate scrutiny 
of planning and development is to come to an end in Canberra is one of the blessings that future 
years will enjoy.120   

 
Holford was immediately, and almost universally, accepted as an appropriate expert 
consultant.  A letter to the Sydney Morning Herald  by the President of the Australian 
Planning Institute expressed the feelings of many professionals:  
 

The Australian Planning Institute’s consideration of the problems confronting the development of 
Canberra led it especially to recommend that a really first rate planner, ‘if necessary from overseas’ 
be invited to Australia as a key move. It is gratifying to see that this suggestion has materialised. 
 
The decision of the Federal Government to invite the eminent English town planner and architect, Sir 
William Holford, to review the Canberra plan is a most commendable step. This is probably the first 
intelligent positive action in connection with the design of our national capital since the original 
competition some 45 years ago which brought American Walter Burley Griffin to Australia to 
administer the implementation of his winning design. The Government’s decision comes as a 
consequence of the report of the specially appointed Senate committee after the hearing and sifting 
of a great deal of evidence.121 

 
Holford was 50 years old when he visited in Australia 1957.  (See figure 5.10).  Born in 
South Africa in 1907 and educated at Capetown, Holford graduated in 1930 in Architecture 
with first class honours from Liverpool University.122  He traveled to New York on 
scholarship and then to Rome as a Rome Scholar in Architecture before returning to Britain 
to become a senior lecturer in Architecture at the University of Liverpool.  He succeeded to 
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the Chair of Lever Professor of Civic Design, established in 1909 by William Lever.  Other 
incumbents had been Stanley Adshead and Patrick Abercrombie.  Holford followed Sir 
Patrick Abercrombie as Professor of Town Planning at London University.123   
 
Holford biographers, Cherry and Penny, suggest that Holford’s view of urbanism 
‘embraced the totality of civic life as it impinged on the building of towns’ and was 
concerned for the formal arrangement of buildings and the manipulation of space.  He was 
sympathetic to ideas of Modernism as promoted by Le Corbusier and Gropius, and was 
involved with CIAM through his association with MARS.124  At the same time he retained 
an appreciation of the Beaux Arts philosophy of formal design through his education in 
civic design under Patrick Abercrombie and architectural training under Charles Reilly at 
Liverpool University, his period as a Rome Scholar, and from his subsequent lecturing at 
Liverpool University.125 
 
Not only was Holford an academic, but he also established a private practice in architecture 
and planning, and in 1944 worked with the Ministry of Town and Country Planning on the 
reconstruction of London after the blitz.  In this capacity he was involved in the framing of 
the New Towns Act (1946) and the Town Planning Act (1947).  He was an astute 
committee man and served as a member on the Colonial Office Committee, the Royal Fine 
Art Commission, as Chairman of the Ministry of Housing and Local Government Advisory 
Committee on Historic Buildings, and President of the Town Planning Institute.  Apart 
from work on London, he was consulted regarding four other national capitals.  The South 
African Government retained his services for ten years to advise on the summer capital of 
Pretoria. He was consultant to the federal capitals of Rhodesia and Nyasaland and was an 
assessor for the Federal Capital plan of Brazil.  His invitation by the Australian 
Government to act as a consultant to review the plan of Canberra became Holford’s fifth 
involvement with a national capital.126 
 
At the time of Holford’s first visit to Canberra in 1951 for the inaugural conference of the 
Australian Planning Institute he was Professor of Town Planning at the University of 
London.  A 1953 publication by the Ministry of Housing and Local Government included a 
major section by Holford on the ‘Design in City Centres’.  In it he recommended that ‘the 
designer’s task is to seek out the local or regional or metropolitan character of a place, and 
show how it can be extended and intensified by means of new buildings and landscape, 
street furniture and pavings, town planning and civic decoration’.127  These were the 
principles Holford would bring to bear in his proposals for the future of Canberra. 
 
There were, however, some lingering doubts in having only one point of view, especially a 
British imperial view.  During question time in the House of Representatives, Henry 
Drummond, member for Armidale since 1920, and a person familiar with the debate over 
Griffin’s plan, asked Fairhall to consider an American expert as well as a British expert.128  
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This was followed up the next day in The Canberra Times: ‘The Minister for the Interior, 
Mr Fairhall, yesterday rejected a request that an American as well as a British expert review 
the Canberra Plan’.129 
 
There were others who doubted the wisdom of this type of town planning approach and 
advocated other reforms: 
 

With due respect to Sir William Holford, Professor of Town Planning at London University now 
here to study Canberra’s possibilities, I do not see the necessity for his efforts, or the concern for the 
Department of the Interior. We should all know that the sluggishness of Canberra is due to its lack of 
a throbbing pulse, and that this is caused through the lack of versatile industry and a redundance of 
red tape and automatic routine. 

 
Every important city in the world has been founded upon its privately run industries. Even loyal 
London claims far more importance from its docks, factories, warehouse and shops than it could ever 
get from Buckingham Palace and the Houses of Parliament. Sir William may have made an extra 
good job of reviving London’s formation after the war blitzes, but Canberra needs habilitating - not 
rehabilitating.  

 
As for planning, the city is already overplanned, that being its chief trouble. The answer? Sell plenty 
of land around Canberra to industrial enterprises. Encourage every form of manufacture from hats to 
cricket bats, and from rope to soap. Wipe out the disdain some people have for good, healthy 
commerce, even if it means sweat and dirty hands. Thus a city might be born with solid foundation, 
and worthy of being a centre of government.130 

 
Holford left the UK by air on 8 June 1957 on a short visit to Australia.  Costs were met 
through a variety of government sources.  Treasury provided funds for the visit, Australia 
House gave an advance of £50 sterling in travellers cheques and Australian notes, and the 
account for his suite at Australian National University was passed on to Interior.  Holford 
said he would not ask for his fee, or part of it, at this stage.  The Minister for the Interior 
met him on his arrival in Sydney from London on the evening of 10 June 1957 and he 
arrived in Canberra on 12 June.  The Canberra Times reported: 
 

Sir William Holford, British expert who is to review the Canberra town plan, arrived in Canberra 
yesterday morning by plane from Sydney. [Holford] said he would help decide whether Canberra 
should remain, as at present, a garden city, or become the capital of the nation. During his last visit to 
Australia in 1951, as an official Jubilee guest of the Commonwealth, Sir William said he considered 
Australia presented the last great opportunity in the world for balanced development of population, 
agriculture and industry.131 

 
Reference materials, mostly maps and reports, were brought together for his use.  Of 
particular relevance to the future lake were photographs of the flood the year before.  The 
1956 flood demonstrated the ability to a body of water to transform the image of the city.  
(See figure 5.11).  One of Holford’s first activities was to walk the length of the land axis 
and around the proposed margins of the lake.  This was an approach advocated by the 
senior Scottish town planner, Patrick Geddes, as a way of discovering and understanding 
the city.  ‘Geddes never began a planning project without spending at least a week 
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wandering on foot through the city, letting it ‘speak’ to him, absorbing as much as he could 
of its history and habits from its buildings, terrain and people’.132 
 
Holford spent 12 days in Canberra.  He discussed the Lakes Sheme with K.W. Jack, 
Executive Officer of the Department of Works and J. James, Works Director.  Jack 
provided a report in terms of the Lake, indicating the implications and costs of the various 
proposals.  Of the Ribbon of Water Scheme, Jack considered that ‘all these intermediate 
levels have serious disadvantages in that they create extensive shallow areas near the heart 
of the city, and they do not overcome the problem of flooding of the flood plain’.133 
 
At a press conference the day before he was due to leave Australia, Holford outlined his 
impressions of the future of the Canberra plan.  The Canberra Times reported: 
 

Canberra was on the verge of becoming a city and the conception of a garden city and the national 
capital could be combined. ... The development of Canberra should proceed on a long-term basis 
without being held up by delaying criticism or fear of the ballot-box. Sir William [said] that 
Canberra had had its original 1911 design ‘hanging over its head’ but it was one of the best 
experimental towns in the world. He said it was his job to state the problems as he saw them and for 
politicians to work out the decisions. ... No other town in the world had suspended a major plan for 
so long, so that it could be carried out in detail. 

 
He saw virtues in the Lake Scheme and it was a basic part of the original plan, but he could not state 
the practicality of the scheme. ... The Griffin Plan had been based upon the Lakes Scheme, and it was 
desirable for a unified design in Canberra. ‘I see virtues in the scheme, but I am not committing 
anyone.’ he said. Sir William said that he had not ascertained the practicability of the scheme.134 

 
Holford was extremely tactful when making public comment.  When asked about the 
mistakes that had been made in Canberra over the past six years since his last visit in 1951 
he made it clear that he was in no position to make criticism.  He was not prepared to dwell 
in the past and provided insights into possibilities for the future.  He thought that there were 
many confused opinions regarding the Canberra plan and that the planning should be 
placed in the hands of a Commission that could act for the long term.  The Sun in its review 
of Holford’s visit, commented that: 
 

Sir William Holford, the town planning expert from London, dropped a brick in Canberra today. He 
hit hard some of Canberra’s most cherished notions. His criticism included; Canberra needs more 
symbolic buildings; There must be a road system to cope with modern traffic problems; Canberra 
must make up its mind whether to be a small town or a national capital. 

 
Sir William said that his conclusions were preliminary to some months of careful work on a report to 
the Commonwealth Government. He leaves for London on Saturday. ... He said that capitals 
normally tended towards splendour, but that did not seem very real against the background of 
Australian politics and character. Splendour was usually the product of dictators, kings and 
emperors. But there could be a combination of garden city and splendour.135 

 
After a long wait, and at the very end of 1957 Holford completed his report Observations 
on the Future Development of Canberra, ACT.  Without overtly appealing to nationalistic 
sentiments, he placed his emphasis on the possibilities of a national capital arising from the 
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existing situation.  ‘Although costs will determine every step of the way, the main choice 
which will decide the direction that Canberra is to take will not depend on finance but on an 
effort of will. It was this that brought it into being in the first place. Federal Capitals are 
political acts of faith and do not have their roots implanted deep in the facts of economic 
geography, as other cities do’.136   
 
Holford saw two alternatives for the future Canberra.  The first was for Canberra to remain 
a divided city with the flood plain of the Molonglo separating the federal town to the south 
and the municipality to the north with the industrial town of Queanbeyan to the east and 
outside the ACT border.  The second alternative was for Canberra to become a ‘unified 
city, metropolitan in character if not in size, a cultural and administrative centre and a 
national capital’.137  He used a short anecdote to make his point.  ‘On a recent public 
holiday I watched the arrival (by car) of an Australian family on the top of the Lookout on 
Mount Pleasant.  They drank in the view, and then one of them said: Which is 
Canberra’?138 
 
In the first scenario Holford conveyed the image of a pair of small towns, pleasant, livable 
and unpretentious.  He made comparisons to English new towns.139  It was a realistic 
approach and one likely to receive support from State Governments and the Treasury.  The 
approximately 400 yard wide Molonglo flood channel would be used for grazing, gravel 
digging, playing fields, golf courses and other recreational uses and could be planted with 
Red Gums to stand periodic flooding.140  
 
The second scenario presented a unified capital city with a distinctive architecture and civic 
design of its own.  He pointed out that this would require a massive commitment and 
investment of public moneys and would be more difficult to justify and have plenty of 
critics calling for half-measures or no measures at all.  Holford used the success of the 1946 
British New Towns program and the building of the new capital of Brasilia as examples 
where support from former critics was forthcoming once positive results began to appear.  
Building of this scale, he believed, would require a concerted effort similar to some of the 
undertakings achieved during the war: 
 

I do not imagine that Canberra could be transformed suddenly into a monumental symbol of 
Federation; but I know from experience that the mere acceleration of a building programme, on a 
scale sufficient to make an impact on people’s imagination and create at the end of it a unified 
design, requires immense effort and considerable administrative courage.141 

 
Holford believed the transformation would succeed if the image of the Federal Capital had 
meaning for all Australians, although he did not elaborate on this meaning.  Arguing in 
terms of national pride, he considered those three projects, showing quality and 
imagination, would lift Canberra into the ranks of significant capital cities of the world.  
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These were the permanent Parliament House, relocated to the southern edge of the Lake, 
the Lakes Scheme itself, although much reduced on his plan, and the Commonwealth 
Avenue Bridge.  However, before these projects could be started, a comprehensive policy 
would have to be establishment on a number of issues.  These included bridges, the flood 
plain, Parliament House, the retention of vistas, the development of reserved sites, location, 
character and density of future housing and the character of the designed landscape. 
 
Many of Holford’s proposals were variations to the gazetted plan and would therefore 
require parliamentary approval.  These included the parkway, encroaching into the northern 
edge of the Parliamentary Triangle, the arrangement of the lakes and the approximate 
location of certain features such as Parliament House.  The press gave good coverage to 
Holford’s proposals.  The front page of the The Canberra Times reported; ‘ “Real quality 
and imagination,” Professor Holford says, “in the design of three features of the new city - 
the Commonwealth Avenue Bridge, the permanent Parliament House, and the lakes - would 
lift Canberra at once into the ranks of the significant capital cities of the world” ’.142 
 
Holford strongly supported the development of a lake, although he acknowledged his 
approach was that of a town planner, architect and landscape architect, not as a hydraulic 
engineer. However, he clearly stated that ‘most of the outstanding features of the town plan 
depend on what final decisions are taken on the future of the Molonglo River flood 
plain’.143  Holford’s lake was a compromise.  (See figure 5.12).  Indicating alternative 
dams at Yarralumla and Acton, West Lake following the 1825 ft contour was left as an 
option, dependent on further information.  The area of East Lake was disregarded in the 
plan and East Basin was reduced by half by a new causeway weir off the end of Telopea 
Park.  West Basin, also generally following the 1825 ft contour, included two large 
naturalistic islands.  Central Basin was developed in a more formal manner with two 
naturalistic islands and the inclusion of an indent at the Aquarium Pond.  The ends of the 
south bank were angled back at the Bridges to give prominence to Parliament House in a 
similar manner to Parliament House at Ottawa, which Holford regarded as successful.  (See 
figure 5.13).   
 
On 7 May 1958 Cabinet made the decision to refer Holford’s report to the newly formed 
National Capital Development Commission (NCDC) for review.  The NCDC was to report 
by 1 July 1958 with a statement of the Commission’s proposals for action in the light of the 
Holford report.  The report was also released to the public with the note that it had been 
referred to the Commission for its proposals for action.144  The Joint Parliamentary 
Committee on the ACT supported the Holford Report although Fraser, member for the 
ACT, was disappointed that Holford had not recommended a bridge crossing the central 
basin on the line of the land axis.145  Support also came from members of the Advisory 
Council, the Associated Chambers of Commerce and the ACT Road Safety Council. J.H. 
Pead of the Advisory Council regarded it as a comprehensive report emphasising points 
that had been known to ‘all those who have lived in Canberra for the last 20 years’.  He 
continued: 
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He has made great play on the lakes scheme, a project which all in the Canberra community, 
including the Advisory Council, have been trying to get for many years. The report only emphasises 
the points that have been raised time and time again by civic bodies, by the Advisory Council and by 
all interested in Canberra’s development. It is to be hoped that, now that these proposals have been 
put before the public eye by a man so eminent as Professor Holford, the Government will take action 
and have them implemented.146 

 
Here lay a large part of Holford’s appeal.  He was able to distil the essence of the problem 
and present it in a manner that made it appear reasonable, sensible and the outcome, logical. 
However, there were the detractors, particularly from those outside Canberra: 
 

Why have lakes in Canberra? Large expanses of water are not the essential criteria as to whether a 
city is or is not ‘significant’. There is enough of the artificial in Canberra already without artificial 
lakes. We are not a nation of mariners. If anything we are ‘river’ people. Rivers have played and 
continue to play a vital role in Australia’s historical, agricultural and economic development. Why 
not retain the Molonglo as a river? Dredging, widening, flood control measures, tree planting 
(Australian trees) and cultivated grasslands on its banks could result in something more typically 
Australian than the lakes, and equally as attractive.147 

 
The idea of a lake feature for the city had influenced Scrivener’s initial siting, had formed 
the central feature of Griffin’s city and had been reviewed in later developments under the 
FCAC and FCC.  Holford supported the Lake in his 1957 report.  However, implementing 
the Lake would be a complex task.  A regulating weir above the city, promised in the 
competition conditions, had not eventuated.  The flood plain, averaging half a mile (800 
metres) in width through the middle of the city was subject to expansive and dangerous 
floods, the last being in 1956.148  This land was unsuitable for building development, 
except with great expense and difficulty.  There were also concerns, fuelled by the Peake-
Owen Report, that there may not be enough water to keep a lake full.   

                                                          

 
Holford’s report provided the fledgling NCDC with a sanctioned framework within which 
to develop a planning strategy.  Although the NCDC moulded proposals in the Holford 
language, it steered a course it decided was more appropriate to, and achievable in, the 
Australian and Canberra context.  Holford’s proposal for East Basin, for example, was 
quietly dismissed and replaced by a naturalised reflection of Griffin’s proposal.  On 4 June 
1958 Holford wrote to Fairhall: 
 

I was very pleased indeed to have your letter of 27th May, and to know that under a screen of 
somewhat controversial proposals, the real development of Canberra seems to be likely to go ahead! 
Mr Overall has sent me some information and a number of cuttings, and I am hoping to see him in 
London in August.149 

 
 

 
146 The Canberra Times, 10 May 1958. 
147 The Canberra Times, 14 May 1958, Letter to the Editor from P. Whiting, Griffith. 
148 There had been 12 major floods since white settlement; 1852, 1853, 1870, 1891, 1922, 1925, 1934, 1948, 
1950, 1952, 1956, 1959 and these floods all rose 20 feet or more. 
149 A4940/1 C1698, op. cit. 
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5.6 DISCUSSION OF CHAPTER 5 
 
In the first decades of the twentieth century the Australian landscape, as well as providing a 
vehicle for aesthetic appreciation, played a major cultural role as a symbol of equity, 
justice, democracy and national identity.  Griffin’s plan for the Federal City reflected these 
sentiments.  However, after the traumas of world wars and depression, International 
Modernism presented a vision of a reconstructed society based on rationality, order, 
benevolence and a new understanding of science and technology.  Within this vision 
landscape lost its symbolic meanings and became merely a functional item.  
 
From the onset of the Great Depression in 1929 until the Senate Inquiry of 1954 Canberra’s 
piecemeal development was similar to that of any other country town.  The national 
imperative of a national city had waned.  Sydney and Melbourne dominated the agenda in 
terms of commerce, the arts, education, technological development and international 
importance.  The vitality of these cities was helped by the return of Australian artists and 
the influx of other artists fleeing Europe between 1930 and 1960.  European Modernism 
presented different traditions, values and experiences that were transferred and adapted to 
Australian conditions and Australian practice. 
 
Canberra grew, but it no longer carried significant political patronage nor reflected strong 
national sentiment.  In the 1940s the reality of Canberra was of a well-treed country town, 
bursting at the seams, in which a generation of Canberrans had made their home.  In the 
1950s the first impressions of visitors to Canberra were rarely complimentary.  Amongst 
the spaced out suburbs, separated by a broad floodplain of lucerne paddocks and grazing 
stock, unfinished monumental avenues directed views to the pretty local hills and dramatic 
distant ranges.  The landscape idea for the city, with its moral and democratic values as 
embraced by Griffin, had foundered, but its social values had not. Canberrans valued their 
beautiful trees, gardens and easy access to the surrounding countryside.  
 
The plan for Canberra was protected only as a layout plan, although other elements of 
Griffin’s vision were kept alive by a small, but committed, group of individuals.  With the 
coincidence of fortuitous economic and political circumstances in the 1950s an interest in 
town planning ideas was resurrected.  Modernism could now be seen to reinforced the 
importance of the landscape idea, not as a romantic interpretation of nature, but as a 
modern scientific vision of rational order for an affluent, leisured and mobile society.  
Griffin’s plan was reviewed in this context. 
 
When the Canberra Plan was breached in a major way in 1953 with the replacement of 
West Lake with a ‘Ribbon of Water’ and the proposal by the Department of Works to build 
a road bridge across the Molonglo River on the Land Axis, attention again focused on the 
need for something to be done to protect the integrity of the plan for the National capital.  
Senator John McCallum became the champion of Canberra.  He asked the Senate to appoint 
a select committee to inquire into the development of Canberra and was given bipartisan 
support. 
 
The recommendations of the 1954-5 Senate Inquiry, a period of Federal political 
consolidation and economic buoyancy, combined with the success of Australia’s largest 
engineering project, the Snowy Mountains Hydro-electric scheme, gave support to, and a 
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model for, the formation of a commission to oversee the development of the city.  The 
function of such a commission would be to develop the ‘City of Canberra as the National 
Capital of the Commonwealth, and for related purposes’.150  and money would be set aside 
to undertake the work.  As with the initial competition for the design of the Federal Capital 
City, the Government needed the assurance of international advice.  This would come from 
a planner of international repute 
 
The commissioning of Holford advanced the National Capital project and cemented both 
imperial and professional interests.  Regarded as the best British expert, his advice was 
keenly sought around the world.  Charming, cultivated, diplomatic and a consummate 
committee man, Holford had a direct influence in Australia from 1951 onwards, and most 
particularly from 1957 to 1964, in the fields of town planning, architecture and landscape 
architecture.  Holford was able to engage the confidence of Prime Minister Menzies, 
Parliament and the design professions in such a way that they were able to take action on 
his ideas and proposals.  When his report, Observations on the Future of Canberra was 
published in the British professional journal, The Town Planning Review, it confirmed the 
significance of the development of Canberra as an international topic and engaged British 
professional interest.151 
 
Holford’s influence and connections in Australia were widespread.  This may be attributed 
to the number of key professionals in Australia with whom he had worked or been educated 
and included the Liverpool School and London University.  Denis Winston, a fellow 
student at the Liverpool School, became Professor of Town Planning at Sydney University, 
town planning consultant to the NCDC and later a member of the National Capital Planning 
Committee.  Guy Maunsell and Associates, a British engineering firm with whom Holford 
worked as a planning consultant, built the Narrows Bridge in Perth in 1956 and set up its 
Australian headquarters in Melbourne.  Guy Maunsell and Associates became a major 
engineering consultant in the development of Canberra.  Holford worked with them on the 
design of part of Canberra’s Lakes Scheme, bridges and parkway.  Gordon Stephenson, 
Holford’s close friend, Liverpool fellow student, partner and co-worker on the on the 
reconstruction of London, became a planner in Perth, took up a Chair at the University of 
Western Australia in 1960, and became a consultant to the NCDC on the development of 
Canberra new towns.152  Richard Grey, a partner with W. Holford and Partners, spent a 
month each year during the building of the Lake working as a consultant to the NCDC.  
 
Before the Second World War loan moneys to finance Commonwealth Government 
projects had predominantly flowed from Britain.  However, during the war years the 
American-Australian relationship strengthened and, after the war, American loans and 
expertise were sought, particularly in the area of infrastructure development.  This was of 
serious concern to British interests and seen as a diminishing of British ties.  British Prime 
Minister Harold Macmillan visited Australia in January 1958, the first time a British Prime 
Minister had ever visited Australia, and the Queen mother followed with a visit later in the 
year.153   
 

                                                           
150 National Capital Development Commission Act, No. 42 of 1957. 
151 The Town Planning Review, Liverpool University Press, Vol. xxix, No. 1, April 1958, pp.139-161. 
152 Stephenson, op. cit. 
153 A.W. Martin, Robert Menzies: A Life, Melbourne University Press, Victoria, 1999, pp.370-373. 
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Canberra was not the only capital city in the world being considered for development.  The 
development of Brasilia and Chandigarh, as integrated planning and development projects 
constructed over a short time-span, were also significant catalysts to support the argument 
for Canberra’s development as a national symbol.  Both Brasilia and Chandigarh stood as 
models in the application of Modernism in planning and architecture and demonstrated the 
committed support of centralised government to an ideal.  The idea of landscape was 
incorporated into these visions.  Buildings were placed amongst expansive sweeps of park 
and water and landscape provided a modern, streamlined and accessible city setting and an 
expansive recreational resource for the people.  
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6.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

The trouble with architecture is that its only part of a much larger problem called environmental 
design, or town planning, or total design, as you prefer. [A] few architects have attempted to 
cope with this problem, these are mostly town-planners who are variously regarded by their 
fellows as socialists, or bureaucrats, or idealists. But they are true realists.1 

 
In his 1956 article, in Architecture in Australia, Milo Dunphy pointed to the need to 
address the broader issues of environmental design, a new term he used to express the 
complex relationship between design, people and the land.  For the previous 50 years 
architecture had stood as the pre-eminent design profession.  However architects had 
not been able to solve the complex problems of building the National capital alone.  The 
size and complexity of the task reinforced the need for collaboration between a range of 
professional groups, including landscape architecture.   
 
Landscape architects responded.  The International Federation of Landscape Architects 
(IFLA) conference in 1960 used the theme ‘Landscape Architecture and the Allied Arts 
and Professions’ in recognition of the collaborative nature of the design and building 
professions.  Eminent British landscape architect Geoffrey Jellicoe regarded the 
architect as the closest colleague of the landscape architect.  He then added the 
engineer, horticulturist, town and country planner and artist, particularly the sculptor 
and painter, ‘without whom our art can be unmanured and barren’.  However, he 
regarded the quantity surveyor and sociologist as advisers rather than as related 
professions.2  IFLA President, Sylvia Crowe, called on the need for orchestration of 
professional specialists and defined the major issue of the day as space: ‘space to work 
in, space to play in, space to live in’.3  These influential voices were not lost on 
Australian professionals or politicians. 
 
In the early 1960s a move for landscape architecture to be recognised as an independent 
profession developed strength in Australia.  During the 1964 Australian Planning 
Congress in Adelaide a small group of individuals working in the field of landscape 
design and construction held a meeting to investigate the formation of a professional 
organisation of landscape architects.4  The Australian Institute of Landscape Architects 
was formed over the next few years with the first Council sitting in 1968.5  The first 
undergraduate landscape architecture course started at the South Australian Institute of 
Technology and a postgraduate course for architects commenced at the University of 
New South Wales.  Over the following decades landscape architecture courses were 
founded in all states.  
                                                           
1 Milo Dunphy, ‘Up the Garden Path’ in Architecture in Australia, January-March, 1956, p.28. 
2 G.A Jellicoe, ‘A Table for Eight’ in Sylvia Crowe, ed, Space for Living, Djambatan, Amsterdam, 1961a, 
p.13. 
3 Sylvia Crowe, (ed) Space for Living, Djambatan, Amsterdam, 1961, p.1. 
4 Proceedings, The Eighth Australian Planning Congress, Adelaide, 22-28 August 1964. Listed delegates 
at the preliminary meeting were John Oldham, Margaret Hendry, Richard Clough, Peter Spooner, Harold 
Bloom, Mervyn Davis (representing IFLA), E.H. Hammond, Alistair Knox, Daphne Pearson (IFLA), 
Gordon Stevenson and Glen Wilson. 
5 Proceedings of the Australian Institute of Landscape Architects, The Landscape Architect and 
Australian Environment: Proceedings of the Conference, AILA, 1970. The first Council comprised of 
Professor Peter Spooner as President, Margaret Hendry as Secretary, Richard Clough as Vice-President 
and Treasurer; and Denis Winston, Alan Correy, Mervyn Davis, Beryl Mann, Gavin Walkley, John 
Oldham and Malcolm Bunzili as councillors.  Key landscape architects and horticulturists involved in 
Canberra’s landscape development to 1965 include, Walter Burley Griffin, T.C.G. Weston, Alexander 
Bruce, John Hobday, Lindsay Pryor, David Shoobridge, Richard Clough, Sir William Holford, Richard 
Gray, Margaret Hendry, Harry Oakman and Sylvia Crowe. 
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Political stability for Prime Minister Robert Menzies was the outcome of the decisive 
wins in the 1956 and 1958 federal elections and provided the opportunity for the 
Federal Government to consolidate its power and influence.  With an increased 
professional interest in the development of Canberra as the National capital and a 
reformed younger Cabinet, Menzies undertook a pragmatic consolidation of the 
Government’s administrative arrangements.6   The Chairman of the Public Service 
Board, William Dunk, commenced planning for a major transfer of Government 
departments to Canberra.7  Not only would the provision of housing be a priority, but 
other works of a civic and national character would also be required to raise the morale 
of the community and demonstrate national pride. 
 
In 1955 the Senate inquiry into the development of Canberra had noted that only under 
the administrative regime of the Federal Capital Commission (FCC) had there been any 
notable development with the National capital.  This had been achieved by a clear 
separation of Commission and Government responsibilities, a strong organisational 
structure and Sir John Butters as a Commissioner with ability.  However the FCC had 
also been perceived as extravagant and undemocratic.   
 
Despite these concerns the formation of a body with sufficient power to plan, develop 
and construct Canberra was one of the recommendations of the Senate inquiry.  The 
implementation of that recommendation finally came with the patronage of Prime 
Minister Menzies, the appointment of an internationally-renowned advisor, Sir William 
Holford, and the establishment of the National Capital Development Commission 
(NCDC) with a legal framework that enabled it to function with a high level of 
independence.  
 
The statutory and administrative structures of the NCDC had their precedents in the 
FCC, but they also incorporated ideas from the Snowy Mountain Hydro Electric 
Authority and the National Capital Planning Commission in Washington.  The Snowy 
Mountain Hydro Electric Authority had been established as a statutory body with a 
Commissioner and two Associate Commissioners to advise and assist the Commissioner 
appointed by the Governor-General.8  The National Capital Planning Commission in 
Washington, established in 1952, was the central planning agency for the Federal and 
District of Columbia Governments.  Its commission was to ‘plan the appropriate 
development and redevelopment of the National Capital and the conservation of the 
important natural and historical features thereof’.  It was directly responsible to the U.S. 
President.9 
 

                                                           
6 A.W. Martin, Robert Menzies: A Life. Volume 2 1944-1978, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 
1999, p.377. Following the 1958 electoral win Harold Holt became Treasurer and Gordon Freeth replaced 
Allen Fairhall as Minister for the Interior. 
7 Eric Sparke, Canberra 1954-1980, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra, 1988, p.83. 
The Defence Department was the first to move. 
8 Sir William Hudson, Administration and Organisation of a Public Construction Authority, University of 
New South Wales, Institute of Administration, 1965, pp.1-3. Initiated in 1949, the Snowy Mountains 
Hydro Electric Authority had similarities to the Tennessee Valley Act of the USA.  The Authority’s basic 
task was to fully develop the water resources of the Snowy Mountains Area for the production of 
electricity and at the same time to ensure that this water was available for irrigation in the Murray and 
Murrumbidgee Valleys.  
9 NAA:A8839/1. ‘Minutes and Agenda Papers of Meetings of the National Capital Planning Committee’. 
3-4 December 1964. Report by Dean Woodruff of the National Capital Planning Commission 
Washington to the National Capital Planning Committee. 
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The staffing of the NCDC with a small but capable team would provide the nucleus of 
talent for development to proceed.  The appointment of the advisory National Capital 
Planning Committee, as a committee of review, would provide professional bodies with 
an opportunity for their advice to be heard.  However the Canberra community was 
given little opportunity to contribute to decisions influencing the city through this 
structure.  The ACT had only one seat in the House of Representatives and this Minister 
was only allowed to vote on ACT related matters.  The ACT Advisory Council, 
although formed to deal with local issues, had little influence with Government 
departments.  F.D. Quinane, Chairman of the Advisory Council, wrote to the Minister 
of the Interior, Allen Fairhall, indicating how the people of Canberra could be part of 
the next stage of Canberra’s development:  
 

In relation to the proposed National Capital Planning Committee, this Council recommends to 
the Minister that when the working procedures of the Committee are being determined; (a) the 
procedure be approved whereby the Council, as representative of the citizens of the Territory, 
may submit to the Committee matters coming properly within the Committee’s sphere of 
deliberation for its consideration and reply thereto; and (b) provision be made for an observer 
from this Council to attend the meetings of the Committee and be authorised to make reports to 
the Council.10 

 
The Minister, however, saw the role of the soon to be formed National Capital Planning 
Committee as an elite body of professionals with a mission of review and the ACT 
Advisory Council was excluded from close contact with it.  Perhaps this was in the 
belief that the Council would hamper the Planning Committee’s progress with parochial 
matters. 
 
With the objective of remaining small and efficient the NCDC commissioned 
consultants to provide the range of skills required.  Virtually all of these consultants 
were well versed in the contemporary debate surrounding urban planning and design, as 
were the core of NCDC staff.  These consultants were usually high-profile architects, 
town planners, engineers and landscape architects from the inter-war period.  Many 
were inspired by the town planning and social reform ideas promoted through the 
Congres Internationaux des Architects Moderne (CIAM) and the reform potential of 
International Modernism.   
 
Holford and Gordon Stephenson were such consultants.  Stephenson, a university friend 
and colleague of Holford, spent a period in the 1930s working in Le Corbusier’s atelier 
in Paris before returning to Britain to form a partnership with Holford and becoming 
involved in MARS.11  Sydney and Melbourne also formed MARS groups and NCDC 
Commissioner John Overall and Associate Commissioner Grenfell Rudduck were 
members.12  The Corbusian vision of functional buildings placed within an open 
parkland of sweeping grass and random clumps of trees would provide for light and air, 
encourage movement, create a sense of space and would be relatively easy to develop 
and maintain.  Such a landscape vision would sit comfortably on the landscape of 
Canberra. 
 
This chapter traces the way in which the NCDC was established, structured and staffed, 
how it undertook the task of building the lake landscape of Lake Burley Griffin and 
how a collaborative outcome, and not Griffin’s outcome, was achieved.  This is set 

                                                           
10 Resolutions of the Advisory Council meeting 13 January 1958. Quinane wrote to Fairhall on 20 
January 1958. 
11 Gordon Cherry and Leith Penny, Holford, Mansell Publishing, London, 1986, p.50. 
12 John Overall, Oral History Interview with Mel Pratt, National Library of Australia, 1973. 
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within the context of strong Federal Government, Prime Ministerial patronage and a 
buoyant economy.  The chapter also highlights the roles of the professions in providing 
expert advice and the professional consultant in providing service.   
 
Variously known over the preceding sixty years as ‘ornamental water’, ‘chain of lakes’, 
the ‘Lakes Scheme’ or simply the ‘Lake’, the water body imagined by Scrivener, 
designed by Griffin and modified by the NCDC was finally given tangible form and 
named Lake Burley Griffin. 
 
 
 
6.2 THE NATIONAL CAPITAL DEVELOPMENT COMMISSION 
 

Until the present National Capital Development Commission was set up, Canberra has been run 
like a machine with a ration of fuel and without an adequate lubricating system.13 

 
Using a machine metaphor Holford’s comment reflected past failures of the Federal 
Government in establishing a suitable structure for developing the city and in providing 
it with adequate funding.   
 
The NCDC was established as a statutory body by Commonwealth Act No 42 and 
assented to on 12 September 1957.  In his Second Reading Speech, the Minister for the 
Interior, Allen Fairhall, stressed the need for unifying all activities involved in the 
development of the National Capital and the National Capital Development 
Commission Bill was passed on 10 October 1957.  Its functions were ‘to undertake and 
carry out the planning, development and construction of the City of Canberra as the 
National Capital of the Commonwealth.’14   
 
The Commissioner would be appointed by the Governor-General and assisted by two 
Associate Commissioners, also appointed by the Governor-General, who were to give 
advice and assistance to the Commissioner and perform duties under the direction of the 
Commissioner.15  The appointment of both Commissioner and Associate 
Commissioners was not to exceed seven years, although they were eligible for 
reappointment at the end of the period. 
 
In order to be accountable to Parliament the Commission was required to furnish to the 
Minister for the Interior; ‘for presentation to each House of the Parliament, a report of 
its operations during the year ended ... together with Financial Statements in respect of 
that year’.16  The financial year operated from 1 July of one year to 30 June of the next. 
 
Established as a corporate body with perpetual succession, an official seal and capable 
of acquiring, holding and disposing of property, and of suing and being sued, the NCDC 
was financed by monies appropriated by Parliament and controlled by the Treasurer.  
Money could only be used for remuneration of personnel and the payment of costs and 
expenses of the NCDC.  Each year, before the end of March, the NCDC was required to 
submit a proposal for expenditure for the coming financial year.  For each quarter, the 
Minister required a report on receipts and expenditure and accounts and records were to 
be properly maintained and inspected by the Auditor-General. 
                                                           
13 Professor Sir William Holford, ‘Canberra: Comparatively Speaking’, in Architecture in Australia, 
December, 1959, p.55. 
14 National Capital Development Commission Act No.42 of 1957, Section 11 (1). 
15 NCDC Act, op. cit., Section 4 (1) and (2). 
16 Ibid., Section 24 (3). 

 152



6:  A LANDSCAPE FOR THE NATION 1958-1964 

 
Each year before the Budget the Commission must submit to Cabinet a closely worked out 
estimate of expenditure for the following year and it is prepared knowing that it must be spent 
completely during the following 12 months; nothing can be held over to the following year. 
After the budget is allocated, the program must be rewritten to match the funds made available. 

 
For the projects that extend over a longer period than 12 months, Cabinet is informed of a 5-year 
development plan which is up-dated every three years. They give assurance of continuity of 
funds, and endorse each annual program. This ensures funding for continuity but does not 
eliminate the problems of total expenditure in each financial year. The annual development 
program has to be contrived to deal with two situations; with projects can be brought forward if 
the budgeted scheme costs less than estimated, and on the other hand, schemes which are less 
critical at the time and can be postponed if necessary.17 

 
The framing of the National Capital Development Commission Bill removed from the 
Commission the need to comply with departmental procedure applied to governance of 
the Commonwealth Public Service and provided the NCDC with freedom from the 
inherent inflexibility of departmental systems.  The Commissioner was to be given 
direct access to the responsible minister and, through him, could put proposals to 
Cabinet without the need for inter-departmental scrutiny and delay.   
 
However, although the NCDC would be responsible for planning, development and 
construction, the Commonwealth Government would retain a broad supervision of 
policy and expenditure and departmental co-operation would still be necessary.  The 
Department of the Interior would remain responsible for administration of the City and 
Territory and other departments would handle maintenance, administration and 
Government policy.  The Department of Works, as an agent of the Commission, would 
retain responsibility for design and construction, engineering and building works.  It 
would retain responsibility for the building works of other Commonwealth Departments 
and for the maintenance of all Government buildings and services.  There would be a 
financial incentive for the Department of Works to ensure that their designs were 
competitive. 
 
Finding the right Commissioner was of critical importance.  Sir William Dunk, 
Chairman of the Commonwealth Public Service Board, was responsible for this task.  
Initially progress was slow and this was attributed to the relatively low salary being 
offered.  On 9 January 1958 The Canberra Times alleged that A.W. Knight, Chief 
Commissioner of the Tasmanian Hydro-Electricity Commission had been offered the 
chairmanship of the NCDC.  When the salary of approximately £6,000 was mentioned, 
his salary was increased by £2000 to £7000 to counter the Commonwealth offer.  Other 
leading public executives were asked to consider the appointment.  The Canberra Times 
continued: 
 

The formation of a National Capital Development Commission was announced by the Minister 
for the Interior, Mr Fairhall in August last. Legislation to give the Commission authority over 
the future development of Canberra was passed early in the budget session. Appointments to the 
Commission, including the Chairmanship, were expected several months ago. It is understood 
the chairmanship has been offered to at least three other persons who had declined it.18 

 
Behind the scenes moves to find appropriate candidates accelerated.  In December 1957 
Cabinet emphasised the need to make appointments without further delay and 

                                                           
17 R.B. Lansdown and L.W. Engledow, ‘The Administrative Background and Development Programme’ 
in Australian Planning Institute, 1973, The 1963 Canberra Convention, Canberra Division RAPI, 
Canberra, 1963. Lansdown was Secretary Manager and Engledow was Business Manager. 
18 The Canberra Times, 9 January 1958. 
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authorised the Prime Minister, Treasurer and Minister for the Interior to reach a 
decision.  A Cabinet minute was sent to all Ministers, the Departments of Treasury, 
Interior and the Prime Minister’s Department, Public Service Board and the Solicitor 
General.  Most of the departments were kept informed of developments with the 
appointment.19  In January 1958 Dunk wrote to John Bunting, Secretary of Prime 
Minister’s Department and Herbert John Goodes, First Assistant Secretary of Treasury, 
regarding a suitable candidate for the position of Commissioner.20  The intention was to 
give the Prime Minister a short list of the best men in the Public Service and then add 
any likely possibilities from ‘outside’.  
 
The names listed were Overall, Jensen and Edgar.21  Overall was regarded as the best 
‘inside’ choice and it was regarded that an ‘outsider’ would have to be someone who 
was measurably better to counter-balance lack of experience in the Government 
machine.  It was expected that Overall would accept the position if it was offered to him 
at a salary of £5500 per annum.  J.W. Overall, 44 years old was an architect with private 
practice and public service experience.  (See figure 6.1)  After service in the war as a 
lieutenant, he became Chief Architect with the South Australian Housing Trust from 
1945 to 1948.  Following an overseas Travelling Scholarship in Architecture, he joined 
the Commonwealth Department of Works in 1951 where he was promoted to Director 
of Architecture in 1952 at £4100 per annum.  Overall was also the Chairman of the 
Olympic Fine Arts, Architecture and Sculpture Exhibition in Melbourne in 1956.  The 
briefing papers for the selection committee read: 
 

Overall’s architectural qualifications are first class. He has an engaging personality but with an 
underlying firmness in sustaining his point of view. He has attended Public Service Board’s 
Senior Training Courses and also the Australian Administrative Staff College ... He did well at 
both, and in particular, showed his ability to master administrative principles and problems in 
association with people with far greater experience in this field. He gets on well with the 
Departments - Chippindall, for example, speaks in high terms of his ability and co-operation. It 
would confidently be expected that Overall would not only bring very good architectural 
experience to bear on the Canberra problem, but would also competently handle the planning 
and administrative side.22 

 
The second contender, Professor Rolf Arthur Jensen, had been appointed to the new 
Chair of Architecture, University of Adelaide in 1956.  He was recently from England, 
was a contemporary of Holford’s at Liverpool University and was inspired by 
Modernism.  As Borough Architect and Director of Housing in Paddington, he was 
regarded as a pioneer in building high rise flats that he saw as an answer to the post-war 
housing problem.  The third contender, Lieutenant-General Hector Geoffrey Edgar, was 
considered in terms of military appointments, but was placed at the bottom of the short 
list.  He was Deputy Chief of General Staff, but was regarded as lacking experience in 
planning and architecture.23 

                                                           
19 NAA:A4940/1 C1914. ‘NCDC - Appointment of Members 1957-1965’, 12 December 1957 Cabinet 
Minute. 
20 Ibid., 21 January 1958. John Bunting was Secretary of Prime Minister’s Department and Herbert John 
Goodes was First Assistant Secretary of Treasury. 
21 Ibid., 20 January 1958, Public Service Board Minute. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Dunk wrote on receipt of Jensen’s CV: ‘He is obviously a well-qualified architect. His age is “right” 
(45) and there is not much doubt that he would be attracted by a salary of £5500 as against his present 
£3400. My doubts about him arise from the fact that he has not done a big institutional type of job, the 
nearest point to that being nine years (1947-56) as Director of Housing and Architecture for the 
Metropolitan Borough of Paddington, with a program of about £1 million per annum. Also he would 
know nothing of our Federal Government set-up in Canberra. I think the Committee should interview 
Jensen and Overall, and perhaps Edgar, but that could come after the first two. 
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Overall was considered ‘not only the best Public Service man, but he is the best, taking 
the broader area of Commonwealth employment’.  Finally, on 21 January 1958, Cabinet 
made the decision to appoint Overall.  Fairhall was asked to discuss the names of the 
two other positions of Associate Commissioner with him.24  In terms of selecting the 
Associate Commissioners, Fairhall wrote to the Prime Minister: 
 

The task of finding suitable people has not been easy, ... With the appointment of Mr J.W. 
Overall as Commissioner I placed upon him the major responsibility of submitting 
recommendations for additional appointments to the Commission. We have been in constant 
consultation since then. 

 
The Commission will have less difficulty in getting a constructional programme completed than 
in settling the preparatory matters of land use, town planning, the architecture of private and 
public structures and the general development of the City in relation to its buildings, features and 
services. It therefore seems clear that the Assisting Commissioners should include a second man 
with a background of experience in town planning and administration, similar to that of the 
Commissioner but based on engineering rather than architecture. We should then select for the 
third appointment a man capable of exercising objective judgement over the whole field of the 
Commission’s responsibility but bringing to it a specialised knowledge of administration, 
finance, budget control and works programming.25 

 
Two names were nominated for the position of Associate Commissioner responsible for 
technical issues.  One was L.T. Frazer, AMIE Aust. FAPI, City Engineer for Melbourne 
City Council, whose qualifications were in the fields of engineering, town planning and 
local government administration.  The other was William Charles Andrews, City 
Engineer and Town Planner for the City of Parramatta.  Andrews was an engineer, 
surveyor, town planner and had previously been senior planner with the Cumberland 
County Council.  Fairhall endorsed Overall’s recommendation for the appointment of 
Andrews. 
 
There was a long list of potential candidates for the non-technical appointment.26  
Overall recommended See.  However, there were problems with this choice.  See was 
employed by the Snowy Mountains Authority and was disinclined to leave the 
Authority without the approval, even though reluctantly given, of the Minister for 
National Development and of the Commissioner, Sir William Hudson.  Menzies was 
also concerned with this appointment and commented that ‘this would mean we would 
have not one Commissioner who knew Canberra and its problems!’   
 
Grenfell Rudduck was an obvious choice. An architect and town planner, Rudduck had 
been awarded the prestigious Haddon overseas travel scholarship for architects and 
studied at the University of London under Holford.  On his return to Australia he joined 
the Department of National Development, based in Canberra, and was President of the 
Canberra group of the Royal Australian Institute of Architects.  Rudduck would be 
given responsibility for architecture and planning.  On 27 February 1958, Cabinet made 

                                                           
24 A4940/1 C1914, op. cit. 21 January 1958, Cabinet Minute, Decision No 1279, signed by Bunting, 
Acting Secretary to Cabinet. 
25 Ibid., 19 February 1958. 
26 The list included; K. See, B Economics, Sydney University, Executive and Business Manager, Snowy 
Mountains Authority; Lansdown, Asst Comptroller-General, Administration and Establishments, 
Customs Department; E Collings, Asst Commissioner, Public Service Board; JH Garrett, Asst Secretary, 
Department of Treasury; AK Herde, Assistant Secretary, Prime Minister’s Department; Grenfell 
Rudduck, Town Planner and Architect, formerly Department of National Development; Grey, Public 
Service Inspector for New South Wales; and Inman, Department of Treasury. 
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the decision that W.C. Andrews and Grenfell Rudduck would be appointed to the two 
positions of Associate Commissioner with salary of £4,250 per annum.27   
 
The NCDC commenced operations on 1 March 1958 with Overall as Commissioner  
The following month, on 8 April 1958, Associate Commissioners Andrews and 
Rudduck joined him.  Robert Lansdown was appointed Secretary and Manager.  For the 
first official meeting on 16 April the main items on the agenda were: nominations for 
the National Capital Planning Committee; the adoption of organisational procedures; an 
invitation to the Director of Works to assist with investigations in connection with the 
Lakes Scheme; and a response to the Holford Report.  By the end of June, the NCDC 
needed to be able to present Government with its Report on Holford’s observations. 
 
Initially, the NCDC established three divisions: Town Planning; Architecture; and 
Engineering.  Although the design of the landscape was an important part of the 
NCDC’s work, it was not established as a separate division at this stage and work was 
initially undertaken within the Town Planning division.  Landscape architect Richard 
Clough, initially appointed as an architect and working in the Town Planning division 
under the Head of Town Planning, Peter Harrison, was principally responsible for 
interpreting NCDC landscape design objectives for Parks and Gardens staff of the 
Department of the Interior to implement.  Clough was also responsible for briefing and 
liasing with the consultants who were dealing with landscape issues and was joined in 
this task by Margaret Hendry.  In 1963 the NCDC recognised the importance of the 
landscape team and established the Landscape division with Harry Oakman as Head.   
 
Clough completed his architectural studies at Sydney University after the war, gaining 
his landscape architectural qualifications in London and working with Sylvia Crowe on 
the landscape development at Basildon, a British new town.  Hendry, who had also 
worked with Crowe at Basildon, joined Clough at the NCDC.  Hendry had studied 
horticulture at Burnley College in Melbourne and landscape architecture at Durham 
University.  Oakman came to the NCDC from Brisbane with a strong administrative and 
practical background in park design and management. 
 
The Annual Report of the NCDC for the period 1 March 1958 to 30 June 1958 noted a 
modest beginning and 4 staff.28  By the Second Annual Report, covering the period 1 
July 1958 to 30 June 1959, additional staff had been appointed including Peter Harrison 
as Chief Town Planner, John Goldsmith as Executive Architect, Peter Funda as 
Executive Engineer (Construction) and C J Price as Executive Engineer (Design and 
Investigation).  Although the NCDC wanted to present itself as a close knit entity, the 
extent and diversity of the National capital project brought pressure for it to increase its 
size.  By the end of the financial year 1965 there were 141 staff.29 
 

The Commission, however, is making full use of agencies. Architectural and engineering 
consultants and the Department of Works are being used over the entire range of the 
Commission’s construction programme. The Commission is not undertaking design and 

                                                           
27 A4940/1 C1914, op. cit., 27 February 1958, Cabinet Minute, Decision No 1230. 
28 Commissioner J W Overall, M.C., F.R.I.B.A., F.R.A.I.A., F.A.P.I; Associate Commissioners Grenfell 
Rudduck, B Arch., F.R.A.I.A., F.A.P.I. and W C Andrews, M.I.E.(Aust.), M.I.S.(Aust.), A.R.S.H., 
M.A.P.I; and Secretary and Manager R B Lansdown, B Ec. (F.R.I.B.A, Fellow of the Royal Institute of 
British Architects; F.R.A.I.A, Fellow of the Royal Australian Institute of Architects; F.A.P.I, Fellow of 
the Australian Planning Institute; B Arch, Bachelor of Architecture; M.I.E, Member Institute of 
Engineers; M.I.S, Member Institute of Surveyors, A.R.S.H, ; M.A.P.I, Member Australian Planning 
Institute; B Ec, Bachelor of Economics.) 
29 Staff numbers published in the Annual Reports: 1959-60, 73 staff; 1960-61, 93 staff; 1961-61, 104 
staff; 1962-63, 122 staff; 1963-64, 132 staff; and 1964-65, 141 staff. 
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construction supervision directly within its own organisation but relies on initial briefing and 
continuing liaison with its agencies, coupled with the placing of responsibility clearly on the 
agencies’ shoulders, to produce satisfactory results.30 

 
The Secretary/Manager had overall departmental responsibility for planning, policy-
making, programming and managerial functions.  The staff was divided into two main 
groups.  One Associate Commissioner had departmental responsibility for 
developmental and construction activities.  The other Associate Commissioner took an 
inter-departmental co-ordination role and related the whole organisation to long term 
policies both within and outside the Commission.  He also took a particular and critical 
interest in design aspects of the environment that was being created.31  
 
The NCDC functioned through a series of Committees that determined priorities and 
actions.  The Commissioner, Associate Commissioners and Heads of Divisions met 
weekly, usually on Mondays, and Planning Meetings were usually held on Thursdays 
where presentations were given by Heads of Divisions and Heads of Branches with the 
Associate Commissioner as Chair.  The staff of the Commission was organised in 
Divisions under chief officers responsible for the development program.  This was not a 
fixed organisational structure and significant changes were made as needs changed.  
The NCDC attempted to retain a comparatively small professional staff and to make 
extensive use of consultants and agents to design, develop and supervise construction.32 
 
Annual reports of the NCDC, as well as satisfying its statutory requirements, became 
promotional tools.  Employing nationalistic rhetoric to justify the development of the 
city the Annual Report for the Period 1 March 1958 to 30 June 1958 concluded, ‘The 
National Capital should be a unified “Symbol of Federation”, and that planning and 
development policy must follow the objective of an identified National Capital’.33  In 
1960 Canberra’s development was placed in a world context and compared with images 
of other national capitals as justification for the NCDC’s present course of action: 
 

The decision to build a National Capital was made 60 years ago. It was a bold step made in full 
knowledge of all the problems inherent in such a course - as reflected, for example, in the history 
of Washington in its early years. It was a decision made by men who were not lacking in 
foresight and who realised that the unity of the Australian colonies was impossible unless the 
national legislature and its administration could be located in a new centre separate from the 
interests already established in the Colonial Capitals. ... Just as Parliament itself is a symbol of 
unity, so the Capital was to be a tangible reflection of the common purpose of the Australian 
people. 

 
The NCDC pointed out that a National capital of significance needed to ‘excite the 
imagination and raise the vision of the people’.  This had been achieved in other capitals 
                                                           
30 National Capital Development Commission, Second Annual Report, 1 July 1958 to 30 June 1959, 
1959a, p.17. 
31 Alan Foskett, A Capital Change – Some Recollections of the National Capital Development 
Commission’s Early Years 1958-1967, n.p. Canberra, 1966. 
32 Lansdown and Engledow, op. cit. The Commission’s structure was shown as follows: 
 Division    Chief Officer 
 Administration and Finance Business Manager 
 Town Planning   Chief Town Planner 
 Landscape   Chief Landscape Officer 
 Engineering Design  Chief Design Engineer 
 Engineering Construction  Chief Construction Engineer 
 Architecture Group 1  Chief Design Architect 
 Architecture Group 2  Chief Construction Architect 
 Architect Group 3  Chief Construction Architect 
33 National Capital Development Commission, 1958a, First Annual Report, NCDC, Canberra, p.14. 
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by providing a fine setting for the main institutions of government and through the 
design of garden settings to enshrine their national history.  The NCDC believed that 
one of the essential requirements in achieving an effective capital was that ‘some 
definition must be given to those elements which reflect the ideas and aspirations which 
lie behind the conception of Canberra’.  This had been achieved with features of great 
symbolic and aesthetic interest in the capitals of the United States of America and of 
India and also London, Ottawa and Rome.34   
 

What is it that makes a great Capital, as distinct from the requirements of any other city? 
Whatever these qualities are, and being abstract in part they are not easy to define, Washington 
and New Delhi have them in full measure. The problem concerning the Commission is whether 
similar qualities can be developed in Canberra.35 

 
Monuments and great buildings, which embellished these other national capitals, were 
not elements that sat comfortably with the Government’s perception of Australian 
identity, apart from that of the war memorial.  Nor could the Government afford to 
embark on a massive program of monumental buildings when housing was needed.  The 
NCDC saw that ‘the National Capital, as the seat of Australian constitutional 
government, must provide a symbol of the spirit, the horizons and the humanity of free 
people... and, as an ideal. ... The National Capital must become a symbol, a rallying 
point, a matter of national pride’.36  In resurrecting Sulman’s appeal of 1909 to 
‘enshrine all that we hold most dear in the preservation of our liberties and our rights in 
a fitting setting’, the NCDC saw the landscape as an appropriate and achievable symbol 
to express Canberra’s national aspirations.37  
 
The nationalistic language used by the NCDC gave validity to its authoritarian approach 
in developing the National capital.  It saw expansive spaces, bureaucratic order, 
technological efficiency and freedom of movement as aspirations of modern Australia.  
But the idea of the National capital was also grounded in a reality that had to address 
the practical needs of Parliament to meet on neutral ground, be supported by politicians, 
and have the ability for its development to be funded by Government.  Griffin’s 
aspiration of representing concepts of individual democracy, both political and social, in 
the fabric of the city was replaced with the collective social benefit objective of post-
war planning.  Perhaps it is, as Powell suggests, that the first post-war decades saw a 
more ‘complex combination of involvement, values, attitudes and aspirations’ of people 
towards their environment.38 
 
In 1963 Lansdown and Lou Engledow presented, to the Australian Planning Institute 
Convention, a paper in which they elaborated on the NCDC’s early successes:  
 

If lessons can be learnt from the Canberra example, the first would be that the order of 
investment - public works preceding private works - is likely to be at least as economical as the 
conventional method and clearly achieves a more harmonious result, both in visual and 
operational terms.  
 
The second lesson would be that ‘management’ needs to take on a wider role than is usually 
understood by that term. It becomes the co-ordinating of a team of professional staff, managers 
and supporting executives whose individual activities may well extend beyond the conventional 

                                                           
34 Ibid., p.6. 
35 National Capital Development Commission, 1960, Third Annual Report, NCDC, Canberra, pp. 5-6. 
36 Ibid. 
37 National Capital Development Commission, A Report on the Development of Canberra for the Five 
Year Period July 1962-June 1967, NCDC, Canberra, 1962a, Preface. 
38 J.M. Powell, An Historical Geography of Modern Australia, University of Cambridge Press, 
Melbourne, 1991, p.233. 
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limitations of their appointments, and who find it necessary to work in interdisciplinary groups 
through all stages of projects from sketch planning to the ceremonies of completed works.  
 
The third and perhaps most important lesson is that planning and all consequent operations are 
made wholly practicable by unified control over the land to be developed, and by the 
development vote which arms the programme [sic] and ensures its continuity.39 

 
In terms of accountability, apart from quarterly reports to the Minister and annual 
reports to Parliament, the National Capital Planning Committee was established to 
provide an external voice for the major professional groups involved in designing the 
city.  Generally known as the Planning Committee, it would play a significant, although 
advisory role, in protecting architectural standards and aesthetic values.  
 
 
 
6.3 A COMMITTEE OF REVIEW 
 

The main task of the Planning Committee will be to ensure that plans which the Commission 
formulate for the development of Canberra are appropriate to the position which the city 
occupies as the National Capital.  The Committee will be concerned with questions of principle 
as affecting both short and long term development of the city rather than the day to day planning 
decisions which are the responsibility of the Commission. It will be the link between the 
Commission and the people of Australia and will be the means of assuring the Government that 
the growth of the capital is proceeding on lines which are technically sound and aesthetically 
worthy of the Nation.40 

 
The National Capital Planning Committee reflected the continuing lobby and interest of 
professional groups for involvement in the development of the National capital.  The 
Planning Committee was formed as an elite advisory body to ‘advise the Commission 
as to the planning, development and construction of the City of Canberra’ and was seen 
by Parliament as complementary to the NCDC.41  The NCDC Commissioner was to be 
Chairman of the Committee with members representing the architectural, town planning 
and engineering professions and with two additional members chosen for their breadth 
of artistic and cultural experience.  In principle it was a continuation of the recently 
disbanded National Capital Planning and Development Committee that had been 
established in the 1930s to advise the Minister on the aesthetic integrity of the city.  The 
major difference lay in the inclusion of the Commissioner as Chairman, thereby 
ensuring that recommendations of the Planning Committee would be heard by the 
NCDC.  
 
At the first minuted meeting of the NCDC the first item on the agenda was to approve 
nominations for membership of the Planning Committee.  Nominations had been 
received from the various professional institutes and a short list of candidates had been 
formed for the other two positions.  A balance was sought between eminent academics 
and practitioners from appropriate professions and between members representing the 
states.  There were two members from each of the professions of Town Planning, 
Architecture and Engineering as well as two members representing cultural interests 
and the fine arts.42  The two architect members selected were Professor Henry 
                                                           
39 Ibid., p.6. 
40 These were the terms of the National Capital Planning Committee as explained by Overall at the first 
meeting on 16 April 1958. 
41 NCDC Act, op. cit., Section 25 (1). 
42 NAA:A8840/1. ‘Minutes of National Capital Development Commission Meetings’. 12 March 1958. 
The list submitted to the Minister was G. Walkley, Adelaide, and Dr F.W. Ledgar, Melbourne, nominated 
by the Australian Planning Institute; Prof H.I. Ashworth, Sydney, and W.P.R. Godfrey, Melbourne, 
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Ashworth and William Godfrey,43  Raymond Priddle and Morris Lea were the two
engineer members,

 
d 
as 

th. 

                                                                                                                                                                         

44  and the town planning members were Dr Frederick Ledgar an
Gavin Walkley.45  Sir Daryl Lindsay and Professor Arthur Trendall were approved 
the cultural/artistic members.46  An inaugural meeting for the Committee was planned 
for the following mon
 
The Governor-General appointed members of the Committee, other than the Chairman, 
for a period of three years with eligibility for re-appointment.47  Apart from the 
Chairman, members were to receive fees and allowances for their services.48  It would 
meet approximately every six weeks, was empowered to request the attendance of any 
public servant and to request the furnishing of plans or other information that would 
assist in its considerations.  As a committee, its structure ensured that it was well 
qualified to speak on issues of city design and architectural style, principles of urban 
development and matters of national and international culture.  Although it had no 
executive authority it would have considerable influence, both politically and 
professionally, in garnering broad-ranging support for NCDC proposals. 
 
At its inaugural meeting on 16 April 1958 in the NCDC’s temporary office on the 
ground floor of the Administrative Building in Parkes, Minister for the Interior and 
Works, Allan Fairhall, gave the introduction and established the terms of reference, 
methods of working and procedures for meetings of the Committee.  Commissioner 
Overall spoke of their role as keeping the planning of the city under review in all its 
technical, social and aesthetic aspects.  The Committee would be expected to advise on 
the principles to be adopted in planning for the development of the city.  It would 
consider political and social factors including provisions for the purposes of the Federal 
Government as well as the social and economic welfare of the resident.  It would review 
planning issues such as future traffic needs, major issues of land use and residential 
densities and consider and advise on any major provisions for amendment to the 

 
nominated by the Royal Australian Institute of Architects; and M.J. Lea, Melbourne, and R.A. Priddle, 
Sydney, nominated by the Institution of Engineers, Australia. Those considered for these two additional 
positions were Professor Trendall, Australian National University, Sir Daryl Lindsay of Melbourne, L.D. 
Pryor, Director, Parks and Gardens, Warren McDonald, Ken H. Herde, Mr Hohnen, Registrar, Australian 
National University, and Rex Hazelwood of Sydney.  
43 Ashworth, 51 years old and Professor and Dean of Architecture at Sydney University, was born in 
Manchester and had been a lecturer at London University, and friend of Holford, before coming to 
Australia in 1949.  Godfrey, also 51 years old, was a practising architect, partner in the firm Godfrey and 
Spowers and President of the Royal Australian Institute of Architects.  
44 Priddle, 45 years old was a consulting engineer from Sydney with both public service and private 
practice experience.  He was chairman of the Sydney Division of the Institute of Engineers and had 
published in the field of structural engineering.  Lea, 41 years old, was a consulting engineer and 
surveyor from Melbourne and was Vice-President of the Institute of Surveyors, Past President of the 
Australian Planning Institute and had also been President of the Victorian Institute of Surveyors.  The 
selection of Lea was also influenced by the fact that he was the only licensed Surveyor amongst the 
nominees.  
45 Ledgar, 42 years old was a town planner and academic, served in the war and after lecturing at the 
University of Manchester, became the Director of Studies in the Department of Town and Regional 
Planning at the University of Melbourne.  Walkley, 47 years old, had a diverse background in 
architecture, town planning and landscape architecture in Adelaide as an academic and practitioner.  He 
served as a Major in the Royal Australian Engineers during the war. In Adelaide in 1950 he and Overall 
formed the practice, Overall and Walkley, Architects and Planners. 
46 Lindsay, 68 years old was an artist and arts administrator, chairman of the National Trust of Victoria 
and had been Director of the National Gallery of Australia from 1942-1956.  Trendall, 49 years old, was 
the only member from Canberra.  He was Master of University House at the Australian National 
University, Deputy Vice-Chancellor and a scholar of high regard. 
47 The first Planning Committee’s term was for the three years from 1958 to 1961. 
48 Fees were fixed at £7.7.0 per day plus £5.5.0 per day travelling allowance. 

 160



6:  A LANDSCAPE FOR THE NATION 1958-1964 

statutory plan, such as the reinstatement of West Lake.  Advice on aesthetic matters 
such architectural standards and landscape treatment was expected, despite there being 
no-one with landscape architectural expertese.  In general terms, the Planning 
Committee was expected to advise both the Commission and the Government on any 
matters that the Committee considered had an important bearing on the planning and 
development of the city.49 
 
At the inaugural meeting the NCDC took the opportunity to provide a full briefing on 
the background of Canberra’s planning.  Town planner Trevor Gibson, recently 
transferred from the Department of Works to the NCDC, gave an historical overview.  
Andrews then summarised the findings of the 1955 Senate Inquiry and the 
recommendations and implications of the Holford Report for the NCDC.  Overall spoke 
on the role of the NCDC, its functions and methods of operation whilst J.N.C. Rogers 
spoke on the operations of the former National Capital Planning and Development 
Committee.  Members were then taken on a tour of inspection and Rudduck outlined the 
main problems, the first of which he identified as the unification of the two parts of the 
city by implementation of the Lakes Scheme.50 
 
By the time of the next meeting, over the two days of 15 and 16 May and with all 
members present, the approach to the task was like that of a military campaign; 
organised, efficient, to the point, and with a sense of urgency and the need to ‘get it 
right’.  Cabinet had considered the Holford report on 7 May and referred it to the 
NCDC with a request for recommendations by 30 June to allow development plans to 
be prepared by November/December 1958.  Although previously discussed at the 
inaugural meeting of the Planning Committee, Holford’s report was formally tabled for 
consideration.51 
 
The Planning Committee unanimously agreed that the main choice should be in the 
direction of a unified city and concluded that, in planning terms, it was undesirable to 
have two separate city units on each side of the river.  It also agreed that sociologically 
it was undesirable to divide the city and that there was great advantage in unification by 
a lake from the viewpoint of beautification.  On the question of the Lake Andrews 
pointed out that this dominating feature of the Canberra Plan was referred to as a 
favourable feature in the 1955 Senate Committee’s findings and that Holford was in 
favour of it, subject to technical approval.52 
 
Andrews reviewed the investigations that were being undertaken into the Lake by the 
NCDC and explained the program of action.  Investigations included an assessment of 
the characteristics of a completed lake; its physical attributes; a hydrological survey of 
the Molonglo catchment, a statement of requirements for impounding dams, the extent 
of traffic routing, possible biological activity and weed growth; lake maintenance 
requirements and possible uses of the waters.  He noted that drilling tests had 
commenced at the two possible dam sites of Yarralumla and Acton.  With information 
on all these aspects it was expected that the NCDC would have, by June or July, an 
indication of the general practicality or otherwise of the alternative proposals for the 
Lake, comparative costs and an assessment of any problems that may develop from the 
flooding of the Molonglo River floodplain.  Final information would be available by 

                                                           
49 A8839, op. cit., 16 April 1958, Meeting 1. Associate Commissioners Rudduck and Andrews were also 
present as observers.   
50 Ibid. 
51 Confidential copies of Holford’s report had been given to Committee members after its first meeting. 
52 A8839, op.cit., 15, 16 May 1958, Meeting 2. 
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October and the Commission would then make firm recommendations.  The Planning 
Committee endorsed the investigations being undertaken by the NCDC and regarded 
them as a necessary preliminary to any decision being taken on the development of the 
Lake. 
 
The Planning Committee discussed Holford’s Lake proposal, particularly in terms of the 
question of the availability of water to form the Lake and the possible reinstatement of 
West Lake.  Priddle referred to the 1911 proposal for regulating dams upstream and Lea 
spoke of the Wilson Report, the Peak-Owen Report and its relationship to the present 
lake investigations.  Rudduck noted the general consensus that the Lakes, or part of 
them, should be constructed and moved the discussion onto issues of the design 
requirements for the Lake.  Griffin had a straight-line southern bank for the Central 
Basin whereas Holford had a varied form.  Andrews, who did not want to dwell too 
long in the past, indicated that the southern bank modification as proposed by Holford, 
was a sound modification from a hydrological point of view.  Gibson added support 
with the comment that the 1916 Parliamentary Report on ornamental waters had also 
amended the embankment, but that this change had not been reflected in the gazetted 
Canberra plan.53 
 
Aesthetic principles were also considered.  Godfrey favoured the contrast between 
extreme symmetry of the southern bank of the Central Basin with informality on the 
northern side.  The Planning Committee was in general agreement.  However, plans for 
the northern shore depended on acceptance of Holford’s parkway road development 
plan.  East Basin, which Holford had bisected with a causeway road, received little 
comment apart from Professor Ashworth who, speaking as an architect, expressed 
doubts about the appearance of the new causeway.  It was decided that comments on 
West Basin could only be made when further information was provided.  It was agreed 
that the reinstatement of the eliminated West Lake would be decided ‘once and for all’ 
by Andrews’ survey.54 
 
The Lakes Scheme and Bridges were again on the agenda for the third meeting of the 
Planning Committee in June 1958.  It was becoming quite clear that until the question 
of the Lake was settled in terms of size and shape other issues such as bridges could not 
be resolved.  For example, in Griffin’s lake design the bridges had a 700-800 feet water 
length.  However, with the 1916 recommendations to amend the southern shore, they 
had increased to 1500 feet.  Holford had accepted this position, as had the Department 
of Works, and a design for Kings Avenue Bridge, with the longer water length, had 
been developed to the stage of calling tenders.  Recommended as part of the 1955 
Public Works inquiry into the Commonwealth Avenue Bridge, Kings Avenue Bridge 
was seen as a priority to allow for the development of the Russell Defence Precinct.55  
 
In putting a halt to the tendering process for Kings Avenue Bridge the NCDC argued 
that variations to the plan and recent advances in bridge design would virtually require a 
new design.  Another controversial issue was the new location of Parliament House that 
Holford had sited on the southern lake edge in the Central Basin astride the Land Axis.  
This was a clear departure from Griffin’s plan that had located it on Camp Hill.  Until 
the question of the Lake was settled, it was clear that nothing could be done.56 
 

                                                           
53 Ibid., 16 April 1958. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid., 5 June. 
56 Ibid., 19-20 June 1958. 
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The NCDC drew on the resources of the Planning Committee to assist with the 
compilation of reports.  Canberra based Trendall helped prepare the NCDC’s review of 
the Holford Report for Cabinet.  At the end of July 1958 a sub-committee comprising 
engineers Priddle and Lea assisted the NCDC in considering preliminary reports from 
the Department of Works and from G. Maunsell and Partners on aspects of the Lakes 
Scheme.  After inspecting the Lake area, dam sites and bridge sites, consideration was 
given to future traffic implications, maintenance requirements of a future lake and the 
potential for recreation and other uses.57   
 
With the agreement of the engineering subcommittee of the Planning Committee the 
NCDC decided that the configuration of the central section would be determined by 
technical needs.  The primary need was to provide an efficient stream flow at times of 
high flood discharge through the whole lake area and particularly in the area of the 
Commonwealth Avenue Bridge where there was a sharp change in flow direction.  This 
would involve the incorporation of a cut-off at the Commonwealth Avenue end of the 
southern shore and, in view of the importance in maintaining symmetry, a similar cut-
off would be required at the Kings Avenue end.  The shape of the Lake would need to 
be tested by a hydraulic scale model and an early construction of this model was 
advocated.  The sub-committee believed the primary basis of the model should be for 
quantitative analysis of the problems, but that it could also be used at a later stage for 
qualitative analysis of the design and for examination of flow beyond the Central Basin 
area.58 
 
Not only would Commonwealth and Kings Avenue Bridges need to be developed to 
accommodate lake size and form but they would need to be a part of a broader 
consideration of traffic movement across the city, projected traffic volumes and the 
need for further lake and river crossings.  Three additional crossings were considered; 
one in the vicinity of the hospital, one near the Molonglo industrial area and one near 
the Yarralumla dam site.  The Planning Committee recommended that comparative 
statements of cost of alternative lake and bridge proposals should be provided.59  
 
The engineering sub-committee of the Planning Committee felt that sufficient 
information was available for it to form opinions on the practicability of the Lakes 
Scheme, the configuration of the Central Basin, the construction of a hydraulic model, 
traffic routes across the lake and the suitability of the actions in hand.  In terms of 
practicability it regarded the Lakes Scheme as technically possible, in planning terms 
desirable, and in economic terms low relative to the total cost and investment in 
Canberra as a National capital.  It regarded the alternative involved the ‘perpetuation of 
an untidy, empty area of land in the centre of the city, remaining always under the threat 
of flooding and with little prospect of improvement in either use or appearance’.60  This 
information was incorporated into NCDC’s submission to Cabinet and following its 
acceptance, the Planning Committee became involved in the fine detail of the design of 
the Lakes Scheme. 
 
The NCDC produced a summary of its views on the Central Area Lake Basin and 
Bridges for the Planning Committees consideration.  Of the southern bank of the 
Central Basin it reported: 

                                                           
57 Ibid., 24 July 1958, Agenda Item 3(c) ‘Report of Meeting of Engineering Sub Committee of National 
Capital Planning Committee.’ 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid.  
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Following on intensive tests with the hydraulic model, the abutment positions of King’s Avenue 
Bridge and Commonwealth Avenue Bridge are moved 150 feet away from the Parliamentary 
Triangle, and the Commission accepts the resulting lines of the south bank including the 
extended length of the central section for present design purposes. Any bastions which might 
develop at the angles of the south bank should preferably be contained within the bank to avoid 
disturbances of stream flow.61 

 
Design requirements for Commonwealth Avenue Bridge developed from hydraulic 
considerations and a watergate and other points of interest along the Land Axis were 
proposed.  An island at the eastern end of the Central Basin was suggested by the results 
of the hydraulic model showing the dissociation of the northeastern sector from the 
main flood flows.  It was regarded as having both aesthetic and economic benefit: 
 

The very much greater width of the lake water in this position, and the possible economy of 
earthworks on the lake shoreline in the vicinity of King’s Avenue, are considered to justify 
further examination of the formation of an island in this position.62 

 
The Planning Committee also considered the northern shoreline, the low lying re-
entrant area near the Canadian flagpole and the Parkway.  The NCDC recommended 
that the datum line for the design of the north shore should be the general form of the 
1825 contour and the re-entrant should be given to a suitable form of internal basin with 
a small lake feature.  The NCDC regarded that the Parkway as shown in Holford’s 1958 
report should be adopted: 
 

It is the most soundly related position in regard to topography; it provides the most satisfactory 
conclusion to the slopes rising from the lakes shore with the most satisfactory opportunities for 
development of landscape and vista, while in addition the traffic requirements are most 
satisfactorily met by this route.63 

 
With Planning Committee agreement to these considerations for the Central area the 
Chairman had discussions with Holford on his visit to England.  At the November 1958 
meeting the Chairman outlined the principal conclusions reached.  The Planning 
Committee agreed to Holford being retained to advise the NCDC on the design of the 
Central Basin including the profile of the Lake and the design of the Bridges.  Over 
1959 it approved design and tendering procedures for Kings Avenue Bridge, 
Commonwealth Avenue Bridge, the dam, and design work on the Lake and associated 
features.   
 
This intensive involvement of the Planning Committee in the work of the NCDC was 
not sustainable.  From the beginning of the financial year 1960/61 onwards Overall, as 
Chairman, sought to move the involvement of the Planning Committee from that of 
detailed consideration of designs to consensus comments on policy, reports and plans 
immediately prior to their release.  
 
In coming to the end of its three-year term of appointment in 1961 the Planning 
Committee, although not required under the Commission Act, decided to submit a 
summary report to the Minister.  The Committee was gratified at the degree of 
consensus that had been achieved in their considerations and opinions on NCDC 
projects and objectives, despite coming with widely varying interests.  It was satisfied 

                                                           
61 ibid., Meeting 13, 13 July 1959. The paper Summary of Commission’s Views on Central Area Lake 
Basin and Bridges, dated 19 June 1959, was tabled for Planning Committee consideration. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 
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with the way legislation and administration functioned and the levels of cooperation of 
those concerned to define and construct the major features of the National capital.  The 
utilisation of funds, the balance and progress of the construction program, and the 
growing interest of private enterprise were all viewed with satisfaction: 
 

The Committee firmly believes that if the positive policy of balanced development of the 
National Capital is continued without undue interruption or limitation, the next three years will 
see Canberra established and defined in accordance with the Statutory Plan. In this time, the 
wisdom and value of this development will be evident to all.64 

 
The first term of the National Capital Planning Committee had provided the NCDC 
with an opportunity to test its proposals for later presentations to the Minister and 
Cabinet.  Largely through the role of the Commissioner as Chairman, the NCDC 
engaged the support and co-operation of the Planning Committee and it, in turn, assisted 
in the approval and promotion of the NCDC at public, professional, departmental and 
parliamentary levels.  The NCDC noted in its second annual report to the Minister: 
 

The Commission has continuously availed itself of the professional advice of members of the 
National Capital Planning Committee on an increasing number of matters. The Committee has 
functioned since the Commission’s establishment and has continued its activities over nine 
meetings. Sub-Committees of the Planning Committee have met on a variety of matters 
requiring detailed consideration. ... It is the Commission’s practice to submit its major proposals 
to the Planning Committee, commencing from the preliminary stages of master planning and 
initial design. ... Master plans have been considered for the City area and for the Lakes Scheme, 
and detailed attention has been given to the initial design requirements of the King’s Avenue 
Bridge.65 

 
The second term of the Planning Committee commenced in April 1961 with all 
incumbent members choosing reappointment.66  Gordon Freeth, Minister of the Interior 
and Works, addressed their first meeting of the new term on 1 June 1961.  He expressed 
his appreciation that the members, eminent in their own professions, were prepared to 
accept reappointment to a committee that made considerable demands on their time.  
The immediate concern was with the development of the second five-year plan and the 
Lake was firmly placed within this plan.  During the second term of the Committee, 
general approval was given to most lake development proposals and site visits were a 
frequent occurrence.   
 
One item continued to be controversial over this term of the Planning Committee.  It 
related to the height of the ellipse wall at the Rond Point.  Planned by Holford to screen 
the view from the Parliamentary area of cars crossing the Land Axis on the Parkway, 
the Planning Committee thought that the wall obstructed the view along Anzac Parade 
to the base of the War Memorial.  In frustration at not being able to move the NCDC on 
its position, apart from agreeing to reduce the height of the wall from that proposed by 
Holford, Lea and Godfrey moved a motion that: 
 

The Committee observed during inspections that the Ellipse screen wall has a greater effect upon 
the main axial view than was anticipated. The Commission’s action in reducing the level of the 
Ellipse and wall is endorsed and the Commission is asked to keep in mind the necessity to take 
action at appropriate times to limit the visual impact of the wall.67 

 

                                                           
64 Ibid., 10 March 1961. 
65 Second Annual Report, 1959a, op. cit., pp.17-18. 
66 NCDC, Fourth Annual Report, 1 July 1960 to 30 June 1961, 1961, p.27. 
67 A8839, op. cit., 14-15 February 1963. 

 165



6:  A LANDSCAPE FOR THE NATION 1958-1964 

Prior to the formation of third term of the National Capital Planning Committee, Overall 
acknowledged the role of the Committee in a letter to Senator Gorton, Minister for 
Interior : 
 

In its earliest stages the full nature of its functions was not, of course, at once apparent, and its 
most useful service to the Commission, more often than not, was to assist in the expedient 
solution of day-to-day problems in the course of which the technical skills of individual 
Committee members were freely placed at the Commission’s disposal in a consultative capacity. 

 
More recently, however, it has become clear that the real value of the Committee lies in the 
considered judgements which emerge from its discussions and which can be said to flow from 
the general, rather than from the specialised, expertise of its members. ... every endeavour 
should be made to encourage a continuance of this important principle, that members should be 
chosen not as representatives of a particular skill or institution, but for their general wisdom 
based on experience in different fields, and that decisions are based on the aggregate of this 
experience.68 

 
Priddle retired in 1962 due to ill health, but most members continued into the third term 
at which point Ledgar and Ashworth retired.  Priddle was replaced by Geoffrey 
Davey,69 Ledgar by Professor Denis Winston70  and Ashworth by James Campbell 
Irwin.71 
 
The third term of the Planning Committee was appointed on 15 April 1964 with 
Godfrey and Irwin representing the architectural profession, Davey and Lea 
representing the engineering profession, Walkley and Winston representing the town 
planning profession and Lindsay and Trendall continuing to represent cultural and 
artistic interests.  Overall, however, was clear in his opinion that their value was not just 
as professional representatives, but as professional collaborators with a wide range of 
experience who could bring value to the general principles at hand.  By this stage, most 
decisions regarding the Lakes Scheme had been made and the Planning Committee’s 
attention was largely directed to dealing with issues relating to the rapid growth of the 
city.  
 
Meeting approximately every six weeks the National Capital Planning Committee 
reviewed and sanctioned NCDC’s progress.  Over its first three-year term the Planning 
Committee played an important role in advising the NCDC on planning and design 
issues relating to the Lakes Scheme and in supporting the NCDC’s plans of action.  
Over its second and third terms, the Planning Committee moved to the consideration of 
policy and other issues of city development. 
 
 

                                                           
68 19 February 1964, Letter from Overall to Sinclair regarding the appointment of members to the third 
National Capital Planning Committee. 
69 Davey, 58 years old was an engineer with a wide range of experience in public and private practice and 
partner of the firm of Consulting Engineers, Gutteridge, Haskins and Davey.   
70 Winston, 56 years old, was Professor of Town and Country Planning at Sydney University and had 
been President of the Australian Planning Institute from 1951 to 1953.  He had been a fellow student with 
William Holford and Gordon Stephenson at Liverpool University and had also served as a consultant to 
the Commission.   
71 Irwin, 58 years old, was an architect, past-President of the Royal Australian Institute of Architects and 
Lord Mayor of Adelaide.  He was partner in the firm Woods, Bagot, Laybourne-Smith and Irwin. 
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6.4 LAKE IMPLEMENTATION 
 

I can think of nothing more attractive or exciting than the creation of water surfaces in the midst 
of the city, Washington, London, Paris and Venice all prove this in their different ways. … In 
Canberra, especially, away from the sea, the value of inland water is even greater. … I am 
strongly in favour, therefore, of creating both lake and basins.72 

 
In his report to the Federal Government Holford recommended the implementation of a 
lake using arguments of precedent, and social and aesthetic values.  Although he 
supported a lake scheme that included the degazetted West Lake, Holford was careful to 
qualify his recommendation with the comment that ‘technical decisions must be 
suspended until definite technical advice is given’.73  For the NCDC this meant that one 
of its first tasks would be to determine the feasibility of a lake.   
 
NCDC Commissioner Overall sought to cultivate good relations with the Director-
General of the Department of Works, Louis Loder.  Overall requested that Loder’s 
department investigate and report on issues relating to the implementation of a lake.74  
Because of the involvement of the Department of Works on such a major project, Loder 
was happy to comply.  Working on the assumption that East Lake, deleted from the 
gazetted plan in 1950, would not be required the Department of Works was 
commissioned to undertake hydrological studies and establish the design criteria for 
engineering required for the development of a lakes scheme.75  Preliminary 
investigations on the feasibility of the Lake began in April 1958, within the first three 
weeks of the commencement of the NCDC. 
 
During the 1955 Senate Inquiry many documents concerning the Lakes Scheme had 
been used in evidence.  The Wilson Report, supporting the inclusion of the degazetted 
West Lake, had appeared in this context.  As a result of the Senate Inquiry, K.W. Jack, 
Acting Principal Engineer in the Department of Works, was granted £5000 early in 
1957 to undertake investigations on the Lake.  Jack later collated all his information for 
Holford’s 1957 visit.  The issue of upstream storage to maintain the level of the Lakes 
Scheme had been addressed in both the Wilson and the Peake-Owen Reports.  
However, their findings were contrary.  Although the Wilson Report did not 
recommend upstream storage, as the Peake-Owen Report did, Jack thought that 
upstream storage may be prudent.  He believed the analysis and most of the preparatory 
work could be done in 12 months and suggested the construction of a model which, 
apart from its value technically, would be useful from the public relations point of view.   
 
The Department of Works investigated weir sites at Yarralumla and Acton for a normal 
lake level of 1825 feet or at a level to be suggested after investigations.  Investigations 
were also made on weir structures, the geological structure of lake basins, catchment 
issues, hydrology of the Molonglo River, characteristics of lake waters, area and 

                                                           
72 Sir William Holford, Observations on the Future Development of Canberra ACT, Commonwealth 
Government Printer, Canberra, 1958, p.11. 
73 ibid., p.10. 
74 A8840, op. cit., 12 March 1958, Following the first meeting of the NCDC executive Overall contacted 
Dr Loder, Director-General of the Commonwealth Department of Works concerning investigation work 
on the Lakes Scheme and requested assistance with hydrological data by the beginning of April. 
75 First Annual Report, 1958a, op. cit., p.13. The Department of Works, Report on the Proposal for the 
Construction of a Lake on the Molonglo River at Canberra, demonstrated the feasibility of a lake 
including West Lake. 
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capacity of the lake, lake shape and treatment of edges, island proposals, traffic routes 
across the lake, recreational and other uses of the lake, and comparative costs.76   
 
Many Commonwealth and State Departments cooperated in the studies.77  The NCDC 
commissioned the Snowy Mountains Hydro Electric Authority to assist with foundation 
test drilling at proposed dam sites.  As part of a forward planting strategy, the Parks and 
Gardens section of the Department of the Interior was instructed to start planting on the 
high ground of the proposed lake margins.78   
 
The studies of the problems and possibilities of the Lakes Scheme were regarded as the 
most comprehensive since the initial surveys early in the century.  The report from the 
Department of Works suggested that the precise level of the lake could be accurately 
controlled by the construction of an upstream storage, but at this stage, the additional 
expenditure was not justified and an occasional drop in level was acceptable.  The 
report noted that soil conservation measures were urgently needed in the catchment 
areas to reduce discolouration of the lake and the deposition of sand and silt during 
floods.  It was estimated that minor flooding would occur on an average of once in 25 
years.  Weeds, algae and mosquitoes were regarded as controllable by maintaining a 
minimum depth of 7 feet and by appropriate treatment of lake edges.  Possible pollution 
from the external catchment should be able to be controlled in accordance with the Seat 
of Government Act.79   
 
Holford had recommended the implementation of a lake using the argument of 
precedent and on social and aesthetic grounds.  The NCDC supported the need for a 
lake on similar grounds.  It argued that a lake was essential to create the image of the 
city as a National capital as well as on functional and social grounds.  To establish good 
communications between the north and south sides of the city Kings Avenue and 
Commonwealth Avenue Bridges would need to be built to the appropriate standards and 
the public would need a range of recreational facilities, such as swimming and boating. 
 
The basis of the NCDC’s inquiry was to provide the Government with a response to the 
Holford Report: Observations on the Future Development of Canberra ACT.  There 
were some concerns regarding Holford’s traffic planning, in particular the new 
Causeway crossing which was seen as having the potential to take priority over Kings 
Avenue Bridge and it also cut down the area of Eastlake.  There were also difficulties 
with the new connecting road from the Causeway to Civic.  As a major traffic route it 
interfered with the university area.  
 
Social and administrative issues also had implications for the planning and development 
of the Lakes Scheme.  In the latter half of 1958, the NCDC undertook a major planning 
survey of the Canberra City district.  The report of this work, prepared by R.A. Foskett 
and M.A. Senior, drew on information provided by other Departments and 

                                                           
76 Commonwealth of Australia, Department of Works, Report on the Proposal for the Construction of a 
Lake on the Molonglo River at Canberra, 1958, p.1. 
77 Apart from the Department of Works the main agencies involved were the Departments of Interior and 
Health; The Commonwealth Bureau of Mineral Resources, Geology and Geophysics; The 
Commonwealth Bureau of Meteorology; the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 
Organisation; The Water Conservation and Irrigation Commission; the Soil Conservation Service of New 
South Wales; the Department of National Development; and the Snowy Mountains Hydro Eelectric 
Authority. 
78 A8840, op. cit., 12 March 1958. 
79 Commonwealth of Australia, Department of Works, Proposals for the Construction of a Lake on the 
Molonglo River at Canberra, 1958. 
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organisations, in particular, the contribution of J.N. Rogers, Assistant Secretary, Lands 
and Survey Branch, Department of the Interior.  The report noted the need to review the 
adequacy of the Statutory Plan to see if it provided a satisfactory basis for future 
development or if it needed changes to bring it ‘into line with present day needs’.  It 
also noted with regard to water resources that:    
 

The availability of adequate water is of primary importance to the development of Canberra, 
both in supplying urban requirements and for use in maintaining ornamental features such as 
public parks and gardens. ... Up to the present time the city’s water supply has been met by a 
dam on the Cotter River. ... Since 1922 records of major flood levels have been kept at salient 
points. As part of the Lakes Scheme investigations estimates have been made by the Bureau of 
Meteorology of the maximum possible rainfall, and this data has been used in conjunction with a 
unit hydrograph for the Molonglo River catchment to estimate the maximum possible theoretical 
flood.80 

 
Both the NCDC and the Planning Committee supported the principles outlined in 
Holford’s Report as a basis for the future development of the city.  In particular, the 
NCDC recommended that planning should proceed on the assumption that a lake would 
be constructed and that the garden city character of Canberra would be retained.  It also 
supported Holford’s proposed lakeside site for Parliament House and a new group of 
offices in the vicinity of the Australian-American Memorial.81   
 
On available survey and scientific evidence the NCDC believed a lakes scheme was 
feasible and could be implemented for a relatively small expenditure.  The NCDC 
proposed a lake based on the construction of a dam at Woden downstream of 
Government House.  The dam would be concrete and have retractable gates.  This 
would create a large lake of 1740 acres at a level of 1825 feet.82  The Lake would 
consist of three central basins, to provide the unifying feature for the design of the 
centre of Canberra, and West Lake, which would provide ‘a variety of opportunities for 
imaginative development of landscaped reserves, waterside landscapes and 
opportunities for recreational activities’.  The Lake itself would provide for sailing, 
boating, fishing and a rowing course.  No investigations were made on the feasibility of 
East Lake.   
 
The principles of the proposal were formulated in the NCDC’s Report on Sir William 
Holford’s Observations on the Future Development of Canberra, ACT.  The Central 
Lake basins, bridges, park areas and the Parliamentary Triangle were to be the main 
focus of design attention.83  (See figure 6.2).  The report highlighted the tourist 
potential of the Lake with proposed aquatic and other recreational facilities.  The 
alternative scheme, with a dam at Acton, based on the existing 1953 gazetted, plan was 
regarded as having clear disadvantages, most importantly, cost.  Recommendations 
were prepared and presented to Cabinet on 30 June 1958.   
 
Early in 1959 the NCDC developed its first five-year Planning Report for the period 
1959-1964. In this report the Canberra Lake and foreshore development was mapped in 
confident lines.  (See figure 6.4).  The development of a five-year program provided for 
essentials of urban growth and also for a minimum of special features or national works 

                                                           
80 First Annual Report, 1958a, op. cit., p.14. 
81 National Capital Development Commission, Report on Sir William Holford’s Observations on the 
Future Development of Canberra, ACT, Commonwealth Government Printer, Canberra, 30 June 1958, 
p.5. 
82 Conversions are shown in Appendix 2. 
83 National Capital Development Commission, Planning Report covering Proposals for the Five Year 
Period 1959-1964, 1959b, p.14. 
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required to ‘commence the progression of Canberra from a utilitarian city to a National 
Capital’.84  The five-year program was also a strategy to secure funding over a period 
longer than the financial year.  The major problem with the Commonwealth Annual 
Budget System was that, as in the past, it did not provide the budget to enable an 
orderly flow of works over a number of years.85  
 
On 28 February 1959 the NCDC presented Cabinet with its five-year program for the 
development of the city and recommended that the implementation of the Lakes 
Scheme should proceed.  It was estimated that the proposed Lakes Scheme could be 
constructed for £2.2 million.  The NCDC argued that ‘the Government could no longer 
defer expenditure on such essential needs as civic buildings and permanent Government 
offices and other works on which the civic and national character of the City depends.’  
This program was different from that previously approved by Cabinet in that it included 
an item of ‘Special Features’ in which the Lakes Scheme was itemised separately at 
£2.2 million over the five-year period.86   
 
NCDC Commissioner Overall lobbied Secretaries of Departments so that they could 
influence their Ministers in order to secure a funding commitment when the Capital 
Works and Services vote went to Cabinet.87  Public support was also important and the 
NCDC undertook an extensive public relations campaign.  On 13 March 1959, for the 
celebration of Canberra Day, the NCDC opened an exhibition of their plans for 
Canberra’s development.  A large model of the central area of Canberra was displayed 
showing the main features planned for development over the next five years and how 
the Lakes Scheme would have the effect of integrating the two parts of the city into one.  
(See figure 6.5). 
 
On 28 April 1959 Cabinet approved the commencement of the Lakes Scheme and at the 
end of June 1959 an item of approximately £1 million appeared in the 1959/60 budget 
estimates.  This would enable Lake work to begin such as marking and preparation of 
Lake boundaries and landscaping.  There was a general understanding that there should 
be continuity in the programs and special authority was given for the commencement of 
the Lakes Scheme over five years, with Cabinet reviewing the amount for each 
particular year.88 
 
Despite Cabinet’s commitment, the budgetary approval for the Lakes Scheme was 
almost aborted and survived only due to Menzies’ direct intervention.  In his memoirs, 
Measure of the Years, Menzies recounts: 
 

I went away to England once more very happy, because the estimates had been accepted; my 
dream had been given shape; but when I returned I found that Treasury ... had induced ministers 
to strike the item out. At the very first meeting after my return, ... I turned to the Treasurer, who 

                                                           
84 ‘National Works’ were defined as works required to establish the National Capital. These included 
national institutions, government offices and the public works needed to establish and maintain a setting 
for these buildings. 
85 In February 1957, Cabinet had approved the scheme for the transfer from Melbourne to Canberra of 
1,100 personnel from the Defence and Service Departments and also a five year program of works for the 
period 1957/62 which largely involved housing and accompanying infrastructure. (Cabinet decision 
No.626) 
86 The estimate of £2.2 million included a concrete dam with retractable gates at Woden and allowed for 
earthworks and protective treatment of the lake edges. It did not include the cost of the bridges. 
87 Secretaries of Departments included William McLaren, Sir Rolland Wilson, Goodes, Sir Allen Brown, 
Dr Mendelsohn, Bunting, Sir William Dunk, O’Brien. 
88 NAA:A5813, ‘Committee of Review of the National Capital Development Commission’. 28 April 
1959, Cabinet Minute, Decision No. 163. 
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was my good friend and ultimate successor, the late Harold Holt, and said, with what I hoped 
was a disarming smile, ‘Am I rightly informed that when I was away the Treasury struck out this 
item of one million for the initial work on the lake?’ The reply was yes, and that Cabinet had 
agreed. I then said, ‘Well, can I take it that by unanimous consent of ministers the item is now 
struck in?’ A lot of laughter ran around the Cabinet room; there were some matters on which 
they reasonably thought that the old man should be humoured; and needless to say, Overall’s 
men were on the job next morning.89 

 
Cabinet approved the major principles proposed by the NCDC and authorised funding 
for preliminary investigation work for the Lakes Scheme proposal on 23 July 1958.   
 
The NCDC followed a systematic three-stage process for the Lake project.  The first 
stage was the survey or investigation stage.  Information was collated and analysed and 
design criteria established.  Alternative plans were prepared and presenting to the 
Planning Committee for review with the final proposal being sent to Cabinet for 
funding approval.  The second stage shaped the plans into programs for action.  Plans 
were subject to the constraints of the gazetted plan and the NCDC sought variations by 
arguing its proposals as an extension of the Griffin plan.90  The Planning Committee 
reviewed and approved the design aspects of all proposals.  The scale and complexity of 
the Lake meant that the project was subdivided into smaller projects of a discrete 
nature, such as the dam, bridges and defined lake areas.  The third stage was the 
construction of the Lake, surrounding parklands and facilities.  It included supervision 
for projects directly undertaken by the NCDC and the administrative supervision for 
works undertaken by consultants or other agencies.  The NCDC, however, bore the 
responsibility for all the work undertaken.91  
 
Plans could now be finalised.  Clive Price, Executive Engineer (Design), and Bill 
Minty, Lakes Project Engineer, were ready to start the engineering works and Peter 
Harrison, Chief Town Planner, and Richard Clough were ready for the landscape design 
work.  The calling of tenders for King’s Bridge, although underway, was deferred until 
a coordinated decision on the Lakes Scheme and associated projects was made.92  By 
the end of October 1958 concept designs for Kings Avenue Bridge were prepared and 
by the end of 1958 the NCDC received most of the other reports.  Professor Denis 
Winston was appointed consultant on civic design, with particular reference to the 
Universities Area, and Professor W.R. Blunden was appointed to advise on certain 
aspects of the road system.   
 
In August 1958 the NCDC gave authority for the Department of Works to construct a 
hydraulic model of the Canberra Lakes Scheme.93  Two main models, housed in a large 
Nissan hut near the old Kingston powerhouse, were completed by January 1959.  A 
report of the first tests was made in May 1959 and progress statements continued to be 
made at regular intervals until 1961.  Lake flood levels and general flow patterns were 
                                                           
89 Sir Robert Menzies, The Measure of the Years, Cassell, London, 1970, pp.146-147. 
90 Peter Harrison with Robert Freestone (ed), Walter Burley Grifffin Landscape Architect, National 
Library of Australia, Canberra, 1995, p.ix-x. The NCDC’s first Chief Town Planner, Harrison, was 
acutely aware of the significance of the Griffin plan.  
91 Sir William Holford, The Growth of Canberra 1958-1965 and 1965-1972, NCDC, Canberra, December 
1965, p.15. 
92 A steel bridge was proposed to cross the Molonglo at the popular Scott’s Crossing and in line with 
Anzac Parade. However, it had been moved to King’s Avenue, drawings had been approved and contract 
information prepared for the bridge. 
93 A8839, op. cit., 19-20 June 1958, 4 August 1958, Item 5.  Models played an important part in testing 
and verifying design proposals and this model would enable hydraulic aspects of the investigations to be 
undertaken with more confidence in areas such as checking flood levels, testing ways of reducing these 
levels and facilitating flow patterns through the lakes and around the proposed bridges and dams. 
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studied on a distorted scale model of the Molonglo River and the detailed design of the 
dam was studied on an undistorted scale model.94  (See figure 6.3). 
 
Following recommendations by the Senate Committee in 1955 and by Holford in his 
1957 report, the NCDC saw itself as a small ‘expert technical body’ with a small 
planning team acting as a ‘management organisation’ able to delegate tasks of a basic 
technical character to private consultants.95  The NCDC did not undertake design and 
construction supervision directly within its own organisation, but relied on initial 
briefing and continuing liaison with its agencies, coupled with placing responsibility 
clearly on the agency to produce a satisfactory result.  The planning team concentrated 
on matters of policy formation and on the coordination of specific projects: 
 

The [NCDC] would keep its own administrative unit small and concentrate on using agents with 
wide professional skills, to avoid the delays and problems inherent in large scale organisations. 
... The Commission has taken full advantage of the great variety of professional and technical 
skills available in Departments and private firms throughout Australia. This has offered a wider 
variety of skills and greater interplay of ideas than would have been possible had all the planning 
and design been carried out in the Commission’s office. It has given the Commission 
opportunity to exercise a co-ordinating and steering role in which the fundamental development 
objectives have always remained prominent.96 

 
Consultants of high repute were sought overseas and throughout Australia.  The 
engagement of agent services followed a procedure; the nature of the project was 
approved by the NCDC and a brief was drawn up for acceptance by the agent.  This 
specified the end product, stages of submission and timing.  The agent was advised of 
any relevant data or sources of material available to the NCDC, people to consult and 
standards and regulations to be met: 
 

On the whole, this system works smoothly, deadlines are met consistently and the enormous 
programme [sic] of constructional work dovetails together pretty well. Of course perfection 
cannot be achieved in all cases. Weather and emergencies affect us as much as they would any 
other authority, and there are always minor delays, and upsets which if they do not seriously 
affect broad progress, irritate and frustrate the people concerned.97 

 
Architectural and engineering consultants and the Department of Works were used as 
agents over the entire range of NCDC’s construction program.  Construction was 
increasingly put out to competitive tender.98  For the Lakes Scheme the main agencies 
involved in the design and supervision were William Holford and Associates, Guy 
Maunsell and Partners, the Department of Works, and Rankine and Hill.   
 
One of the first consultants to be contacted was Holford.99  Not only was his advice 
valuable in design terms but he was also able to provide high level support and 
encouragement to those wanting to get on with the job.  In addition, his wealth of 
experience and wide spectrum of connections inspired confidence and impressed 
politicians and the public.  Commissioner Overall visited Britain in June 1958 and met 
                                                           
94 The largest model that could fit into the shed available, a Nissen hut behind the Power House at 
Kingston, was made at a 1:400 scale with a vertical scale of 1:80. The model was constructed in ash 
concrete capped with mortar. Water was recirculated from storage tanks at the downstream end. 
Available data indicated June 1956 and May 1925 as the highest floods with discharges of 30,000 and 
115,000 cusecs respectively. 
95 Karl Fischer, Canberra Myths and Models, Institute of Asian Affairs, Hamburg, 1984, p.68. 
96 NCDC, Eighth Annual Report, 1 July 1964 to 31 June 1965, 1965b, p.6. 
97 Lansdown and Engledow, op. cit., p.4. 
98 Second Annual Report, 1959a, op. cit., p.17. 
99 A8840, op cit., Overall wrote to Holford in May 1958 and received a confirmation in June. 
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with Holford and his partner Richard Gray of the firm William Holford and Partners.  
The firm of William Holford and Associates was retained to advise the NCDC on the 
design of the bridges, the Central area and the profile of the Lakes.100 
 
Holford was consulted on general design philosophy, architectural considerations 
associated with the bridges over the Lake, reviewing existing and proposed 
development of the Central area, and determining principles of landscape design of the 
Central Lake area:  
 

William Holford and Partners have been retained by the Commission as advisers on the design 
of the central area and have carried out detailed studies including; civic design, the siting of 
buildings, traffic circulation, parking requirements and landscaping.101 

 
For the Central Lake area Holford’s brief included a report on landscape development 
around the Central Basin re-entrant Pond, the North Bank and Margin, Anzac Avenue 
on the Land Axis, an island in the eastern section of the Central Basin, the Parliament 
House site and the Northern Parkway, where landscaping was to be carried across and 
generally not along the roadway.  The design of the Central Park was to be of an 
intimate character and feature special features in sheltered valleys with a planting 
program making use of autumn and spring displays.  The design was not to encourage 
large spectator groups.  The Hospital area was to be considered as a prominent feature 
and the area around it was to be designed in relation to West Basin.  The reclamation of 
some lake area to provide more land was favoured as well as the retention of as many 
poplars and other trees as possible, particularly in the West Basin area.102     
 
Holford visited Canberra for several weeks in April 1959 to consult on the treatment of 
the Central areas and the form of Commonwealth Avenue Bridge.  The design of Kings 
Avenue Bridge was reviewed in the light of the Lake proposals.103  The British firm of 
engineers, G. Maunsell and Partners, working in conjunction with William Holford and 
Partners as architects, designed a pre-cast, pre-stressed concrete bridge for which 
tenders were invited in June 1959.  They successfully tendered as engineering 
consultants for the design and construction of the Bridges and the Central Lake area.  
By November 1959, the contract for the construction of Kings Avenue Bridge was 
signed. 
 
Planting started by spring 1959 at the Kings Avenue end of the Lakeside Park in the 
vicinity of the Russell Offices to the outline design submitted by Holford.104  Andrews 
made an overseas trip in October 1959 to have meetings in London with Holford and 
Partners, Maunsell and Partners and others on the design work of the Lake, 
Commonwealth Avenue Bridge and other associated features.  Reports were completed 
on the recreational requirements of lake areas and on the results of geological, botanical 
and hydrological investigations.  A program of soil conservation in the lake catchment 
was commenced through the Department of Interior’s Soil Conservation Service and 
NSW authorities were encouraged to make similar investigations.  
 

                                                           
100 Ibid. 
101 Fourth Annual Report, 1961, op. cit., p.15. 
102 A8839, op. cit., 20,21 November 1958. 
103 From the middle of 1959 the apostrophe in King’s was dropped. King’s Avenue Bridge became Kings 
Avenue Bridge. 
104 Most of the landscape development was undertaken on behalf of the Commission by the Parks and 
Gardens Section of the Department of the Interior. During 1959/60 20 acres of lakeside planting was 
undertaken and 15 acres was under preparation. 
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Initially engaged by the NCDC as the architectural consultant for the Kings and 
Commonwealth Avenue Bridge in association with Guy Maunsell and Partners and for 
advice on the design of the Central area, Holford’s contract became more general over 
time with a commission of broad advice.  The consultancy arrangement with Holford 
was essential to the NCDC in terms of his high level of advice as well as the status he 
drew.  The use of Holford, as a consultant, was willingly supported by the Planning 
Committee.105  Although Holford was infrequently in Australia, Richard Gray, 
representing Holford’s office, made annual visits.  In June 1960 the NCDC reported: 
 

In regard to the nature of future consultants on the central area ... the general technical planning 
for this area will be carried out within the Commission and Sir William Holford’s office will be 
used as a point of reference for advice on detailed proposals which would be prepared under the 
direction of the Chief Town Planner.106 

 
 
With funding approved, the second stage of developing plans into programs for action 
was underway.  The Lake was divided into main areas.  Starting from the dam, the areas 
were named West Lake, West Basin, Central Basin, East Basin and the Fyshwick 
floodplain. The dam and the bridges were the first building projects planned.   
 
The design of the dam was undertaken by the Commonwealth Department of Works on 
behalf of the NCDC.  It was to be a mass concrete structure 65 feet high with a crest 
length of 770 feet and a bridge at the crest for traffic.  The design followed an intensive 
program of investigations including diamond drilling, soil studies and hydraulic 
investigations.  The Snowy Mountains Hydro Electric Authority assisted on several 
aspects of investigation and design.  The gates to be incorporated in the dam, known as 
‘fish belly’ flap gates, were specified and a contract was let for the design and 
fabrication of five 100 feet long crest gates.  These were manufactured and tested in 
Germany.  Designed to operate during floods and to regulate the Lake level, the gates 
were opened from the dam foundations instead of the usual procedure of being raised 
and lowered by hoists.  This freed the top of the dam of any superstructure making it 
possible to incorporate the crest roadway.  Site works for the dam started early in 1960 
and the dam contract was committed in June 1960.  The construction of the Lake had 
officially started. 
 
To facilitate the process of varying the statutory plan, Parliament amended the Seat of 
Government Act to reduce the time required for the passage of plan variations through 
the House.107  On 26 October 1959, the Minister for the Interior gazetted the major 
variation to the city plan to permit the re-introduction of West Lake in the Lake 
Scheme.  The plan was also amended to cater for new traffic proposals and to reshape 
the shoreline according to modifications based on data from the hydraulic model.  
 
At the end of June 1960, the second year of its operations, the Commission reported: 
 

                                                           
105 Holford was retained on a personal basis at a fee of £400 (Sterling) to take a continuing interest in the 
progress of the designs. There would be a continuing engagement of the firm Holford and Partners 
involving annual visits by Gray. The terms of this engagement covered the annual visit of six weeks 
duration in January-February on a fee basis consistent with those entered into by the Commission with 
other consultants. 
106 A8840/1, op. cit., 10 June 1960, Minutes of PM/215. 
107 Amendments to the Seat of Government (Administration) Act reduced the time for lodging objections 
to variations of the gazetted plan from thirty to twelve days, and the number of sitting days from fifteen to 
six. 

 174



6:  A LANDSCAPE FOR THE NATION 1958-1964 

A National Capital depends on national sentiment. While it is not possible to create sentiment 
with money, it is equally impossible for sentiment to develop around a vacuum. To create these 
things which arouse curiosity and interest, both imagination and expenditure are required. The 
first step ... was to establish a fitting landscape setting in the central area within which this and 
future generations can locate their public buildings, national monuments and shrines. The central 
area, for this purpose, extends from Capital Hill to the National War Memorial, and lies broadly 
within a triangle formed by King’s Avenue, Commonwealth Avenue, and Constitution Avenue. 
The main landscape feature will be the Lake, construction of which commenced in June 1960. 
Other items will be the King’s Avenue Bridge, which was commenced in October 1959 and 
Commonwealth Avenue Bridge, which is now being designed. 

 
These features, together with the Parkway road which extends in an arc from King’s Avenue to 
Commonwealth Avenue, are being conceived as part of a complete landscape design for the 
central area of Canberra, and are based on proposals which have been prepared for the 
Commission by Sir William Holford and Partners of London. 

 
This work in the central area is of far greater importance than might be conveyed by the 
relatively small expenditure involved, which is less than 10 per cent of the total expenditure 
required on the construction of the city over a five-year period. While the Commission believes 
that a good beginning has been made it must emphasise that this is only the first step and that 
progressive measures must be taken to provide the galleries, garden features, and other elements 
that a National Capital requires.108 

 
Holford had previously presented a general report and outline design for the Lakes 
Scheme and Central area in the middle of 1959.  In February 1960 his completed report 
on the landscape of the Central area was presented to the NCDC.  This definitive report 
provided the framework for landscape development in the Central area.  It provided the 
rationale for the arrangement of buildings, the form of the Lake, and the character of the 
spaces.  Writing on the modifications to Griffin’s lake, Holford explained: 
 

The deviations from geometric regularity that are to be seen in the present proposals for the three 
central basins have not been made with any intention of lessening the monumental grandeur at 
which the original design aimed, but in the interest of hydraulic efficiency and financial 
economy.109 

 
An artificial river wall would be needed on the South Bank of the Central Basin, but 
other parts would only require such treatment if they were part of a formal composition 
or requiring protection against scour or wave action.  Elsewhere the water would be left 
to find its natural level.  The introduction of splays on the South Bank at right-angles to 
Kings and Commonwealth Avenue Bridges were to facilitate the flow of the river 
through the half-circle it made from Fyshwick to Acton.  The splays would alter the 
character of the Central Basin by changing the former straight south bank into a semi-
hexagon, Holford argued that the segmental road along the north bank, as proposed by 
Griffin, lost its point.  Holford continued: 
 

From this consideration it is a short step to the idea of an informal north bank contrasted with the 
formal south bank - a proposal that promises to give a satisfactory appearance combined with 
efficient hydraulic conditions and a considerable saving of money.110 

 
To replace Griffin’s northern segmental foreshore road Holford proposed a double 
thread of new parkway, a single arc from Kings Avenue to Commonwealth Avenue 
centred on Capital Hill.  Holford saw this parkway road as providing dramatic views for 
the passengers of vehicles: 
 

                                                           
108 Second Annual Report, 1959a, op. cit., pp.6-7. 
109 Sir William Holford, The Landscape of the Central Basin, NCDC, Canberra, February 1960, p.6. 
110 Ibid., p.7. 

 175



6:  A LANDSCAPE FOR THE NATION 1958-1964 

The open stretch of ground running through the centre of Canberra to provide uninterrupted 
movement across the city combined with an everchanging spectacle of the Lakes and the new 
Parliament House.111 

 
Holford believed that the proposal to site the new Parliament House beside the Lake on 
the Land Axis was a more suitable location and that: 
 

The watergate, projecting forward from the open loggia between the two chambers of the 
Parliament House, may be regarded as the theoretical meeting place of all inward views from the 
north bank, and the generating point for all outward views northwards across the Central 
Basin.112 

 
For the landscape treatment of the north bank Holford saw the design of the park being 
generated by the view from the south bank, particularly the view from the proposed 
Parliament House site.  It would take into account a series of radiating vistas linking the 
watergate to important features.  On the western vista would be the Canadian flagstaff 
on the bluff rising to the Roman Catholic cathedral with the backdrop of City Hill 
beyond.  The central vista would take in the Land Axis and Anzac Park to the 
Australian War Memorial and Mount Ainslie.  On the eastern vista would be the Russell 
offices backed by Mount Pleasant.  The north bank would retain the natural 
irregularities of the underlying terrain.  Using well-known overseas examples, Holford 
presented the principles for laying out the ground north of the Central Basin between 
Commonwealth and Kings Avenues: 
 

In practice an artificial symmetry imposed on an irregular configuration, such as is suggested in 
Griffin’s plan, will seldom be successful. A more satisfactory pattern to follow would be the 
fusion of formal and informal elements by naturalistic planting, typical of the English school of 
landscape architecture. A comparison of the plan of the London parks with that of Versailles 
shows how the formal French avenues were assimilated into typically English informal 
surroundings in Kensington Gardens and St. James Park.113 

 
Planting would be used to moderate the prominence of the mass of the Russell group of 
office buildings and to screen the residential development at Campbell.  The two halves 
of the park on the north bank would be developed with different characters.  The 
Commonwealth Avenue side would be designed for people on foot and the Kings 
Avenue side for leisurely driving by car.  The Aquarium Pond between the flagstaff 
bluff and Anzac Park ‘makes use of a natural low-lying basin to create within the larger 
composition a miniature landscape in scale with St John’s Church, its dominant 
feature’.114 
 
In summarising his report on the landscape of the Central area Holford justified the 
design in terms of cost and naturalness, factors which were certain to appeal to a 
Parliament obsessed with financial accounting.  He saw the proposals, apart from the 
carriageways and bridges, as involving only the accentuation of the natural features of 
the site by planting.115  Planting was recommended well in advance of building. 
 

Landscape has always preceded architecture in the Capital Territory, from the natural wild 
scenery surrounding the first sheep stations to the more artificial planting that so well established 
the plan of the city on the ground.116 

 
                                                           
111 Ibid., p.10. 
112 Ibid., p.8. 
113 Ibid., p.9. 
114 Ibid. 
115 Ibid., p.16. 
116 Ibid., p.1 
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Holford’s report was reassuring. It made sense, and seemed achievable.  The NCDC 
needed such advisors.  Consideration was also given to the lakeside landscape of 
Government House and the Melbourne architectural firm of Yunken Freeman Bros, 
Griffiths and Simpson were commissioned. 
 
In the middle of 1960, Associate Commissioner Rudduck took an overseas visit to 
follow up on the work being done by overseas consultants. During his visit to London 
he discussed matters relating to the Central area with Holford and Maunsell.  Holford’s 
engagement as a consultant was extended and it was agreed that Holford’s partner, 
Richard Gray, would make annual visits to Canberra of approximately six weeks 
duration.  Rudduck studied various aspects of central area developments in Washington, 
Ottawa, Bonn, Rome, Dehli and London.  He also investigated lakes, water features and 
gardens in Rotterdam, Zurich, Stratford, Oxford, Cambridge, London and Harvard.  He 
was impressed by the landscape treatment of the lake at Zurich: 
 

Intensive use has been made of the Zurich lake for recreational purposes. All the foreshore is 
taken up for some specific use for miles from the city - boat harbours, floating restaurants, 
floating baths, foreshore lawns and paths, yacht clubs, hire-boat jetties, launch-cruise depots, etc. 

 
The extent of formal walling or embankment is limited. Much is just rocks over which the 
shrubbery grows. Stone steps or paved ramps going into the water here and there provide access 
to feed swans and ducks. ... Very small artificial beaches are made for children to use. ... Trees 
planted 10-20 feet above the water edge overhang the path which lies between the trees and the 
water. The branches of the trees reach water and conceal the bank making an arcaded walk. 
Distant lakeshores are kept in a natural state.117 

 
The third stage, or construction stage, of implementing the Lake was ready to begin.  
With a feasible plan, advice from the world’s best experts, knowledge of world’s best 
practice, political patronage and money committed, construction and supervision of the 
Lakes Scheme officially commenced at the beginning of the financial year, 1 July 1960.  
The construction period of the Lake would technically continue until 1963 although 
additional landscape work would continue for a longer time.  The general program of 
Lake construction over the period 1960 to 1965 showing estimated costs and duration is 
shown in figure 6.6. 
 
At the beginning of 1961 Holford’s advisory report on the landscape of the Central 
Basin was presented to the NCDC.  The report, An Advisory Report on the Landscape of 
the Canberra Lake Scheme with Special Reference to the Central Basin and its 
Surroundings, was an upgrade of Holford’s 1960 report and included a dramatic 
panorama of the city painted by the avant-guard Australian artist Lawrence Daws.118  It 
provided politicians and the public with a vision of the future city with a beautiful lake 
landscape.  (See figure 6.7).  Holford prefaced the report: 
 

The oil painting by Lawrence Daws presents our conception of the completed scheme seen from 
an imaginary point above the new Parliament House.  

 
This is not a perspective view but a searchlight sweep through 180° from the southern 
bridgehead at Commonwealth Avenue to the corresponding point at King’s Avenue. In 
consequence there is an impression of distortion if the diverging avenues are looked at 
simultaneously. Each segment of the picture, however, is accurate in itself.  

 

                                                           
117 Grenfell Rudduck, Observations on National Capitals and Other Matters. Overseas Visit Report Part 
II, NCDC, 14 June-22 July 1960. 
118 Daws presented the painting to the NCDC in December 1960. 
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It can be seen that the function of the lakeside park in the landscape of the city is to bind 
together three separate and independently designed groups, the monumental avenue leading to 
Mount Ainslie, the Russell precinct one side and the concentric rings of City Hill on the other.119 

 
In 1962, with Holford’s contract drawing to a close, Overall proposed extending the 
contract and enlarging the brief: 
 

In view of the very satisfactory experience of the past few years when we have had Mr Gray 
working with us here in Canberra for periods of several months each year, we are very pleased 
indeed to feel that this assistance will carry through for a further 18 months, as we agreed when 
the arrangement was entered into in mid 1960. If it is convenient for you and Mr Gray I would 
suggest that Mr Gray might visit Canberra again next year for the period of 5-6 weeks in, say, 
October and November. This timing seems to fit in very well with the Commission’s working 
year in that it enables us to concentrate our planning activities between September and 
Christmas, working out details of proposals for which provision is made in Particulars of 
Expenditure which are submitted for Government approval about March in the following 

120year.  

siderations in the Parliamentary Triangle and 
e landscape design concept for the area. 

 

 

. This would be in the form of a report, illustrated 
appropriately and suitable for publication.121 

 
 

 

 
ity of the Lake, were responsible for the lake dam 

nd East Basin.  (See figure 6.10).   
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The brief extended to general planning con
th

The Commission wishes to have available to it in the latter part of next year a plan which is 
comparable in scope and general purpose to the scheme which you prepared for the central lake
basin and which would provide a definitive framework within which road works, landscaping 
and building projects could be commissioned

 
Maunsell and Partners were the engineering consultants for the supervision of Kings 
Avenue and Commonwealth Avenue Bridges, Central Lakes, Islands, Ponds Area, all
the central road works and the fountain at the rond point in association with William
Holford and Partners.122  (See figure 6.8).  The Sydney-based engineering firm of
Messrs. Rankine and Hill were the consultants on the West Lake and West Basin 
areas.123  (See figure 6.9).  The Department of Public Works who were consulted in the
preliminary evaluation of the feasibil
a
 
The contract for the dam was awarded to Citra.  Work had started when a minor flo
occurred in September 1960.  Measures were introduced to cope with this type of 
situation and by the end of the financial year 1961 the foundations for the dam had bee
exposed, grouting was well-advanced and a start had been made on the concreting of 

 
119 William Holford and Partners, An Advisory Report on the Landscape of the Canberra Lake Scheme 
with Special Reference to the Central Basin and Its Surroundings, National Capital Development 
Commission, Canberra, ACT, 1961, Preface. 
120 A8839, op. cit., 15-16 February 1962, 35th Meeting. 
121 Ibid. 
122 The company was formed by Guy Maunsell in England in 1955. Maunsell, a senior British engineer, 
had been involved in strategic engineering works during the Second World War and had considerable 
expertise in bridge building. In 1959 he retired from the firm and died at the age of 76 in 1961. In March 
1957 Miles Birkett had established the Melbourne office of G Maunsell and Partners. The firm had 
secured two large bridge design contracts in Australia, the Narrows Bridge in Perth and the Tasman 
Bridge in Hobart. Richard Gray of William Holford and Partners handled the architectural aspects of the 
projects. 
123 John Rankine had been a Fullbright scholar, travelled extensively and was well-informed on overseas 
practice.  He was a team player and worked well with architects. His brief included the earthwork and 
foreshore construction of Lotus Bay, Lakeside Drive, Yarralumla Bay, Yarralumla Peninsula, Damsite 
Drive, Black Mountain Peninsular, North Island and Hospital Area. 
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the main wall.  The gate manufacturers finalised design details and their manufacture 
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and testing was completed in Germany. 
 
Work started on the first stage of Parkes Way the arc shaped parkway linking Kings an
Commonwealth Avenues on the northern side of the Molonglo.  The NCDC envisaged 
this road crossing the northern side of the Government Triangle, when complet
landscaped to the lake edge, would give clear definition to the future form of the Central
Area and provide westward views to the mountains.  Work also started on the 
landscaping of the
n
Central Basin.124 
 
Extensive earth moving began at Cork Hill, the area behind the proposed southern 
embankment.  It provided filling for the southern embankment of the Central Basin as 
well as the embankments of Kings and Commonwealth Avenue Bridges.  It also opened
up the vista along the Land Axis.  In all strategic areas of the Central Area planting
put in as soon as the trimming of the construction work would allow.  The N
c

 this with tree planting and by providing information to the public: 

The earthmoving required for the formation of the aven es

finished landscape within the total design will emerge.125 
 
Even with good progress being made on the foreshore construction, extensive gras
was unlikely to start before autumn 1962 with the major lakeside tree planting occurr
in the w
D
years.  
 
In April 1962 consulting engineers Rankine and Hill provided the report Canberra 
Lake. Report on Aquatic Matters to the NCDC.  Based on an investigation of various 
aquatic activities in other states of Australia and on estimated future demand, they m
recommendations on the use of areas on and around the Lake for aquatic activities and 
on the role and character of the surrounding parklands.  The main principles behind 
their considerations were that only prime view areas sh
a
was largely based on management considerations.126   
 
The report recommended the western area as the most suitable for boating activities
and the Central Basin, in association with the Parliamentary Triangle, as an area that 
should be kept free of any non-conforming features.  Maintenance areas should be 
located on the southern shore of East Basin in an association with similar activities.  
The planted lake edges would require a period of years to develop full resistance against
erosion.127  Activities proposed for the Lake included a triangular sailing course fo
West Lake, an Olympic rowing course, starting in East Basin near the Powerhouse and
finishing in the Central Basin, water skiing in East Basin and a boat harbour near 
Kingston.  Lotus Bay and Yarralumla Bay were thought to offer the best facilities 
yacht anchorage and related activities.  Because of its visibility from the Central Area 

 
124 Fourth Annual Report, 1961, op. cit. 
125 Ibid., p.23. 
126 Rankine and Hill, Canberra Lake. Report on Aquatic Matters, NCDC, Canberra, 1962. 
127 Ibid., p.7. 
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the land-use around Lotus Bay would need to be of a very high character.  It was 
thought that a substantial yacht club house would be acceptable, but that junior servic
clubs would need to be located at the less visible Yarralumla Bay.  In addition, boat 
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ire, toilets, kiosks and restaurants, ramps, jetties and wharves were proposed.  The 
ake. 

cientific aspects of aquatic plants and marine life were also investigated with the 
assistan
 

hes, launching ramps and islands. The assistance of 
 

n 
s 

SW 

t 
ation.   Negotiations on these issues 

ere made between Prime Minister Menzies and NSW Premier, J.J. Cahill.  These 

tion 
.  During 

estead 

ings 
d they 

rmanent high-level crossing of the Molonglo floodplain.  The 
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h
NCDC approved these proposals and integrated them into the overall plan for the L
 
S

ce of the CSIRO: 

Work is commencing on the planting of the margins and detailed designs are being developed 
for such items as boat harbours, beac
scientific bodies is being used to the full in the development of special features related to wild
life, fisheries and botanical reserves.128 

 
In East Basin the Department of Works worked on the inlet conditions of the Lake.  
Molonglo Reach was planned to be a riverine environment with mature willows and a 
more intimate scale of development.  A model was constructed to refine the design of 
this section and facilities for recreation in the area were also anticipated.  Conservatio
work continued in the catchment within the ACT and regular sampling and analysis wa
made over the whole of the catchment.  Through the Seat of Government Act, N
was required to maintain the waters of the Molonglo River and all the waters entering 
the ACT free from pollution.  Unprotected stream banks were seen as a major 
contribution to the silt loads of the streams.  The Lake George Mine at Captain’s Fla
was also a major source of chemical contamin 129

w
issues were to become an ongoing problem.  
 
Over the financial year 1961-62 work on the dam made good progress under favourable 
weather conditions and concreting commenced.  The program for the year included 
landscape development at Government House, development of lake margins, reloca
of services, boundary definition and landscaping proposals for the lake margins
the financial year, the Parks and Gardens section of the Department of the Interior 
completed 186 acres of planting in the Central Areas and 38 acres were under 
preparation.  Half a million cubic yards of top-soil was removed from the lake bed and 
stockpiled for use in the city’s parks and gardens.130  Cutting and filling in the West 
Lake area was used to built up a mound to form an island where Springbank hom
had once stood.  Another island was formed by cutting through a finger of land at 
Yarralumla, and an island in the Central Basin was formed near Kings Avenue 
Bridge.131  On 10 March 1962 Menzies performed the official ceremony to open K
Avenue Bridge.  The dual carriageways were two separate, but aligned bridges an
provided the first pe
N
graceful structure’. 
 
With the development of the Lake making good progress and completion expected in 
1963, the NCDC approached the Minister about the future administration of the Lak
Considerati

 
128 Ibid. 
129 NAA:A463/32 66/5228. ‘Canberra Lakes Scheme – Possible Pollution by Lake’. Zinc was the main 
contaminant, but also copper and lead. 
130 NCDC, Fifth Annual Report, 1 July 1961 to 31 June 1962, 1962b, p.23 
131 Sparke, op. cit., p.138. 
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d the full value of the work will not be appreciated until the trees mature. It will be 

 

nwealth Avenue Bridge 
 incorporating the main sewer that crossed the floodplain at this point.  Plans were 
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 wall to a design that the NCDC had not been consulted on, and did not 

pprove of.  A compromise was reached whereby the NCDC sought to disguise the 
problem with earth contouring and ‘the planting of mature willows in appropriate 
places’.135     

                                                          

e and its environs and an interdisciplinary Lakes Advisory Committee was 
ed: 

The current development of the work will provide a basic 
continues to be will depend on the continuing function of development and administration wh
several authorities in Canberra will share. Success will depend on planning control and gener
administration which takes into account all objectives.132 

 
B

d and construction was progressing according to plan. It was anticipated that the 
ridges and lake margins would be completed by the end of 1963:  

Before then sites will have been released for various facilities, such as kiosks, to be provided by
private organisations so that they can be in operation as soon as the lake fills. Also within the 
next five years additional facilities will be available for boating, sailing, picnics, and other 
recreational uses sufficient to meet the requirements of the expected increased flow of visitors 
and of the local population.   Much tree planting around the lake foreshores has already been 
complete  but 
a decade or more before the lake and its foreshores assume the mature, well established and 
carefully nurtured character of central parks in the older cities, but it will be attractive and usable 
by 1964.133     

 
However, a number of problems occurred during the construction stage.  Kings Avenue
Bridge encountered some difficulties with the foundations but by the end of the 
financial year 1961, the first of the carriageways of Kings Avenue Bridge was nearing 
completion.  There were complications with design of Commo
in
also made to incorporate the stones from Waterloo Bridge into the bridge, an earlier gif
from Britain that had been awaiting a suitable placement.134   
 
For the dam the steady progress of construction received a major setback at the end of 
July 1962.  Serious difficulties were encountered in the dam foundations even though 
the Bureau of Mineral Resources and the Snowy Mountains Authority had made 
thorough investigations during the survey stages.  Negotiations with the contractor were
in trouble with the Gate contractor and the Bridge sub-contractor attempting to make 
claims before the problems were resolved.  The Commission argued that liability was 
with the Department of Works who had responsibility for the investigation of the 
whereas the Commission’s responsibility was of seeing that the drilling was done.  The 
pattern of rock faulting beneath three of the blocks that were to hold the crest gates had 
caused the problem.  With assistance from the engineers of the Snowy Mountain 
Authority, post-tensioned cables were used to secure the blocks to sound rock upstream
and work was able to recommence.  There were also problems with the construction 
the lake wall on the northern edge of the Central area where the contractor had bui
sections of the
a

 
132 NAA:A431/1 63/1985. ‘Canberra Lakes Advisory Committee Minutes of Meetings’.18 April 1962. 
Letter from Overall to Freeth. 
133 NCDC, 1962a, op. cit., p.23. 
134 The British Government had donated stones from the demolished Waterloo Bridge in London to 
various Commonwealth countries, including Australia. There was a problem in what to do with them. 
Early in 1964 they were installed on the northern embankment of Commonwealth Avenue Bridge 
between and below the road carriageways  
135 A8840, op. cit. 18 September 1962, PM/655(A) 
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In 1963, to mark Canberra’s 50th anniversary of the naming of the city, Queen 
Elizabeth visited Australia.  A kiosk, built near the Canadian flagstaff on Regatta Point, 
nabled the Queen to view the progress of the lake:    

 

and must be made as receptive as possible to the flow of thought 
directed to and through it.136     
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 retain 
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k the lakeside and hill reservations with the areas to the west 
f the Murrumbidgee.138 
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 future Lake Burley Griffin with its road 
ghting designed as a special feature:    

 
d 

e 
ved the ‘Meritorious Award’ of the Illuminating Engineering Society during the 

year.139      

e Lake project was nearing completion.  All that was needed was 
r the Lake to fill. 

 

                                                          

e

The Jubilee celebrations acted as a reminder that Canberra was created to serve Australia and 
that this remains its vital role. Canberra must be a city which always looks outwards to the States 
whose federation it symbolises, 

 
General landscaping of Lake areas was again considered in June 1963.  The concep
was to develop the landscape around the Lake with a continuous landscape pattern 
using recurring contrasts in tree colour, texture and mass with an alternation between 
lake views, forest scenes, Black Mountain and the city bridges.  It was intended to
as far as practicable, the existing natural landscape with its dominating colour of 
grey/brown, to accentuate this with plantings of evergreens and deciduous trees while 
the more dramatic effects obtained from autumn colour would be limited to the central 
areas.  Tree species to be used included: English Elms, Red oak, Poplars, Birch, Swam
Cyprus, Wattles, Liquidamber, Limes, River Oaks, and flowering trees such as Crab 
Apple and Plums in enclosed areas.137   The Planning Committee approved the NC
report.  The Planning Committee also approved the NCDC’s concept of system of 
national parks for the ACT.  Arising from the ‘notion of a continuous system of open 
space extending from the rural surrounds into the urban areas of Canberra’ the NCDC 
saw the opportunity to lin
o
 
During the financial year 1963-64 Scrivener Dam was completed with the gates b
officially closed on 20 September 1963.  The Lake floor was ready to accept its 
inundation and the lake edges and planted margins indicated the future extent of th
water.  By the end of 1963, the landscaping of the Western Lake area was almost 
complete apart from Government House at Yarralumla where a watergate was being
constructed to enable the Governor General to take the trip to Parliament House by 
means of the lake.  In November 1963 Commonwealth Avenue Bridge was opened 
although without official fanfare that had accompanied the opening of Kings Avenue
Bridge.  (See figure 6.11 a, b).  It was a dual structure with arcs 1092 feet in length
resting on four piers across the site of the
li

The feature of these bridges is their form and lighting. Concealed lighting is enclosed in the han
rails of each bridge providing adequate roadway lighting. Viewed from a distance, they form a 
narrow ribbon of light for the full length of the bridges. This form of lighting on Kings Avenu
Bridge recei

 
The third stage of th
fo
 

 
136 NCDC, Sixth Annual Report, 1 July 1962 to 30 June 1963, 1963, p.7. 
137 A8839, op. cit. 9-10 April 1964, Item 2(v). 
138 Ibid., 14-15 February 1963, Item 6. 
139 NCDC, Seventh Annual Report. 1 July 1963 to 30 June 1964, 1964, p.19. 
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6.5 MANAGING THE LAKE 
 

I feel it is only fair to advise the Inter-departmental Committee that I will be forced to advise the 
Commission and the Department of the Interior that the Lake waters cannot be classified as 
‘safe’ and that persons swimming in the Lake do so at their own risk.140 

 
To create a beautiful setting for the city and continuing recreational opportunities for 
visitors and residents alike a plan of monitoring and management would be required to 
ensure water quality, user safety and landscape maintenance.  The lake would also need 
a name.  For Canberra’s Lake and landscape setting, a name associated with the person 
who had gained international recognition for his visionary design, despite being 
maligned in Australia in his time, would reflect well on the Government.   
 
Lake Griffin was the name suggested by Minister for the Interior, Freeth, to Menzies as 
Chairman of the National Memorials Committee, the body responsible for allocating 
names to places.141  His predecessor, Fairhall, had also given some thought to naming a 
major portion of the lake after Griffin, but had taken no formal action.  Griffin’s name 
had not previously been included in Canberra’s nomenclature, as it had been felt 
inappropriate to name a street or a division after him.  Freeth regarded ‘it is fitting that 
this prominent and important lake feature should be a means of commemorating the 
name of Griffin’.142 
 
With the implementation of the Lake making good progress Freeth thought it 
appropriate to resurrect the subject.  He wrote to each member of the National 
Memorials Committee setting out the facts and seeking their views.  After a further 
meeting with Menzies, and with the members’ agreement, the name ‘Lake Burley 
Griffin’ was adopted.  It was also agreed that the names of places around the Lake 
should be non-political.  Thirty-one places around Lake Burley Griffin were named.143  
(See figure 6.12). 
 
In writing his memoirs, Sir Robert Menzies recalled: 
 

When the time came to name the lake, I remember my then Minister for the Interior, Gordon 
Freeth, coming to me and saying, ‘There is a widespread feeling that, as you have been in a 
material sense the father of this lake, it should be named after you.’ My reply was prompt. 
‘Gordon,’ I said, ‘that is a characteristically pleasing thought on your part, but the lake is not 
going to be named after me. Do remember that the original designer of this city and the original 
creator of the whole notion of a lake was Walter Burley Griffin. So far as I know, he has no 
memorial in this place. He must have one. I want to have the lake called Lake Burley Griffin.’ It 

                                                           
140 NAA: A431/1 1963/1395. ‘ Canberra Lakes Advisory Committee – Reports and Papers’. Memo titled 
‘Swimming in Lake Burley Griffin’, 1 July 1963, the Director-General of Health informed the Secretary 
of the Department of the Interior: 
141 Ibid., 2 March 1962, letter from Gordon Freeth to The Rt. Hon. R. G. Menzies, Prime Minister. 
142 Nomenclature is dealt with by the National Memorials Committee, a committee constituted under the 
National Memorials Ordinance. The committee consists of the Prime Minister as chairman and 8 other 
members: the Minister for the Interior, the Leader of the Government and the Leader of the Opposition in 
the Senate, the Leader of the Opposition in the House of Representatives, the Secretary of the Department 
of the Interior, an officer appointed by the Minister and two other members appointed by the Governor-
General from the residents of the ACT. The name ‘Lake Burley Griffin’ was gazetted on 17 May 1962. 
143 Commonwealth Gazette, 21 November 1963; Acacia Inlet, Acton Peninsula, Aspen Island, Attunga 
Point, Black Mountain Peninsula, Blue Gum Point, Bowen Park, Central Basin, Commonwealth Park, 
East Basin, Grevillea Park, Hospital Point, Kings Park, Kurrajong Point, Lennox Gardens, Lotus Bay, 
Nerang Pool, Nursery Bay, Orana Bay, Regatta Point, Scrivener Dam, Spinnaker Island, Stirling Park, 
Tarcoola Reach, Warrina Inlet, West Basin, West Lake, Weston Park, Yarralumla Bay and Yarramundi 
Reach. 

 183



6:  A LANDSCAPE FOR THE NATION 1958-1964 

was so named and has given Griffin a memorial which no man ever more handsomely 
deserved.144 

 
On 15 May 1962 Freeth, made the announcement that Canberra’s lake feature under 
construction would be named to commemorate the original designer of the city, Walter 
Burley Griffin.  The originator of the name of the lake is not at issue here.  What is of 
interest is the way in which Freeth, Menzies and the members of the National 
Memorials Committee assumed that the lake that was forming was the lake envisioned 
by Griffin.  By giving Griffin’s name to the most visually prominent element in the city 
the Government confirmed its confidence in the NCDC to interpret Griffin’s plan.  
 
Naming the Lake focussed attention on its future completion.  Once it was completed 
the NCDC, whose responsibility was only for planning, developing and constructing the 
Lake, would hand it over to others.  Public health and safety issues would be the 
responsibility of the Department of Health, administrative matters relating to the Lake 
would be the responsibility of the Department of the Interior and maintenance of the 
Lake waters and foreshores would be the responsibility of the Department of Works. 
 
The NCDC routinely developed procedures for the hand over of completed projects to 
relevant Departments.  These procedures had been tested on large-scale landscape 
works such as the completion of the contracts for the construction of the promontory to 
Kings Avenue Bridge and the eastern part of Parkes Way.  They provided the models 
for the hand-over of Lake edge and foreshore construction contracts.  However, the full 
hand-over of the Lake and its landscape, where the completion would occur over a 
period of time, required careful negotiation. 
 

The handover of the lake cannot be related to any specific date but is a transition from 
considerable NCDC responsibility and little Interior responsibility to vice versa. There are 
intermediate months in which both organisations are carrying appreciable responsibility.145 

 
The interdepartmental Lakes Advisory Committee with Chairman William McLaren, 
Secretary of the Department of the Interior, was established to co-ordinate the various 
elements of departmental interest in the development, control and administration of the 
Lakes Scheme.  It was formed with members from the Departments of Interior, Works, 
and Health, together with the NCDC.146  The prime function of this large committee 
was to consider policies and proposals of the various authorities in an integrated manner 
to allow the Lake to be operating effectively and efficiently according to schedule.  The 
Lakes Advisory Committee was approved by the Minister for the Interior, Freeth, on 8 
August 1962 and held its first meeting on Friday 24 August 1962.   
 
The NCDC had anticipated the need for such a coordinating body and had started 
planning for hand-over procedures as early as May 1961.  However, latent tensions 
between the NCDC and the Department of the Interior began to surface.  These tensions 

                                                           
144 Menzies, op. cit., pp.147-148. 
145 Ibid, 2 July 1963. 
146 The committee comprised: Department of the Interior: W.A. McLaren (Chairman), J.N.C. Rodgers 
(Assistant Secretary, Lands and Survey Branch), G.F. Wynn (Acting Assistant Secretary, ACT Services 
Branch), and W. McGregor (Assistant Secretary, ACT Policy Co-ordination and Establishment Branch). 
Department of Works: G.D.B. Maunder (Deputy Director-General representing the Head Office of the 
Department) with A. O’Meara (Director of Engineering) as his deputy, E. Tate (Assistant Director 
(Administration) of the Canberra Branch of Works). Department of Health: Dr W.F.H. Crick (Medical 
Officer of Health). NCDC: W.C. Andrews (Associate Commissioner), J.C. Price (Executive Engineer, 
Design) with W. Minty as his deputy, P. Harrison (Chief Town Planner), R.B. Lansdown 
(Secretary/Manager) with Mr Engledow as his deputy.  
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related to the loss of power of the Department of the Interior with the formation of the 
NCDC.  When G.F. Wynn, Acting Secretary of the ACT Services Division of the 
Department of the Interior, wrote to McLaren in May 1962 urging him to take charge of 
a coordinating body to administer the Lakes Scheme McLaren, saw the opportunity to 
reassert his interest: 
 

Such a body should be brought together by this Department with the Secretary as Chairman 
rather than by the Commission. Most of the Legislation will of necessity be submitted to the 
Minister for approval through this Department.147  

 
The Department of the Interior wanted to be responsible for the development of overall 
policies relating to the Lake, including water use, and the administration of its 
maintenance.148  Previously, the NCDC, with the overview of the Planning Committee, 
had taken full responsibility for determining the uses of the Lake and its parklands, their 
planning, design details and construction standards.149   With the formation of the Lakes 
Advisory Committee, the NCDC still retained responsibility for the planning, design 
and construction of the Lake and reviews of its performance, but it was now required to 
present proposals to, and accept recommendations from this new committee.  The roles 
and responsibilities of the Department of Works were to be associated with the 
maintenance of buildings and structures such as the dam, lake margins, and building 
structures around the lake150  and the Department of Health was to be responsible for 
public health and safety issues including advice to responsible Departments and the 
NCDC concerning pollution problems.151   
 
The work of this committee did not reach public notice for some time.  Ten months 
after its formation The Canberra Times confirmed the existence of the Lakes Advisory 
Committee: 
 

                                                           
147 A431/1 63/1985, op. cit. 8 May 1962.  
148 Ibid., 24 August 1962.  Canberra Lake Scheme, Interdepartmental Committee. Functions of the 
Committee and responsibilities of members. The Department of the Interior was responsible for 
determining the uses of the lake, the types of craft, conditions applying to them and methods of policing; 
preventing and controlling nuisance activities and the appointment of any necessary inspectors or rangers; 
controlling fishing and related matters; the maintenance of the lake foreshores, reserves, parks, recreation 
areas, etc; cleaning the lake foreshore areas; collection and disposal of litter from the lake edges and of 
flotsam on the lake surface; leasing lake-side sites and policing lease conditions, including leasing of any 
Commonwealth owned lake-side buildings; and the determination of the basis for such legislation 
necessary to enable proper control and authority over the operation and administration of the lake and its 
usage. 
149 Ibid. The NCDC responsibilities also included the lake foreshores, features and landscape, and all 
capital works necessary for the proper functioning of the lake, planning and provision of services, 
including parks, roads, water and sewerage to provide free assess, ample use and for the full development 
of the area, and planning and provision of amenities either directly or by recommending disposal of land 
for private enterprise action.  The NCDC was also responsible for land use planning of areas surrounding 
the lake and the water areas, approval of siting and design of buildings and other construction, planning 
and carrying out of research in catchment area as effecting capital works, and during the development 
period of the lake, to join with other authorities in the co-ordination of research of matters bearing on lake 
performance. 
150 The Department of Works was responsible for the maintenance of the dam, dam gates and spillway 
structures, maintenance of the margin of the Lake including the margin of the islands, maintenance of 
Commonwealth-owned waterside structures, including jetties, slipways, dolphins, piling, buoys and 
anchorages within the lake, and signs.  
151 Pollution sources for the Lake included pollution from upstream of the Lake such as from sewage 
treatment works and septic tanks, pollution in the Lake itself such as from leakage from the sewer main, 
pollution on the lake edges such as by picnic parties, shops and boat sheds, and, pollution from Lake 
users such as pleasure boats.  
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The Department of the Interior has taken its first step in setting up the administration for Lake 
Burley Griffin. A spokesman said yesterday that a former manager of the department’s transport 
section, Mr Nelson Simpson, will return from Darwin this week to help establish the 
administrative machinery for running the lake. (When the lake is completed, probably late this 
year, the National Capital Development Commission will hand it over to the department to 
administer).152 

 
The uses of the Lake were contentious and the Lakes Advisory Committee scrutinised 
each proposal in great detail.  One of the first reports the Committee considered was the 
Rankine and Hill report relating to recreational uses of the Lake and has been discussed 
in the previous section.  The Committee also reviewed the engineering reports that 
indicated anticipated wind and wave action during storms, areas that could develop high 
waves, edge treatments and water depths, as well as the designs of various types of lake 
edge construction, including formal concrete walls, masonry walls, stone pitching, 
gravel beaches, sand beaches and willow planting.153  The committee reviewed plans of 
foreshore areas designed for maximum public access and recreation, particularly the 
Central Area parklands with its proposed Aquarium Pond, Lily Pond, bridge, music 
bowl, look-out restaurant, exotic planting, terraces and Rond point.  Plans for the central 
islands, water skiing area, flood plain entry, boat harbour, Lotus Bay, Yarralumla Bay, 
wild life area, caisson wharf, Black Mountain peninsula, Yarralumla bridge, Sullivans 
Creek bridge, West Lake islands, hospital peninsula, and West Basin area were all 
closely examined.  The NCDC saw it as an affront to its design integrity whereas the 
departments saw that the Lake and its parklands had administration, management and 
health implications for the future. 
 
A rowing course was planned to run from East Basin into Central Basin terminating 
near the Canadian Flag Pole at Regatta Point.  This proposal, and a later consideration 
to move the course to a starting point in West Basin because of wave problems and a 
conflict with water skiing in East Basin, were modified by new international statutes 
issued by the International Federation of Rowing Clubs.  With the decision of the Lakes 
Advisory Committee to limit the speed of power boats to 10 knots, water skiing was 
excluded from the lake.  Sites were selected and development started for yatching clubs 
at Lotus Bay and at other sites for smaller groups.  It was anticipated that a tourist ferry 
would operate once the Lake filled and jetties would be provided at designated points 
around the lake.  West Basin was selected as the terminal for a ferry and for the hire of 
small craft.  Launching ramps and beaches were constructed prior to the filling of the 
Lake so they would be available for use as soon as the Lake filled.   
 
The Department of the Interior became particularly concerned over the safety of the 
Lake.  Legal advice was obtained on the liability to the Government arising from the 
Lake’s construction.  Some of the conclusions were that: 
 

A high standard of ‘duty and care’ is required at the wharves and jetties, and safety should 
receive special consideration. A lesser standard of ‘duty and care’ may be required in public 
parks sufficient to avoid ‘trap’ or inherently dangerous situations. Information should be made 
available on depths of water to avoid invisible ‘traps’ or warn of their existence.154 

 
After consulting with other administering authorities around Australia on philosophies 
and practices the Lakes Advisory Committee decided that for vertical concrete walls, 
protection as required.  A rail would be installed above the water line, together with 
                                                           
152 The Canberra Times, 26 June 1963. 
153 A431/1 1963/1395, op., cit. ‘Minimum depth of water is 7 ft. The maximum is 65 ft. at the dam and 
the average depth is 15 ft.’ 
154 Ibid., Safety, 29 May 1963. 
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steps at regular intervals.  Life belts would to be installed at wharves, jetties, bridges 
and at the dam and information was to be published on depths of water.  Downstream of 
the dam an adequate warning would be provided prior to any dam gate being opened 
and a police patrol would operate upstream.  Power boats were to be registered and 
safety measures were to be widely published and available to the public.  With the slow 
filling of the Lake the degree of regulation reached a high point.  An ordinance was 
proclaimed to restrict people from entering or being on the water in the Lake, from 
fishing, and even from being on the land that formed the bed of the Lake.155   
 
The public expected to be able to swim in the Lake and there was a continuing debate 
about water quality and whether or not the Lake would be safe for swimming.  Pollution 
from the Molonglo River remained an ongoing concern.  Some of the sources of 
pollution, such as the Fyshwick Septic Tank, RAAF Station, Civil Aerodrome and 
Government House septic tanks were being diverted to the main sewage system, but the 
effluents of Queanbeyan Sewage Treatment Works and Harman Naval Station 
Treatment Unit still flowing into the Molonglo.  To reduce this source of pollution a 
new and large sewage treatment works was planned for Fyshwick by the Department of 
Works.  In July 1963 tests at East Basin indicated that the water was still far below the 
standards classified as ‘safe’ for swimming.  
 
Sediment loads were also high.  Although the Seat of Government Act provided for the 
rights of the Commonwealth to the water from the Molonglo catchment and against 
NSW polluting the water, NSW argued that silt and other sediments were not really 
pollution.  Lake Burley Griffin was to be, in effect, a large silt trap: 
 

The continued entry of sediment laden water would produce a discoloured lake and lead to the 
formation of shoals and reed beds. If allowed to go unchecked, this could lead to the silting up of 
large sections of the lake. The flow pattern in three of the last thirty-seven years would have 
deposited in the Canberra Lake, in one year, sufficient silt to create shoals and reed beds over a 
reasonable proportion of East Basin.156 

 
The NCDC developed a range of design solutions in an attempt to prevent, or at best, 
control, pollution of the Lake.  A combination of soil conservation, silt, sand and gravel 
traps, together with some dredging were seen as solutions to the problem of reducing 
sediment deposition.  However, dealing with this problem only received full 
consideration after the filling of the Lake when the extent of the problem became 
obvious. 
 
Over 1963 there were changes to several key personnel involved in the development of 
the Lake.  McLaren retired on 8 May 1963 and Richard Kingsland became Secretary of 
the Department of the Interior.  Freeth was replaced by John Grey Gorton as the 
Minister for the Interior and Works after the December elections and less than four 
months later, on 4 March 1964, the portfolio was split with Gorton as Minister for 
Works and John Douglas Anthony as Minister for the Interior. 
 
The timetable for the completion of the Lake had to deal with wide variations.  Most 
critically it was dependent on rainfall in the catchment to fill the Lake.  The date for 
processing the formal hand-over was set at any time between November 1963 and June 
1964.  Largely as a result of the slow filling of the Lake 17 October 1964 became the 
date for the inauguration of Lake Burley Griffin and the official date for the NCDC to 
hand-over its responsibility for the Lake to the other Departments. 
                                                           
155 Australian Capital Territory, Ordinance No. 20 of 1963, 28 October 1963. 
156 Ibid., ‘Lake Sedimentation’, 17 October 1962. 
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6.6 THE LAKE EMERGES 
 

With an uncharacteristic suddenness and dramatic quality which must have surprised even the 
planners of the lake, Canberra suddenly came into focus and all the vistas and cross axes that we 
had read about and seen on diagrams … all this came to life and … the faith of many friends of 
Canberra over a period of fifty years or so was justified.157 

 
The official impounding of Lake Burley Griffin began on 20 September 1963.  Minister 
for the Interior, Gordon Freeth, deputising for the Prime Minister who was ill at the 
time, officially closed the valves of Scrivener Dam before a crowd of 2000 people, 
including at least 500 schoolchildren.  However, the Lake was slow to form.  Over the 
next six months, with only a little rain falling in the catchment, water only gathered 
slowly in pools on the Lake floor.  By the beginning of April 1964 the level of Lake 
Burley Griffin was still 11 feet below the ultimate level and there were grave concerns 
that the lake may not ever fill. 
 
The Australian National Rowing Regatta had been planned for the 30 April 1964, 
including trials for the final selection of teams to represent Australia in rowing events at 
the 1964 Olympic Games in Tokyo.158  With the lake so low plans were made to 
relocate the 2000 metre rowing course from East Basin and the Rond Point area to West 
Basin where there would be a better depth of water.  Work started at the West Lake 
location to level the floor of the Lake in order to minimise turbulence.  However in mid-
April, after several days of heavy rain in the catchment, the level rose over three metres 
in 6 days to its planned level of 1825 feet (556 metres) on 29 April 1964.159  (See figure 
6.13).  This came just in time for the Regatta to be run as planned with the finish line in 
view of Regatta Point. 
 
As expected, the realisation of the Lake had a tremendous impact on the people of 
Canberra.  The visual impact of the large expanse of water was impressive and all 
vantage points were popular.  Margaret Hendry noted: 
 

There was tremendous support for the vision of Canberra, and I can remember one of the 
members of the first garden club in Canberra when the Lake was first filled and the launch was 
going up and down the Lake. I took a group of people out on the launch tour, and they sat there 
and beamed with pleasure and pride. Once the Lake was filled I can remember that all of 
Canberra came out to look at the Lake, and it was bumper to bumper cars around the road that 
went around the Lake, and it was a construction road. Can you imagine it, completely 
surrounded by cars? And people said, ‘This is our Lake’. And it was like magic because it was 
all filled in one weekend.160 

 

                                                           
157 Robin Boyd quoted in Sparke, op. cit., p.141. 
158 Seventh Annual Report, 1964, op. cit., p.19. 
159 Ecowise Hydrology and Environmental Services data, and Commonwealth of Australia, Department 
of Works, Report on the Proposal for the Construction of a Lake on the Molonglo River at Canberra, 
1958, unpublished, p.6. Accurate records on flood levels have only been maintained since 1922. The 
severity of floods at Commonwealth Avenue Bridge in decreasing order of magnitude are: 27/5/25, 
3539.58cusecs; 26/7/22, 1714.51cusecs; 21/10/59, 1438.11cusecs; 3/4/50, 1058.75cusecs; 9/4/45, 
921.44cusecs; 25/6/56, 864.42cusecs; 25/10/34, 799.59cusecs; 4/3/61, 791.19cusecs; 16/6/52, 
775.96cusecs; 4/5/48, 691.35cusecs; 10/6/56, 680.14cusecs; 13/3/56, 525.39cusecs; 9/9/60, 436.08cusecs; 
20/5/63, 406.82cusecs; 16/9/62, 403.32cusecs and 22/7/59, 400.31cusecs. The Lake rose from 552.6 to 
555.9 metres between 21-26 April 1964. 
160 Margaret Hendry interviewed by Dianne Firth 13 September 1996. 
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The filling of the Lake was not the end of the work that was required to create the lake 
landscape.  There was a need to reinforce the planting component of the lakeside 
parklands and provide better access to recreational facilities around the lake.  Lake 
edges needed consolidation and acres of trees and grass were still to be established.  A 
boat harbour was built in East Basin as a base for the maintenance of boats and other 
associated facilities.  Molonglo Reach, the river area from Duntroon Bridge to East 
Basin, was retained with its mature willows and picnic grounds and areas of grass were 
developed.  A lakeside drive on Black Mountain Peninsula and across Scrivener Dam 
became part of a scenic drive around the foreshores of the Lake.  Lighting was installed 
in Commonwealth and Kings Parks.  The lookout on Red Hill was extended with a 
viewing deck to provide panoramic views and the bus parking capacity was increased.  
Lookouts on Black Mountain, Mount Ainslie and Mount Pleasant were upgraded.161 
 
In the Central Area work continued on Anzac Parade with earth formation and planting 
underway.  This project was to be completed for the dedication of the Parade on the 
50th anniversary of Anzac Day 1965.  The massings of plants and species selection 
were a significant and symbolic part of the design.  Blue gums (Eucalyptus bicostata) 
were planted along the processional way between the Lake and the War Memorial.  On 
the other side of the Lake it was proposed to flank the Land Axis with symmetrical 
double avenues of indigenous trees (Eucalyptus melliodora and Eucalyptus viminalis).  
The design intent was that, on maturity, these plantings would create a harmonious link 
between the indigenous tree cover on Mount Ainslie and Capital Hill, thereby giving the 
Land Axis and the Central Area a genuinely Australian character.162 
 
Although a framework for parks had been established on the northern shore of the 
Central Basin, Commonwealth and Kings Parks awaited development.  In May 1964 it 
was proposed that Commonwealth Gardens be developed, within the framework of the 
Lake landscape, as an area of outstanding horticultural richness.  The intention was to 
include materials of special horticultural interest and to design it with a carefully 
contrived informality.  The design would provide areas for seasonal horticulture, areas 
for special plant displays, herbaceous borders, rock gardens, and conservatory with 
plant collections.  It would be a centre of local interest and provide a tourist attraction.  
The NCDC argued the need for this type of development on the upsurge in tourist 
numbers and the high level of local support and interest shown by the number of visits 
to the Government Nursery at Yarralumla each weekend.163 
 
The design commission for the park was offered to W. Holford and Partners in 
conjunction with the noted British landscape consultant, Sylvia Crowe.  Crowe was 
visiting the region in her capacity as Secretary-General of the International Federation 
of Landscape Architects.  She arrived in Canberra on the 5 June 1964 and remained for 
5 days for preliminary discussions with the NCDC on the design of the gardens and to 
familiarise herself with the site.  In December 1964 Holford’s partner, Richard Gray, 
and Crowe presented the NCDC with a preliminary report along with designs and 
perspective sketches for the gardens.  Buildings proposed were a floating restaurant, 
kiosk, a first class restaurant, conservatory, pergola, public toilets, parks and gardens 
depot, caretaker’s cottage, fountains, sculpture and park furniture.  Landscape elements 
                                                           
161 A8839 op. cit., 2,3 July 1964. 
162 Ibid., 21 May 1964. The Eucalyptus bicostata trees for Anzac Parade were pre-grown to a height of 6 
feet and were planted in three rows on each side of the processional way. In order to promote upright 
growth as well as to give a more immediate effect, infill trees of the same species were also planted. The 
central strip of the processional way was alternately planted with Hebe ‘blue gem’ and Hebe seduisante 
on either side of the strip. 
163 Ibid., 2,3 July 1964. 
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included flowerbeds, picnic facilities, rock gardens, a bog garden, and a children’s 
playground.  It was proposed that no motor vehicles have access to the gardens apart 
from service and trade vehicles, that there be a foot bridge spanning Parkes Way.  The 
gardens should be lighted and open at all times.164   
 
Once the Lake had started to fill consideration was given to an appropriate celebration 
to mark the event.  In June 1963 Bill Pye, a well-respected Canberran, wrote directly to 
the Prime Minister who was about to embark on an overseas trip.  He suggested that 
Menzies invite President Kennedy of the United States of America to visit Australia 
during the Canberra Day celebrations in March 1964 and perform the official opening 
of Lake Burley Griffin.165  The weeklong celebrations, in the second week of March 
1964, were to include a number of aquatic events on the Lake.  However, the Prime 
Minister’s Department received advice that the Lake might not be filled and therefore 
advised against Mr Pye’s proposal.166   
 
Responsibility for an inaugural event was an issue.  The Commissioner of the NCDC 
thought it should be responsible for such an event.  Overall noted in a letter to Secretary 
of the Department of the Interior, Richard Kingsland: ‘As this will be the occasion of 
the virtual hand-over of the Lake by the Commission to your Department, I would 
suggest that the Commission handle the arrangements for the ceremony’.167  However, 
the Lake Superintendent from the Department of the Interior suggested that they also be 
involved: 
 

That the inauguration of the lake should be planned jointly by NCDC and this Department. The 
Commission is entitled to extract full kudos for its achievement in providing the Lake, but we 
must be actively associated too, otherwise we will find some undesirable features creeping in.168 

 

Prime Minister Menzies, an obvious candidate to undertake the inauguration of the 
Lake, was asked for suitable dates.  17 October was considered as the most suitable.  
When this was announced Molnar in the Sydney Morning Herald pointed out the 
amusing side of celebrating the opening of the Lake.  (See figure 6.14).  Sir Robert 
Menzies officially undertook the inauguration of Lake Burley Griffin at 2.15 p.m. on 
the windy Saturday afternoon of 17 October 1964 before a seated gathering of invited 
guests on the terrace of the Regatta Point kiosk.169  (See figure 6.15).   

During the ceremony a sail past of competitors in the Inaugural Sailing Regatta took 
place.  Races commenced immediately after the ceremony.  All were on their best 
behaviour as competitors had been informed that ‘there will be a distinguished 
                                                           
164 Ibid., 3-4 December 1964. Note is also made that ‘In the preparation of this report Holford and 
Partners have also obtained the advice of Maunsell and Partners on engineering aspects and Mr. 
Dunwoody on lighting aspects.’ 
165 NAA:A431/1 1963/1308. ‘Lake Burley Griffin - Official Opening of’, 5 June 1963, Thomas W. W. 
Pye was a member of the ACT Advisory Council and President of the Canberra Day 1964 Citizens 
Celebrations Committee. 
166 Ibid., 6 August 1963: If the period between now and next March should be marked by a drought, there 
would be no lake to open then. In addition there are bound to be some unforeseen difficulties with the 
first few months of the Lake’s existence, some of which could be rather embarrassing if they coincided 
with an important national event held to mark its inauguration. ...   Signed G. F. Wynn, Assistant 
Secretary, ACT Services Branch.  
167 Ibid., 5 August 1964. Letter from Overall to Kingsland. 
168 Ibid. Letter from R.J. Donnellan, Lake Superintendent to L.L. Gillespie, Assistant Secretary 
(Facilities) 
169 Ibid. The invitation read: ‘Inauguration of Lake. 17 October 1964. ENTREE CARD. Please present 
this card on arrival. Guests are requested to be seated by 2.00 p.m. At the conclusion of the ceremony 
guests are invited to partake of afternoon tea in the marquee adjacent to the exhibition building.’ 
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gathering at Regatta Point and the sailing will be in the public eye as well as on news 
reel and television’.170 

 
The inauguration of Lake Burley Griffin created considerable public interest. 
Community organisations sponsored a variety of supporting events.  The Canberra 
Yacht Club and the YMCA Yacht Club organised the sailing regatta, the Burns Rowing 
Club in association with the ACT Rowing Association and the YMCA Canoe Club 
sponsored a series of activities on the lake, while on the foreshore below Anzac Parade 
other services clubs sponsored a fair.  In the evening the Canberra Chamber of 
Commerce in association with the NCDC staged a fire works display on the lake 
foreshore below the site of the National Library.  
 
Overall lost no time in cementing the good relations that had been established between 
the NCDC and the Departments.  Following the inauguration celebrations Overall wrote 
to Kingsland, in his typical familiar but correct manner: 
 

Dear Dick, Thank you for joining in the official party at the Lake Inauguration Ceremony on 
Saturday last. Despite the somewhat blustery conditions I feel that the Ceremony went off well 
and provided a demonstration of the variety of uses the Lake can serve in the future. In preparing 
for the occasion the assistance of various members of your staff was sought and this was given 
willingly in a spirit of co-operation which helped in making the occasion a success. In particular 
I would like to mention the assistance which was extended by Mr Shoobridge and his staff and 
Mr Ray Donnellan.171 

 
Not only was the lake visually impressive, it was very popular with the people of 
Canberra.  Sailing, boating and swimming were the main attractions and a set of 
Ordinances provided rules and regulations for its use.  However, water quality 
continued to make swimming problematic.  A humorous critique appeared in The 
Canberra Times: 
 
 They’ve opened up our brand new lake with pomp and circumstance: 
 All hail to Burley Griffin’s dream that’s our inheritance! 
 And hail to our town planners who, for many a troubled year, 
 Have toiled to put in concrete form the visions of a seer! 
 
 They carved our golden poplars down and built great walls of stone; 
 They loosed a thousand bulldozers whose ways none could condone - 
 With shrieks like drunken mastodons they levelled every hill, 
 Then rampaged round our quiet streets for more grist for their mill. 
 
 The workers - upward-in-the-night at last laid down their tools,  
 And left behind an empty lake that made us look like fools: 
 A lake to be a proper lake needs water in a flood - 
 For months we had a fine dustbowl just lightly laced with mud. 
 
 That’s written into history; we’ve earned our lake’s rare calm: 
 Who wants to swim and take a chance if its a sewage farm? 
 Let’s be content and sail our boats and never dare to think: 
 ‘What happens if we capsize? Is it right to swim or sink?’172 
 

                                                           
170 Ibid. Sail Past Instructions for the Inaugural Regatta 17 and 18 October 1964 was conducted by Lake 
Burley Griffin Co-ordination Committee; Ron Anderson (Chairman), Peter Spottswood (Secretary), Rod 
Dalgleish, Gurth Kimber, Frank Thompson. 
171 Ibid., 19 October 1964, Letter from J W Overall to R Kingsland, Secretary, Department of the Interior 
with copies to First Assistant Secretary (ACT Services) and Assistant Secretary (Lands). 
172 The Canberra Times, 19 October 1964, Letter to the Editor by Joan Lynravn. 
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The Financial Review on 19 May 1964 commented on the surge of public confidence 
created by the completion of the Lake Scheme: 
 

Against the background of the National Capital Development Commission’s first five-year plan, 
tourists began to see Canberra as an interesting stopover on the way to the snowfields, and 
decision-makers in private enterprise began to see it as a venue for new investment, particularly 
in the service industries. ... Between 1954 and 1961, the number of Public servants rose by 60 
per cent ... and in retail and other trades by 162 per cent. ... By 1962-63 private investment had 
accelerated past Government spending. 

 
In a second article on 21 May 1964, the Financial Review summarised the public 
sentiment associated with the development of the Lake: 
 

The central area now evolving as the “symbolic heart” of the nation has a fine impact. But the 
master stroke of Canberra structural planning - and a coup de grace for its critics - is the lake 
which now straddles in place of the nondescript Molonglo River. For many years before the lake 
plans got underway, well-meaning people - like a foreboding Greek chorus - warned of 
disastrously untidy results if the plans were carried through. The Molonglo River was such - it 
was seriously said on some scientific authority - that once dammed, a profusion of mud particles 
would hang in it in ‘colloidal suspension’ this presenting the appearance of a khaki-hued 
outback clay pan. It was also stated on good authority that the soil to form the lake banks would 
constantly crumble in contact with water, causing calamitous land collapses. Finally it was 
suggested that the breeding of mosquitoes around the lake shallows would make life hell for the 
populace. Fortunately, none of these disasters look like coming to pass. The lake is azure-blue 
on a still clear day and turquoise in still overcast conditions. But perhaps most important from 
the grand-design viewpoint, the lake has had the effect of drawing the scattered segments of 
Canberra together and solidifying them into a whole. No longer is the old tag ‘seven suburbs in 
search of a city’ reasonably applicable. 

 
Promotion of the achievement of the Lake was essential to allow the NCDC to move 
forward with the next stage of developing the city.  Although publicity and promotion 
had always been carefully consideration in reporting on the work of the NCDC it was 
largely undertaken through annual reports, professional publications, exhibitions, 
models and tourist brochures.  In June 1964 the NCDC produced a short film, A 
National Capital Emerges, for national release.  Its main purpose was to demonstrate to 
a wider audience the capability and achievements of the NCDC over the previous five 
years in developing the National capital for the people of Australia.  The visual medium 
of film enhanced the beauty and expansiveness of Lake Burley Griffin and was central 
to the image of the city.  The underlying message was that Canberra was developing in 
an extraordinary way.  Canberra was portrayed as a young, modern, progressive and 
energetic city with a high standard of living and set within a beautiful landscape of high 
amenity value. 
 
The successful completion and promotion of this part of the NCDC’s task of developing 
the city provided confidence to move forward with other projects.  At the end of 
October 1964, the Commission tabled in Parliament its ‘Report on Future Canberra’.  
Extensively reported in the press and published by the end of the year, the NCDC saw 
the possibility of Canberra growing through the development of a series of satellite 
towns, each with a population of 100,000 people.173  It regarded that: 
 

Lake Burley Griffin will without doubt stand as the most visible monument of the first seven 
years of the Commission’s work. The completion of the lake scheme marks the fulfilment of the 
initial Griffin ‘garden city’. The extension into the Woden Valley marks the beginning of the 
‘big city’ Canberra of the not so distant future.174 

                                                           
173 National Capital Development Commission, The Future Canberra, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 
1965. 
174 Ibid, p. 34. 
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Making the point that the work was not complete the NCDC expanded on the potential 
for further development around the lake: 
 

The filling of the Lakes has naturally absorbed the Molonglo flood plain in the middle of 
Canberra; but at the same time it has created a permanent and inalienable open space of great 
beauty, and made it possible to develop quite intensively in particular places, without loss of 
character or amenity. Examples of this are at Acton Peninsula, Lotus Bay, a considerable part of 
the margin of the East Lake, and the site at the centre of the main axis which, in the 1958 report I 
put forward as the proper site for the new Houses of Parliament.175  

 
The creation of Lake Burley Griffin also reinforced the role of the landscape architect as 
an equal partner alongside the architect, town planner and engineer.  Overall 
commented: 
 

The completion of the lake, and with it the creation of miles of parkland along the lake shore 
also required the establishment within the NCDC of a new landscaping division. Until then, 
much of the landscaping in Canberra had been undertaken on behalf of the NCDC by the Parks 
and Gardens section of the Department of the Interior. ... Harry Oakman, the chief gardener with 
the Brisbane City Council was recruited as the new Chief Landscape Architect.176 

 
The NCDC gave the cost of the Lakes Scheme development as $5,039,050.  This 
included the construction of the dam, the crest gates, control building and ancillary 
services, the relocation of power lines, tree removals from the lake floor, the formation 
of lake basins and edge construction.  It did not include the soft landscaping.  
 
In promoting its ability to perform on budget and on time the NCDC emphasised the 
comparative costs of $5,039,050 in 1966 with the estimate of £2.2 million ($4.4 
million) made in 1959 with an allowance for inflation over the five years of the Lake’s 
development.  It was presented as a credible achievement in terms of the cost, time and 
the conduct of the project.177  
 
The NCDC also promoted the benefit of this type of development in creating 
confidence and estimated that the cost of the Lake was recouped many times over by 
the value added to the land around it.  As well, the Lake provided a boost in public 
confidence, dispelled political misgivings and supported the objectives of the NCDC.  
Sir John Overall described in his memoirs: 
 

The filling of the lake united the two halves of the city. It brought the transportation system into 
focus and gave shape and character to the central area. Around it were formed parklands for 
public use. Sites were identified for major buildings, including a Parliament House at the edge of 
the lake. It gave purpose to Canberra as a national capital which was not there before and 
provided a great tourist attraction.178 

 
 

                                                           
175 Ibid., p.10. 
176 John Overall, Canberra, Yesterday, Today & Tomorrow, The Federal Capital Press, Canberra, 1995, 
p.45. 
177 See Appendix 5. On 14 February 1966 Australia adopted metrication. 
178 Overall, op. cit., p.62. 
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6.7 DISCUSSION OF CHAPTER 6 
 
The NCDC undertook the planning and development of the national capital with zeal 
and confidence based on the successes of other major projects in Australia and around 
the world.  Holford provided expertise in British post-war planning and brought the 
influence of Modernism to the design of the landscape.  Commissioner Overall brought 
skills of rational organisation and hierarchy as well as experience of public agencies 
involved with public housing and urban developments, such as for the Melbourne 
Olympic Games.  Both men were confident in their planning ability and aesthetic 
judgements and the success of Snowy Mountains Hydro Electric project confirmed 
Australia’s technological ability to undertake major infrastructure projects.   
 
Overall recognised the importance of the support of professional bodies in confirming 
his direction and the National Capital Planning Committee became a vehicle for 
political as well as professional support.  Although he described it as the body to review 
the technical and aesthetic worth of the developments, and as the link between the 
Commission and the people, its value was also in placating the professions, defusing 
professional rivalry and, in a benevolent capacity, determining what it thought was 
suitable for people.  Despite the lack of public consultation, public comment was still 
available through the columns of the press and, occasionally, through the avenue of 
representative government. 
 
The brief facing the designers of the Lake landscape included the requirements to 
enhance open space, facilitate vehicular and pedestrian access and expand urban 
recreation.  Under the influence of Modernism, earth contouring and sweeps of plant 
masses were brought together using picturesque aesthetic principles to modulate form 
and colour.  Similar ideological, educational and work experiences enabled Holford, 
Gray and Clough to establish a successful dialogue between design and implementation. 
 
Following the filling of the Lake in 1964, the NCDC needed to address three major 
issues in terms of the planning and management of the Lake.  The first issue involved 
road and rail access across the flood plain in Griffin’s East Lake area.  In 1966 the 
NCDC wrote in its annual report: 
 

The area is now undeveloped but requirements for road and rail access across the area, for 
industrial, rural and recreational development are accentuating the need to determine a 
framework and policy for future development.179 

 
Griffin had designed the Causeway, not only to hold back the higher level East Lake, 
but also to provide road and rail access across the floodplain.  In 1951 East Lake was 
deleted from the Statutory Plan based on the decision not to continue the railway to 
Yass and until the new Commonwealth Avenue and Kings Avenue Bridges were built, 
the locations of the old Commonwealth Bridge, Scotts and Lennox Crossings, were 
regarded as sufficient.   
 
From 1961 to 1964, during the implementation of the Lake, the design of the East Lake 
area was not resolved.  Dealing with this issue related in part to the uncertainty of water 
supply, but also to the important function of the floodplain to support the production of 
milk, fruit and vegetables to the Canberra community.  The potential that the dairy 
industry posed for polluting the Lake, and the continuing damage to stock and property 

                                                           
179 NCDC, Ninth Annual Report 1 July 1965 to 30 June 1966, 1966, p.9. 
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from regular flooding, were not considered significant at this stage.  The NCDC decided 
to leave the area as a freely draining floodplain by accentuating drainage channels.  The 
result has been the development of a diverse bird habitat and has been named the 
Jerrabombera Wetland. 
 
The third issue to be addressed by the NCDC has involved water quality and quantity 
entering the lake from the Molonglo/Queanbeyan River catchments.  In 1966 the NCDC 
reported that, ‘Investigations have continued into turbidity, sedimentation, stream bank 
erosion, ecology and weed growth.’180  From the earliest considerations of the 
possibility of a body of ornamental water at the Canberra site by Scrivener it had been 
premised on regulating dams in the Molonglo River and Queanbeyan River catchments.  
However the Department of Works 1958/9 investigations into the feasibility of a lake 
advised the NCDC that storage reservoirs upstream would not be required.  This was 
poor advice. 
 
In 1962, the NCDC, in investigating additional water storage for the city, noted the 
value of a dam in the Queanbeyan River catchment both in terms of catchment control 
and for the generation of flow for Lake Burley Griffin during dry periods. 
 

Investigations are now proceeding into the provision of additional water storage for the city ... 
the construction of another dam on the Upper Cotter ... which would utilize the full water 
potential of this catchment. The construction of a dam on the Queanbeyan River, possibly at 
Googong. ... In addition to its use as a water source for the city, this dam could provide 
catchment control of importance to the lake and also to the maintenance of flow downstream on 
the Molonglo.181 

 
The regulation of flow into Lake Burley Griffin was finally addressed with the 
construction of Googong Dam, inaugurated in 1979.  Its construction on the 
Queanbeyan River addressed the issue of additional water supply for the city, the issues 
of water quality through catchment management, and water quantity both during floods 
and droughts through the ability to regulate flows.  The ability of Googong Dam has 
been to be able to supply Canberra with both domestic water and water for the Lake and 
is an indication of the error of Owen’s prediction that there would be insufficient water 
for a large lake.  A dam for the upper Molonglo catchment has yet to be advanced, 
although it is unlikely to proceed in view of recent concerns in maintaining ecological 
flows in rivers and in improving the ecological health of downstream systems. 
 
These three issues have their origins with Scrivener’s selection of the city site and with 
the acceptance of Griffin’s design.  The issues also highlight the wisdom of Oliver’s 
advice in securing the complete water catchment.  The long-term problems arising from 
the Seat of Government compromise that the Commonwealth Government made in 
1908 in accepting territory without securing the water catchment for the city are a 
legacy of frustration.  They also highlight the inadequacy of the Government and the 
NCDC to fully explore Griffin’s proposal for East Lake.182  
 
In 1961, after testing the ideas on a hydraulic model, the Commission decided: 
 

The treatment of the flood plain must be such as to impede as little as possible the passage of 
floods and the proposals envisage the retention of fingers of shallow areas which, with the 

                                                           
180 Ninth Annual Report, 1966, op. cit., p.9. 
181 Ibid., p.16. 
182 Griffin’s East Lake was at a higher level and designed so that its level would fluctuate in order to 
maintain a constant level in the remainder of the lake system. 
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encouragement of reed growth, will attract wild fowl and be a pleasing addition to the Lake 
Scheme.183 

 
The creation of Griffins East Lake would have been difficult, complex and costly, and 
full research into its possibility would have delayed the pressing need to implement the 
rest of the lake.  As a consequence, the design of this area has never been adequately 
resolved.  Perhaps if Griffin’s Causeway, East Lake and regulating dams had been 
implemented, the issues of wetland management could have been addressed in a much 
more urban and controlled manner than with the de-facto establishment and difficult to 
manage flood plain of Jerrabombera Wetlands.  The richness of birdlife that has 
developed on the flood plain would also have developed on Griffin’s East Lake with its 
fluctuating water levels and detailing based on his personal experience of wetlands such 
as at Kankakee Swamps near Chicago.  The construction of the Causeway would also 
have addressed the problem of access across the Molonglo flood plain that is now 
fragmented by dual carriageways. 
 
The successful development of Lake Burley Griffin demonstrated the ability of the 
NCDC to perform the task at hand, on budget and on time.  The NCDC adopted 
efficient systems of governance and administration, developed techniques to soothe 
political and governmental tensions, embraced new technologies, and undertook 
advanced promotion in order to get things done.  The Lake also provided the 
Government with considerable kudos.  It demonstrated a commitment of the 
Government to the Federal ideal and tempered resistance to the centralisation of 
Government departments in Canberra.  
 
This engendered confidence and enabled it to proceed with the development of new 
national projects alongside essential housing development.  For the people of Canberra 
it was a welcome gift, a place for the people, although the continuing problem of 
pollution restricted its use for swimming on regular occasions.  For the professions, the 
creation of the landscape of Lake Burley Griffin reflected well on the international stage 
and demonstrated the value of talented professionals in successfully creating a tangible 
vision of nationhood.  The American town planner Edmund Bacon summed up the 
international response: 
 

Here flourished and continues to flourish one of the greatest urban designs ever produced, 
conceived, nurtured, and grown in circumstances fiercely democratic. … Here is a plan that 
continues to work in spite of enormous changes in the technology of transportation, a system of 
design which is capable of indefinite extension.184 

 
 
 
 
 

 
183 A8839, op. cit., 9-19 November 1961. 
184 Edmund Bacon, Design of Cities, Thames and Hudson, London, 1975, p.309, first published 1967. 
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 We provide meanings by creating ‘realities’ and it is from these creations that we can think and act.1 
 
 
In the early months of 1964 the rapid filling of Lake Burley Griffin almost instantly 
revealed the full extent and beauty of the Canberra landscape.  Although earlier floods, 
such as those in 1957 and 1926, had briefly shown the potential and extent of such a lake, 
the visual impact of the large body of ornamental water at the centre of the city 
immediately became a potent symbol of national achievement.  The achievement was noted 
in professional circles and international publications.   
 
At the time of Federation many Australians, particularly politicians, viewed Australia’s 
future with optimism.  Democratic ideals, progressive ideologies and rapid technological 
advances presented the opportunity to create, in tangible form, a national identity, albeit as 
part of the British Commonwealth of nations.  Fundamental to this sense of optimism and 
reinforced by artists of the time such as painters and writers, was an appreciation and a 
vision of landscape in its various forms.  In Australia, as in many countries, landscape was 
a distinguishing characteristic that gave definition to place.  
 
Australia’s specific geographic, climatic and under-developed characteristics presented an 
unparalleled opportunity to expand the concept of the Picturesque, a concept which had 
been mapped, elaborated and enriched over the nineteenth century, both within Australia 
and throughout the developed world.  Informed by a British heritage of landscape making 
and picturesque landscape painting, artists such as those of the Heidelberg School of 
painters popularised the aesthetic qualities of the Australian bush.  Writers and poets, such 
as Henry Lawson and Dorothea MacKellar, infused the harshness of the Australian 
landscape with democratic national sentiment  Natural and designed landscapes became a 
part of the aesthetic and moral high ground of national consciousness and a vehicle for 
international discourse.  As seen by many Australians, Walter Burley Griffin’s design for 
the Federal Capital City and Marion Mahony Griffin’s presentation drawings captured the 
landscape spirit  
 
Not only was landscape perceived in terms of a romantic connection with nature, landscape 
was also confirmed as an urban ideal.  At the beginning of the twentieth century there was a 
lively international discourse on the nature of the ideal city and the design of public 
landscapes, as well as private landscapes.  Theories of ideal urban form, such as Garden 
City and City Beautiful, were advanced.  These theories integrated landscape elements such 
prospects, vistas and water features, with public buildings, rational forms of housing, 
sanitation infrastructure and efficient transportation systems.  In Britain, Thomas Mawson 
and Patrick Geddes played a major role and in America, the scale and extent of work, 
particularly the pioneering work of Frederick Olmsted, precipitated the founding of the 
profession of Landscape Architecture.  In Australia ideas of landscape were promoted by 
town planners, such as John Sulman, and park makers such as Robert Guilfoyle. 
 
Although Australia was geographically distant landscape developments, particularly in 
Paris, London, Washington and Chicago, exemplified the theories and possibilities and 
                                                           
1 Donald Horne, Ideas for a Nation, Pan Books, Sydney, 1989, p.11. 
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became major sources of influence.  Publications described and illustrated the work, study 
tours and conferences were organised and experts were consulted.  Paris and the work of 
Hausmann and Alphonde demonstrated the beauty and wellbeing that could accrue through 
landscape developments such as parks and gardens with lakes and water features, street tree 
planting and the development of boulevards and parkways.  The application of Ebenezer 
Howard’s Garden City philosophy at Letchworth demonstrated an egalitarian, healthy and 
attractive vision.  Not only was landscape related to the appearance and improvement of 
urban and rural land, it also assumed moral and social dimensions. 
 
The writers of the Australian Constitution imagined the new Federal City would symbolise 
the highest aspirations of the nation.  From the very beginning, as demonstrated in 
Alexander Oliver’s Royal Commission to investigate suitable sites, it was proposed that 
this city would be beautified by landscape and, as with all other important and beautiful 
cities, water would be a feature.  This approach was confirmed by a representative group of 
engineers, architects, surveyors and others interested in the building of the city.  The new 
ideal city would also demonstrate latest advances in town planning and modern technology 
and, in line with current thinking on environmental determinism, would create a healthy 
environment to breed a healthy race.  With the majority of Australia’s population 
concentrated in state capitals on the coastal fringe, concerns over naval threats from foreign 
powers and the need to promote inland development, an inland site was favoured.   
 
However, in a country fraught by unreliable seasons there was also a critical need to secure 
an adequate and reliable supply of water.  Advances in water technology held out the 
promise of the creation of inland reservoirs and waterways and these were perceived in 
terms of both utility and picturesque beauty.  For the development of an ideal inland city it 
was believed that reservoirs could serve as ornamental lakes for beauty and recreation as 
well as for water supply.  Water-generated electricity could supply the energy needs of the 
modern city and irrigation systems could create gardens in the wilderness.  The possibilities 
of landscape and water infused national consciousness.  Not only would an inland site 
provide the opportunity to demonstrate the reality of the ideal city, a landscape beautified 
by water would have ability to shape national identity.   
 
Robert Scrivener was a key figure in determining the suitability of the physical 
characteristics of the site, including the adequacy of water supply.  Conceived from the 
outset as a city in the landscape, bearing in mind the role of water in the picturesque scene 
and its potential to beautify the city, Scrivener selected a site with the ability to 
accommodate a large ornamental lake.  Politicians and bureaucrats could enumerate the 
requirements of the Federal city, but they needed the skills of a talented designer to give it 
form.  The genius of Griffin’s design was that landscape was used to order and beautify the 
city and an ornamental lake was placed at its heart.  What Griffin’s design represented, but 
was little understood at the time, was a spatial integration of landscape, water and city to 
reflect the interaction of the individual with the state and thereby provide a tangible and 
profound expression of democracy. 
 
When those charged with the task started to build the city the tension between landscape as 
idea and landscape as reality was confronted.  The grand vision was replaced by pragmatic 
demands and building an ornamental lake would not be easy.  Shortcomings in data on 
which to make accurate judgements, Government limitations in access to and acceptance of 
new technology and uncertain cost implications could not be sustained.  National and social 
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aspirations for the Federal City were re-evaluated within the context of the First World 
War, the limitations of the political system and its bureaucracy, and the onset of economic 
hardship. 
 
Griffin, through the Office of the Federal Capital from 1913 to 1920, the Federal Capital 
Advisory Committee chaired by John Sulman from 1921 to 1924 and the Federal Capital 
Commission under Commissioner Sir John Butters from 1925 to 1929, were all committed 
to the idea of a lake as paramount to the form of the city.  Percy Owen proposed a more 
pragmatic approach to developing the lake, but the Government through its committee on 
Public Works rejected it.   
 
Through the decades following the declaration of the Federal Territory, another approach to 
beautifying the city was underway.  Under horticulturists and foresters Thomas Weston, 
Alexander Bruce, John Hobday and Lindsay Pryor, tree planting served this purpose.  It 
also provided the framework of a landscape setting to enhance the Lake’s eventual 
development.  Over this time advisory committees, with professional representation, 
advised the relevant Minister on the development of the city. 
 
In association with the social and political fragmentation of the Great Depression of the 
1930s the idea of landscape moved from an international aesthetic sensibility and symbol of 
high moral ground to a functional, socially unifying and provincial response.  An 
ornamental lake would have to wait.  Domestic gardening, swimming, boating and fishing 
in local rivers reflected the levels of expectation of the people.  The vision of a lake as a 
grand landscape gesture at the heart of the city faded.  Skills, alongside aspirations, 
diminished.  Over the next two decades the idea of landscape for the nation’s capital shifted 
from an expression of national aspiration, to a localised and socially binding device for a 
pioneering community. 
 
After the Second World War advanced technological, organisational and professional skills 
applied to large-scale building programs around the world again focussed attention on the 
physical and aesthetic needs of the national capital and for the centralised needs of 
government.  From the professional perspective and under the proactive international 
influence of Modernism landscape was perceived as free and open access to nature for the 
individual.  Professional collaboration was promoted as a means of solving complex 
problems of urban development.  Combined with new technological skills, land could now 
be organised and utilised for human benefit.  Landscape was assessed in aesthetic, social, 
and functional terms and access to water was promoted for health, recreation and visual 
setting.   
 
The agencies charged with the task of developing Canberra, particularly the Department of 
the Interior and the Works section, weathered the tides of political disinterest and jealousy, 
bureaucratic bungling, parsimony, provincialism, inadequate information and technological 
incompetency.  However, a continuing conviction in a landscape vision for the city was 
maintained by a small group of Canberra supporters such as Charles Daley.  The statutory 
protection of the Griffin plan, alongside political patronage and economic buoyancy, 
combined with a new generation of bureaucrats with administrative and technical ability 
and allowed a reappraisal of the development of the national capital.  Senator John 
McCallum was pivotal in reactivating interest in establishing Canberra as the National 
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capital.  A new generation of professionals, inspired by the potential of International 
Modernism, saw their opportunity to contribute. 
 
Prime Minister Sir Robert Menzies and British expert Sir William Holford saw the visual 
integrity of Canberra as a requirement to advance the concept of the National capital to all 
Australians.  The reinstatement of a commitment to building the lake would provide a 
technological challenge as well as create a national symbol.  From a political perspective 
the idea of landscape became the symbol through which the Government could re-assert 
power, demonstrate national pride and achieve international recognition. 
 
For the National Capital Development Commission the objective was to convert the idea of 
a lake landscape to a landscape of reality.  Holford’s role as adviser remained critical 
throughout the process.  Within the context of Menzies’ political patronage, statutory 
authority to plan and develop, an assured budget and the imprimatur of international expert 
advice, the National Capital Development Commission undertook the detailed design and 
implementation of Lake Burley Griffin and its surrounding parklands.  
 
Working in an autocratic manner, demonstrated by an unwillingness to consult with the 
Canberra community, the NCDC secured the support of the key professional groups of 
architecture, engineering and town planning through the involvement of the their 
representatives on the influential National Capital Planning Committee.  Cooperation was 
also established with other Government departments.  The NCDC used a structured and 
well-documented organisational system with teams of professionals working within 
divisions of architecture, engineering and town planning.  These divisions, headed by 
Grenfell Rudduck, William Andrews, Peter Harrison, coordinated their approach to the 
design process and implementation program.  High profile consultants were commissioned 
to undertake controversial design work and tendering and supervision of work was 
rigorously controlled.  The transparency and logic of the systems approach was well 
received by Government.  Headed by Sir John Overall, but acting as a team, the NCDC 
successfully coordinated the detailed design and implementation of Canberra’s lake and 
parklands on time and to cost. 
 
The reality of Lake Burley Griffin, gauged by the public response, took everyone by 
surprise.  The large body of water surrounded by sweeps of grass and groups of trees 
dramatically changed the scale of the space, made sense of Griffin’s axes and animated the 
scene with colour and light.  Coinciding with a worldwide interest in city development and 
supported by the NCDC’s proactive publicity machine, the construction of Lake Burley 
Griffin lifted the image of Canberra into national consciousness and brought favourable 
international comment to the city.  
 
Most significantly, the successful creation of Lake Burley Griffin provided a boost of 
confidence to Canberra.  By associating itself with this transformation, the Government 
used the achievement of the Lake as a political device to demonstrate commitment to the 
idea of Canberra as the National capital and its intention to consolidate political power in 
the city.  The Lake encouraged a sense of public pride in the city, not seen before, and 
helped attract people and business to move to the city.  The lake landscape also helped meet 
the expectations of the growing middle-class population for recreation by providing of a 
range of aquatic opportunities and parkland facilities. 
 

 201



7:  CONCLUSION  

 202

The filling of the lake is not the end of the story.  As the meanings attributed to landscape 
shifted and developed over the sixty-year period of the lake’s development, so they 
continue to evolve.  At the beginning of the twentieth century the idea of landscape related 
to aesthetic and moral values.  At the end of the twentieth century the idea of landscape, 
while also relating to aesthetic values, also accommodates ideas of environmental 
responsibility.  Concerns in the 1960s over high levels of sediment entering the lake 
attributed to the degraded state of much of the catchment and turned attention to the need 
for catchment management.  This has culminated in the Lake Burley Griffin Catchment 
Protection Scheme, a scheme involving cooperation between Commonwealth and State 
Government agencies and landowners. 
 
Until the formation of the NCDC the articulated role of the Landscape Architecture 
profession in the development of Canberra had been subservient to the professional roles of 
architects and engineers.  However, a recognition of the skills of the landscape architect in 
implementing the designed landscape of Lake Burley Griffin, and the value of landscape 
architects such as Richard Clough at the NCDC, resulted in the formation of the Landscape 
Division under the direction of Harry Oakman, alongside the Divisions of Architecture, 
Engineering and Town Planning.  This recognition of the important role of landscape 
architecture in developing the city added support to the fledgling Australian Institute of 
Landscape Architects which was constituted in 1966. 
 
Although the nation’s capital was planned from the very beginning to be a city beautified 
by landscape, the creation of Lake Burley Griffin reinforced the long-held landscape vision 
for the city.  It enhanced the visual impact of the Canberra setting, reinstated the physical 
and symbolic integration of landscape, water and city, and expanded the experience of 
democracy through the free engagement of people with the place symbolic of democracy 
through the seat of Government.   
 
As an empirical thematic history, Behind the Landscape of Lake Burley Griffin articulates 
landscape ideas and practice with the creation of a place of national significance.  It 
explores the idea that individual and national aspirations can be reflected in, and expanded 
by, a landscape vision such as that created by Lake Burley Griffin, and through an 
investigation of the implementation process, extends the knowledge base of the profession 
and practice of landscape architecture in Australia. 
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APPENDICES 

A 1   METRIC CONVERSION TABLE 
 
 
Imperial measurements were used in Australia until 14 February 1966. The thesis therefore uses imperial 
measures until this time. 
 
LENGTH 
1 inch = 25.4 millimetre 
1 foot = 30.5 centimetre 
1 yard = 0.914 metre 
1 mile = 1.61 kilometre 
 
AREA 
1 square yard = 0.836 square metre 
1 acre = 0.405 hectare 
1 square mile = 2.59 square kilometre 
 
VOLUME 
1 gallon = 4.6 litre 
1 cubic foot = 0.03 cubic metre 
 
MONEY 
£1 = $2 
 
 

 XII



APPENDICES 

A 2   CANBERRA TIMELINE: 1887-1964 
 
Date Government/ Event relevant to development of Canberra 
 Population  
 
1887   Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee, First Colonial Conference, London. 
1888   Centenary of British settlement. Celebrations in Sydney and Melbourne. 
1889    
1890   Australasian Federation Conference (Federation Conference) Melbourne. 
1891   Canberra, three major floods in 1891. Earlier recorded floods 1852, 1853,  
   1870, 1879. 
   National Australasian Convention (Federal Convention). First draft of  
   Constitution. 
1892   Depression. 
1893   Australasian Federation League formed. Corowa Conference. 
1894    
1895   1895-1903 prolonged drought in Canberra region. 
1896   Sir Henry Parkes dies. 
1897    
1898   June 1898, referendum for Constitution Bill. Successful in Victoria, South  
   Australia and Tasmania. Defeated in NSW. 
1899   January 1899, ‘Secret’ Premiers’ conference to amend Constitution Bill.  
   Successful referendum in all colonies except Western Australia. 
   September 1899, George Reid resigns as Premier of the colony of NSW.  
   William Lynne becomes Premier. 
   14 November 1899, Royal Commission appointed by NSW Government to  
   investigate sites for the capital. Commissioner Alexander Oliver, visits Yass  
   and Queanbeyan/Canberra site. 
1900   9 July 1900, Constitution Bill signed by Queen Victoria. 
   31 July 1900, successful West Australian referendum. 
   7 September 1900, Commonwealth of Australia proclaimed. 
   26 October 1900, Oliver’s report tabled in NSW Legislative Assembly.  
   Bombala his first choice with Yass and Orange equal contenders. 
1901 Edmund Barton 1 January 1901. Inauguration of the Commonwealth, Centennial Park,  
 1/1/01-24/9/03 Sydney. 
 Protectionist Earl of Hopetoun first Governor-General. Death of Queen Victoria. 
 Party, Hunter. 29-30 March 1901, first federal election. 
   27 April 1901, first Commonwealth Parliament legally established. 
   Oliver presents report to Prime Minister Edmund Barton. 
   1 May, Congress of Engineers, Architects, Surveyors and others interested in  
   the Building of the Federal Capital of Australia, Melbourne.  
   9 May 1901, Duke of Cornwall and York opens Commonwealth Parliament  
   in the Exhibition Building, Melbourne. 
   William Lyne Minister of State for Home Affairs. 
   JH Maiden (Sydney Botanic Gardens) visits Port Sunlight. 
1902   Boer War in South Africa ends. Australian Labour Party formally established. 
   Women given the vote for federal elections. 
   March 1902, Senators tour of Federal Capital sites. 
   6 May 1902, House of Representatives tour of Federal Capital sites. 
   Drought. 
   16 December 1902, Capital Sites Inquiry Board chaired by architect John  
   Kirkpatrick appointed by the Federal Government. 
1903   14 January 1903, Capital Sites Inquiry Board becomes a Royal Commission. 
   July 1903, Royal Commission’s report. 
 Alfred Deakin September 1903 
 24/9/03-27/4/04 9 October 1903, House of Representatives chooses Tumut and an area of not  
 Protectionist less than 1000 square miles. The Senate rejects Tumut and inserts Bombala. 
 Party, Ballarat 16 December 1903, Federal poll. Women allowed to vote. 
1904 John Watson 27 April 1904, Change of Government. 
 27/4/04-17/8/04 1 June 1904, Alexander Oliver dies. 
 ALP, Sydney. 15 August 1904, Federal Parliament selects Dalgety in southern Monaro as  
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   site for the Federal Capital. 
   14 June 1904, Sir John See, Premier of NSW resigns. 
   6 August 1904, Joseph Carruthers elected Premier of NSW. 
 George Reid 18 August 1904, Change of Government. 
 18/8/04-5/7/05 
 Free Trade Party 
 Sydney 
1905 Alfred Deakin 5 July 1905 
 5/7/05-13/11/08 12 December 1905, Survey Bill showing Scrivener’s tentative limits for a  
 Fusion Party, federal territory.  
 Ballarat 
1906   NSW Government prepares a series of technical reports on the Canberra site. 
   13 August 1906, 36 Members and Senators visit Canberra by train. 
   12 October, General elections  
1907   20 February-July, Deakin travels to London for Commonwealth conference. 
   Federal members, including J.C. Watson visit Canberra site. 
   New Zealand becomes a self-governing dominion. 
   June, Sir John Forrest, acting Prime Minister, visits Canberra. 
   September, Carruthers returned as Premier of NSW then resigns. Succeeded  
   by Charles Wade. 
1908 Andrew Fisher Drought across NSW. 
 13/11/08-2/6/09 8 October 1908, Yass-Canberra replaces Dalgety as the federal capital site. 
 ALP, Q’land 6 November 1908,  Senate supports Yass-Canberra. 
   14 December 1908, Seat of Government Bill becomes law. Scrivener  
   instructed to commence survey of Yass-Canberra. 
1909 Alfred Deakin NSW passes the Seat of Government Surrender Act, enabling the transfer of  
 2/6/09-19/4/10 territory to the Commonwealth.  
 Liberal Party, 25 February 1909, Scrivener completes broad survey of Yass-Canberra  
   district. 
   May 1909, Scrivener defines Federal Territory of approx 1000 square miles  
   and plans for possible rail routes to Jervis Bay. 
   7 December 1909, New South Wales Seat of Government Surrender Bill  
   passes both Houses of State Parliament. 
1910 Andrew Fisher 22 January 1910, The Seat of Government Acceptance Act (1909)  
   proclaimed. 
 29/4/10-24/6/13 October 1910, Royal Institute of British Architects. London Town Planning 
 ALP, Q’land Conference (at least 5 Australians attend) 
   29 April 1910, King O’Malley becomes Minister for Home Affairs. 
   22 June 1910, P.T. Owen submits proposals for successive stages of works  
   required for Canberra. 
   25 November 1910, Seat of Government (Administration) Bill passes to take  
   effect with possession of the federal territory. 
   5 December 1910, The territory vested in the Commonwealth as from 1  
   January 1911. 
1911   1 January 1911, proclamation of Acts of Surrender and Acceptance with an  
   area of 912 square miles in the Canberra district as the Federal Capital  
   Territory. Royal Military College at Duntroon officially opened. 
   Weirs constructed on the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers. 
   30 April 1911, Department of Home Affairs launches international  
   competition for the design of the Federal Capital City of the Commonwealth  
   of Australia. In the requirements, parks and gardens and ‘ornamental waters’ 
   are mentioned as well as recent developments in the science of town  
   planning. (W B Griffin works on the Canberra Plan over November and  
   December 1911) 
1912   Construction of Cotter Dam commences. 
   Kingston Power Station commenced by Department of Home Affairs.  
   31 January 1912. Competition entries close; Most entries have ornamental  
   waters on the Molonglo flood plain. 
   23 May 1912. W.B. Griffin awarded £1750 as winner of the design  
   competition. 
   27 June 1912. Plans referred to Departmental Board of experts for report. 
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   August 1912. Announcement of winners for the federal capital competition. 
   25 November 1912. Board puts forward its own design for the federal capital. 
   Charles Reade becomes Assistant Secretary of the Garden Cities and Town  
   Planning Association (Britain). A special colonial division is organised to  
   export the ideas to the antipodes. 
1913 Joseph Cook 10 January 1913, O’Malley gives approval to the Board’s plan. 
 24/6/13-17/9/14 20 February 1913. Construction of the capital inaugurated. 
 Free Trade Party 12 March 1913, The Governor-General, Lord Denman lays the first  
 Parramatta foundation stone, Lady Denman officially names the capital of  
   Australia, Canberra. Formal commencement of Canberra. 
   April 1913, Town Planning Tour; 45 Australian and New Zealanders  
   (including William Watt, shortly to move into Federal politics) visit  
   Letchworth, Hamstead. 
   3 changes of government 24/6/13-27/10/15 
   Charles Weston appointed Canberra’s Officer-in-charge of Afforestation. 
   28 July 1913, Cabinet invites Griffin to visit Australia for  
   discussion with Departmental Board. 
   18 August 1913, Griffin arrives in Australia, proceeds to Canberra the  
   following day. 
   26 August 1913, Griffin meets with Departmental Board. 
   15 October 1913, Revised Preliminary Plan and ‘Report Explanatory’. 
   18 October 1913, Griffin appointed Federal Capital Director of Design and  
   Construction.  
   Griffin’s Preliminary Plan forms the working basis for development. 
   15 November 1913, Griffin takes 6 months leave to finalise overseas  
   business. 
1914 Andrew Fisher January 1914, Sir William Lever, a leader in the garden city movement,  
 17/4/14-27/10/15 gives a public lecture in Sydney Town Hall. 
 ALP, Q’land Imperial Health Conference, London (25 Australian delegates). 
   17 April 1914, W.O. Archibald, Minister for Home Affairs. 
   12 May 1914, Griffin returns to Australia after 6 months leave. 
   4 August 1914, Britain declares war on Germany automatically including  
   Australia. 
   31 August 1914, Reade (Garden Cities and Town Planning Association)  
   campaigns in Sydney. 
   September 1914, WWI. 
1915 Billy Hughes Owen report into hydraulic considerations for lakes scheme. 
 27/10/15-2/2/23 Cotter Dam water supply storage reservoir completed. 
 ALP, Sydney Griffin produces ‘Schematic’ plan. 
   Cotter Dam completed. 
   August 1915, Kingston Power Station completed and generating electricity. 
1916 2460  Parliamentary Works Committee inquiry into Dams for Ornamental Waters, 
   recommendation that East Lake be indefinitely postponed. 
   14 April 1916, Griffin’s contract renewed for 3 years. 
   Construction controlled by Department of Works and Railways, Land matters  
   controlled by Department of Home and Territories. 
1917   First Australian Town Planning Conference, Adelaide. 
1918 2569  11 November 1918, WWI ends. 
   Griffin continues plan development, the ‘revised’ plan. 
   1918-19 drought. 
1919   November 1919 Victorian Town Planning Conference, Ballarat. 
1920   Australian Country Party is formed. 
   1919-1920, Griffin undertakes earthworks for the lake by horse and dray; 
   part of West Basin and portion of the south bank of the Central Basin defined. 
   Foundation stone of the Capitol laid by HRH the Prince of Wales. 
   31 December 1920, Griffin’s resignation takes effect. 
1921 2572  22 January 1921, Federal Capital Advisory Committee appointed. 
1922   26,27 July, 1922, Flood. Commonwealth Avenue Bridge damaged and  
   railway bridge over the Molonglo demolished and never rebuilt. 
   John Sulman attends the 1922 London conference of the International Garden  
   Cities and Town Planning Association and is elected Vice-President. 
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1923 Stanley Bruce Telopea School built. 
 9/2/23-22/10/29 Railway system extended from Queanbeyan to Canberra. 
 Nationalist Party 28 August 1923, first sod turned for provisional Parliament House. 
 Flinders, Vic. 
1924 2998  4 March 1924, an airport established at Northbourne Avenue. 
   John Sulman attends the International Garden Cities and Town Planning  
   Conference at Amsterdam where he meets Ebenezer Howard. 
   June 1924, the Commonwealth has erected 88 permanent brick cottages. 
   July 1924, Seat of Government (Administration) Act 1924. 
1925 3000  Balfour Declaration (establishing dominion autonomy) 

January 1925, Federal Capital Commission appointed under the Seat of  
   Government (Administration) Act 1924. Under John Butters the FCC is 
   responsible for the building and governing of the city. The Act also provides  
   for the Griffin Plan to be the approved plan for the city. 
   Commonwealth Avenue Bridge construction. 
   27 May 1925, major flood (higher than 1922 flood) Commonwealth Avenue  
   Bridge damaged. 
   11 November 1925, gazettal of Griffin plan (G.F. Pearce Minister for Home  
   and Territories). 
1926 4921  Thomas Charles Weston retires. 
   3 September 1926, Canberra Times first published. 
   ‘Ribbon of Water’ Scheme first suggested. 
1927 5726  9 May 1927, Duke of York opens Provisional Parliament House, Seat of 
   Government moves from Melbourne. 
   Forestry School opens. 
   Albert Hall built. 
   Amendments to the Griffin plan. 
1928   Department of Home Affairs responsible for land matters. 
1929 6880  Economic depression takes effect. 
 James Scullin Owen, Peake Report into lake matters. 
 22/10/29-6/1/32 November 1929, Sir John Butters leaves Federal Capital Commission. 
 ALP, Yarra, Vic 
1930 7000  FCC abolished. Responsibilities distributed among 4 departments (Home  
   Affairs, Works, Health, Attorney-General’s). 
   Advisory Council formed. 
   Civic administrator appointed. 
   Free plants to lessees. 
1931 8,943  25 February 1931, Federal Highway opened to traffic. Funded by  
   unemployment relief. 
1932 8,221   
 Joseph Lyons Department of the Interior formed to replace Department of Home Affairs  
 6/1/32-7/4/39 and Works and Railways. Sydney Harbour Bridge opens 
 ALP, Tasmania  
1933 7325  A third ‘Ribbon of Water’ Scheme suggested to replace the West Lake. 
1934 7500  Start of recovery from the depression 

Building of the Australian War Memorial commences. 
   25 October 1934, Flood. 
   ‘The lake proposal is dead as Caesar’s ghost’. Colonel John Goodwin.) 
1935   National Library on Kings Avenue built (later demolished). 
   7 October 1935, first scheduled commercial flights at Pialligo. 
1936 8000  September, completion of Yass Road (built on unemployment relief). 
1937  
1938   Establishment of National Capital Planning and Development Committee. 
   Federal Capital Territory becomes the Australian Capital Territory. 
   Alexander Bruce resigns and is replaced by John Hobday. 
   Flood, Woolshed Creek Bridge destroyed. 
1939 10,800  1939-1945 Works and Services branch made a separate department 
 Earle Page National Capital planning and Development Committee established. 
 7/4/39-24/6/39 Canberra High School opens. 
 Country Party 
 Cowper, NSW 

 XVI



APPENDICES 

 Robert Menzies 3 September 1939, WW2. Australia at war with Germany. 
 24/6/39-29/8/41 
 United Aus Party 
 Kooyong, Vic. 
1940 12,000 
1941 Arthur Fadden War Memorial completed. 
 29/8/41-7/10/41 
 Country Party 
 Queensland 
 John Curtin 
 7/10/41-5/7/45 
 ALP, WA. 
1942  
1943   First women elected to Federal Parliament. 
1944   Hobday retires, Lindsay Pryor acting Supervisor of Parks and Gardens. 
   Liberal Party of Australia forms. 
1945 13,500  9 April 1945. Flood. 
 Frank Forde 5 July 1945. Prime Minister John Curtin dies. 
 6/7/45-13/7/45 First pre-school centre opened in Reid. 
 ALP, Q’land 15 August 1945. WW2 ends. 
 Ben Chifley 
 13/7/45-19/12/49 
 ALP, NSW. 
1946   Establishment of the Australian National University under an Act of  
   Parliament. 
1947 16,905  Post-war immigration begins on a large scale. 
1948   Approval for transfer of 7000 public servants to Canberra. Did not occur. 
   4 May 1948. Flood. 
1949 Robert Menzies ACT obtains its first representative in the House of Reps (full voting rights  

19/12/49-26/1/66 not obtained until 1966). Denis Winston becomes the first Professor of Town  
Liberal Party, Vic Planning in Australia (Uni of Sydney). 

1950   January 1950. Ministerial approval of 1,000 acres for industrial use at  
   Symonston. (Fyshwick) 
   23 March 1950, elimination of East Lake and route of the proposed railway  
   through the city from the Canberra plan. 
   Fyshwick major industrial area designated. 
   3 April 1950. Flood. 
   Cotter Dam wall raised. 
1951 23,530  Federal Congress on Regional and Town Planning, Canberra (leads to the  
   formation of the Royal Australian Planning Institute). 
   ACT Development Branch replaces the Land and Surveys branch within the  
   Department of the Interior to be responsible for development, planning and  
   land administration. 
   Town Planning Conference in Canberra, Holford guest-lecturer. 
1952   16 June 1952. Flood. 
1953   11 April 1953. Fire damage to Melbourne Building. 
   11 June 1953. West Lake eliminated from the City Plan and replaced by a  
   ‘ribbon of water’  (Minister for the Interior Wilfrid Kent Hughes, Secretary  
   Department of the Interior Bill McLaren, Surveyor-General and Assistant  
   Secretary of the Department of the Interior John Rogers. The National Capital  
   Planning and Development Committee approved the deletion. 
   King George V Memorial was unveiled. 
   1 October 1953. ACT Advisory Council formed. 
   J R Fraser elected the member for ACT. 
1954   November 1954. Senate Select Committee inquiry into the development of  
   Canberra (Chair Senator JA McCallum). 
   Scotts Crossing bridge proposal. 
   Visit by Queen Elizabeth. 
1955 30,712  26 January 1955. Report on Commonwealth Avenue Bridge and Report on  
   Water Supply Storage System Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public  
   Works (Wilson Report). 
   29 September 1955. The Senate Report from the Select Committee  
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   Appointed to Inquire Into and Report Upon the Development of Canberra,  
   tabled in Parliament. 
   Menzies election win. 
1956 34,418  January 1956. Kent Hughes replaced as Minister for Works and Interior by  
   Allan Fairhall. 
   13 March 1956. Flood. 
   10 June 1956. Flood. 
   25 June 1956. Flood. 
   Senate debate on Select Committee report 20-21 March, 15-16 May, 8 June. 
   Melbourne hosts the Olympic Games. 
1957   September, Commonwealth Act to establish NCDC to plan the city of  
   Canberra. Management of the territory as a whole to be retained within the  
   Department of the Interior.  
   Holford’s Observations on the future of Canberra. 
   Lindsay Pryor resigns from Parks and Gardens to be replaced by David  
   Shoobridge. 
1958 39,061  January 1958. Flood  
   Holford’s paper tabled; Observations on the Future Development of Canberra,  
   ACT.  
   July 1958, formation of the NCDC. Appointed for a seven year period. 
   September TV services begin in Sydney. 
   21 October 1958, flood. 
   Cabinet approves implementation of lake scheme. 
   Work on Bendora Dam on the Cotter River commences. 
1959 43,973  12 March 1959, NCDC promotion of an exhibition of plans for Canberra’s  
   development. River model constructed, Parks and Gardens department  
   commence planting the high ground of the lake margins. 
   22 July 1959. Flood.. 
   21 October 1959. Flood.. 
   26 October 1959. restitution of West Lake 
1960 50,237  May 1960, first contract for Dam gates let. 
   9 September. Flood. 
   September 1960, Work on Scriverer Dam commences. 
1961 56,848  March 1961, commencement of construction on Commonwealth Bridge. 
   4 March 1961. Flood. 
   Bendora Dam completed. 
1962 63,821  Contract let to complete Parkes Way from Anzac Parade to Commonwealth  
   Avenue, including the construction the lily pond and aquarium pond (Nerang  
   Pool). 
   10 March 1962, Kings Avenue Bridge officially opened by Menzies. 
   17 May 1962, the name ‘Lake Burley Griffin’ officially gazetted. 
   Last use of Royal Canberra Golf course. 
   Vietnam War. 
   16 September 1962. Flood. 
1963 70,775  11 March 1963, Queen Elizabeth views progress of construction of Lake  
   Burley Griffin from Regatta Point. 
   20 May 1963. Flood. 
   20 September 1963, Gordon Freeth, Minister for the Interior closes valves of  
   the dam before 2000 people. 
   21 November 1963, 31 places around Lake Burley Griffin named. 
   November 1963, Commonwealth Avenue Bridge opens without fanfare. 
   Water Police Branch established with three rescue craft. 
   NCDC forms a separate Landscaping Division under Harry Oakman. 
1964 77,644  March 1964, Decision to prepare master plan for Commonwealth Gardens. 
   29 April 1964, water reaches planned level of 556 metre (1825 feet). 
   30 April 1964, National Rowing Council championships. 
   Sylvia Crowe visits Canberra to consult on Commonwealth Gardens. 
   17 October 1964, Saturday afternoon, Sir Robert Menzies officially  
   inaugurates the lake. 
   December 1964, Grenfell Ruddock (NCDC Associate Commissioner) dies  
   while in office. 
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A 3    CHRONOLOGY OF MINISTRIES  
AND DEPARTMENTS:  1901-19641 

 
 
1. BARTON MINISTRY  1 January 1901 to 24 September 1903 
Protectionist Party 
Prime Minister   Sir Edmund Barton   1/1/01 - 24/9/03 
Minister for Home Affairs; Sir William John Lyne  1/1/01 - 7/8/03 
 succeeded by  Sir John Forrest    7/8/03 - 24/9/03 
Treasurer   Sir George Turner   1/1/01 - 24/9/03 
Secretary to the Department of Home Affairs;  D Miller  19/11/01 - 14/11/16 
 
2. DEAKIN MINISTRY   24 September 1903 to 27 April 1904 
Protectionist Party 
Prime Minister   Alfred Deakin    24/9/03 - 27/4/04 
Minister for Home Affairs  Sir John Forrest    24/9/03 - 27/4/04 
Treasurer   Sir George Turner  24/9/03 - 27/4/04 
 
3. WATSON MINISTRY 27 April 1904 to 17 August 1904 
Australian Labour Party 
Prime Minister and Treasurer John Christian Watson   27/4/04 - 17/8/04 
Minister for Home Affairs  Egerton Lee Batchelor  27/4/04 - 17/8/04 
Trade and Customs  Andrew Fisher   27/4/04 - 17/8/04 
 
4. REID-McCLEAN MINISTRY17 August 1904 to 5 July 1905 
Free Trade Party 
Prime Minister   George Houston Reid   17/8/04 - 5/7/05 
Treasurer   Sir George Turner  17/8/04 - 5/7/05 
Minister for Home Affairs  Dugald Thomson   17/8/04 - 5/7/05 
 
5. DEAKIN MINISTRY   5 July 1905 to 13 November 1908 
Fusion Party 
Prime Minister   Alfred Deakin    5/7/05 - 13/11/08 
Treasurer   Sir John Forrest    5/7/05 - 30/7/07 
 succeeded by  Sir William John Lyne   30/7/07 - 13/11/08 
Minister for Home Affairs  Littleton Ernest Groom   5/7/05 - 12/10/06  
who then became Attorney-General     12/10/06 - 13/11/08 
 succeeded by  Thomas Ewing    12/10/06 - 24/1/07 
 succeeded by  John Henry Keating   24/1/07 - 13/11/08 
 
6. FISHER MINISTRY   13 November 1908 to 2 June 1909 
Australian Labour Party 
Prime Minister and Treasurer Andrew Fisher    13/11/08 - 2/6/09 
Minister for Home Affairs  Hugh Mahon   13/11/08 - 2/6/09 
(In 1920 Mahon was expelled from the House of Representatives for describing the British Empire as 
“This bloody and accursed empire” 
 
7. DEAKIN MINISTRY   2 June 1909 to 29 April 1910 
Liberal Party 
Prime Minister   Alfred Deakin    2/6/09 - 29/4/10 
Treasurer   Sir John Forrest   2/6/09 - 29/4/10 
Minister for Home Affairs  George Warburton Fuller  2/6/09 - 29/4/10 
 
 
 
                                                           
1 Commonwealth of Australia, The Federal Guide. Government Printer, Canberra, Series to 1958. 
⎯⎯⎯⎯ , Directory, Government Printer, Canberra, Series 1961 to 1965. 
⎯⎯⎯⎯ , Commonwealth Parliamentary Handbook, Government Printer, Series to 1965. 
* Only Ministries and Departments associated with the planning, development and administration of 
Canberra are listed. 
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8. FISHER MINISTRY   29 April 1910 to 24 June 1913 
Australian Labour Party 
Prime Minister and Treasurer Andrew Fisher    29/4/10 - 24/6/13 
Attorney-General   William Morris Hughes  29/4/10 - 24/6/13 
Minister for Home Affairs  King O’Malley   29/4/10 - 24/6/13 
 
9. COOK MINISTRY   24 June 1913 to 17 September 1914 
Free Trade Party? 
Prime Minister and Minister  Joseph Cook    24/6/13 - 17/9/14 
for Home Affairs  
Treasurer   Sir John Forrest   24/6/13 - 17/9/14 
 
10. FISHER MINISTRY  17 September 1914 to 27 October 1915 
Australian Labor Party 
Prime Minister and Treasurer Andrew Fisher    17/9/14 - 27/10/15 
Minister for Home Affairs  William Oliver Archibald   17/9/14 - 27/10/15 
 
11. HUGHES MINISTRY  27 October 1915 to 14 November 1916 
Australian Labor Party 
Prime Minister and A-G and William Morris Hughes  27/10/15 - 14/11/16 
Trade and Customs 
Treasurer   William Guy Higgs   27/10/15 - 14/11/16 
Minister for Home Affairs  King O’Malley   27/10/15 - 14/11/16 
 
12. HUGHES MINISTRY  14 November 1916 to 17 February 1917  
Prime Minister and A-G  William Morris Hughes   14/11/16 - 17/2/17 
Treasurer   Alexander Poynton  14/11/16 - 17/2/17 
Minister for Home Affairs  Frederick William Bamford 14/11/16 - 17/2/17 
Minister for Works and Railways Patrick Joseph Lynch  14/11/16 - 17/2/17 
(new) 
Secretary to Department of Works and Railways; D Miller  14/11/16 - 31/8/17 
 
13. HUGHES MINISTRY   17 February 1917 to 8 January 1918 
Prime Minister and A-G  William Morris Hughes   17/2/17 - 2/1/18 
Treasurer   Sir John Forrest   17/2/17 - 2/1/18 
Minister for Home and Territories Patrick McMahon Glynn  17/2/17 - 2/1/18 
Minister for Works and Railways William Alexander Watt  17/2/17 - 2/1/18 
Secretary to Department of Works and Railways; W D Bingle 28/9/17 - 11/4/26 
 
14. HUGHES MINISTRY  10 January 1918 to 9 February 1923  
Prime Minister and A-G  William Morris Hughes   17/1/18 - 21/12/21 
Treasurer   Sir John Forrest    10/1/18 - 27/3/18 
 succeeded by  William Alexander Watt   27/3/18 - 16/6/20 
    --        --  Sir Joseph Cook    28/7/20 - 11/11/21 
    --        --  Stanley Melbourne Bruce   21/12/21 - 9/2/23 
Minister for Home and Territories Patrick McMahon Glynn   10/1/18 - 3/2/20 
 succeeded by  Alexander Poynton   4/2/20 - 21/12/21 
    --        --  George Foster Pearce   21/12/21 - 9/2/23 
Minister for Works and Railways William Alexander Watt   10/1/18 - 27/3/18 
 succeeded by  Littleton Ernest Groom   21/3/18 - 21/12/21 
    --        --  Richard Witty Foster   21/12/21 - 9/2/23 
 
The Department of Health created 3 March 1921 
Bruce supplanted Hughes as Prime Minister in a cabinet reshuffle 
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15. BRUCE - PAGE MINISTRY 9 February 1923 to 22 October 1929 
Nationalist Party 
Prime Minister and Minister  Stanley Melbourne Bruce   9/2/23 - 22/10/29 
for External affairs (later Health)  
Treasurer   Earle Christmas Grafton Page 9/2/23 - 22/10/29 
Attorney-General   Sir Littleton E. Groom  9/2/23 - 22/10/29 
Minister for Home and Territories Sir George Foster Pearce   9/2/23 - 18/6/26 
    Sir Thomas William Glasgow  18/6/26 - 2/4/27 
    Charles William Marr   2/4/27 - 24/2/28 
    Sir Neville Reginald Howse  24/2/28 - 29/11/28 
    Charles L.A. Abbott*   29/11/28 - 22/10/29 
*Title of portfolio altered to Home Affairs 10 December 1928 
Minister for Health  Sir Austin Chapman  9/2/23 - 26/5/24 
    Sir Littleton E. Groom  29/5/24 - 13/6/24 
    Herbert Edward Pratten  13/6/24 - 16/1/25 
    Sir Neville Reginald Howse 16/1/25 - 2/4/27 
    Stanley Melbourne Bruce  2/4/27 - 24/2/28 
    Sir Neville Reginald Howse 24/2/28 - 22/10/29 
Minister for Works and Railways Percy Gerald Stewart  9/2/23 - 5/8/24 
    William Caldwell Hill  8/8/24 - 29/11/28 
    William Gerrand Gibson  10/12/28 - 22/10/29 
Secretary to Department of Works and Railways; H L Walters 12/4/26 - 7/3/29 
      P A Gourgand 11/6/29 - 12/4/32 
 
16. SCULLIN MINISTRY  22 October 1929 to 6 January 1932 
Australian Labor Party 
Prime Minister, also External James Henry Scullin   22/10/29 - 6/1/32 
Affairs and Industry 
Treasurer   Edward Granville Theodore  22/10/29 - 9/7/30 
    James Henry Scullin   9/7/30 - 29/1/31 
    E.G. Theodore    29/1/31 - 6/1/32 
Attorney-General    
Minister for Health   
Postmaster General and Minister  
for Works and Railways  Joseph Aloysius Lyons   22/10/29 - 4/2/31 
    Albert Ernest Green   4/2/31 - 6/1/32 
Minister for Home Affairs  Arthur Blakeley    22/10/29 - 6/1/32 
 
17. LYONS MINISTRY   6 January 1932 to 7 November 1938 
Australian Labor Party 
Prime Minister and Treasurer Joseph Aloysius Lyons  6/1/32 - 7/11/38 
Attorney General   Robert Gordon Menzies   12/10/34-7/11/38) 
Minister in charge of Territories Sir George Foster Pearce   12/10/34 - 29/11/37 
    William Morris Hughes   29/11/37 - 7/11/38 
On 12 April 1932, the Departments of Home Affairs, Transport, and Works and Railways 
amalgamated into one Department, called the Department of the Interior. 
Department of the Interior  Sir Robert Archdale Parkhill  12/4/32 - 13/10/32 
    John Arthur Perkins   13/10/32 - 12/10/34 
    Eric John Harrison   12/10/34 - 9/11/34 
    Thomas Paterson   9/11/34 - 29/11/37 
    John McEwen    29/11/37 - 1/11/38 
Permanent Head of the Department of the Interior; H C Brown 12 /4/32 - 22/11/35 
      J A Carrodus 25/11/35 - 26/4/36 
 
18. LYONS MINISTRY   7 November 1938 to 7 April 1939 
Australian Labor Party 
Prime Minister   Joseph A. Lyons   7/11/38 - 7/4/39 
A.G.    Robert Gordon Menzies   7/11/38 - 20/3/39 
Minister for the Interior  John McEwen   7/11/38 - 7/4/39 
Minister for Works  Harold Victor Campbell Thorby 7/11/38 - 7/4/39 
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The Department of Works created on 24 November 1938 
 
19. PAGE MINISTRY   7 April 1939 to 26 April 1939 
Country Party 
Prime Minister and Minister for Earle Christmas Grafton Page  7/4/39 - 26/4/39 
Commerce 
Treasurer   Richard Gardiner Casey  7/4/39 - 26/4/39 
Minister for Works and Minister H.V.C. Thorby   7/4/39 - 26/4/39 
for Civil Aviation 
Minister for the Interior  John McEwen   7/4/39 - 26/4/39 
Minister for Health and Minister Hattil Spencer Foll  7/4/39 - 26/4/39 
for Repatriation 
 
20. MENZIES MINISTRY  26 April 1939 to 14 March 1940 
United Australia Party 
Prime Minister and Treasurer Robert Gordon Menzies  26/4/39 - 14/3/39 
Minister for the Interior  Hattil Spencer Foll  26/4/39 - 14/3/39 
Postmaster-General  Eric John Harrison  26/4/39 - 14/3/39 
Minister for Health  Frederick Harold Stewart  26/4/39 - 14/3/39 
*Secretary to Department of the Interior; J A Carrodus  26/4/39 - 1/5/49 
 
21. MENZIES MINISTRY  14 March 1940 to 28 October 1940 
United Australia Party 
Prime Minister, Minister for R.G. Menzies   11/6/40 - 28/10/40 
Defence Co-ordination and  
Minister for Information and 
Minister for Munitions   
Treasurer   Percy Claude Spender  11/6/40 - 28/10/40 
Minister for the Interior  H.S. Foll   11/6/40 - 28/10/40 
Postmaster-General and Health H.V.C. Thorby   11/6/40 - 28/10/40 
 
22. MENZIES MINISTRY  28 October 1940 to 29 August 1941 
United Australia Party  
Prime Minister and Minister for Robert G. Menzies  28/19/40 – 29/8/41 
Defence Coordination 
Minister for the Interior  H.S. Foll   28/19/40 – 29/8/41 
 
23. FADDEN MINISTRY 29 August 1941 to 7 October 1941 
Country Party 
Prime Minister and Treasurer Arthur William Fadden  29/8/40 – 7/10/41 
Minister for the Interior  H.S. Foll   29/8/40 – 7/10/41 
 
24. CURTIN MINISTRY 7 October 1941 to 21 September 1943 
Australian Labor Party 
Prime Minister and Minister John Curtin   7/10/41 – 21/9/43 
for Defense Coordination 
Treasurer   Joseph Benedict Chifley  7/10/41 – 21/9/43 
Minister for the Interior  Joseph Silver Collings  7/10/41 – 21/9/43 
 
25. CURTIN MINISTRY 21 September 1943 to 6 July 1945 
Australian Labor Party 
Prime Minister and Minister John Curtin   21/9/43 - 6/7/45 
for Defense 
Treasurer    Joseph Benedict Chifley  21/9/43 - 6/7/45 
and Post-War Reconstruction     21/9/43 - 2/2/45 
Post-War Reconstruction  John Johnstone Dedman  2/2/45 - 6/7/45 
Minister for the Interior  J.S. Collings   21/9/43 - 6/7/45 
Department of Works  Hubert Peter Lazzarini  2/2/45 - 6/7/34 
 
26. FORDE MINISTRY  6 July 1945 to 13 July 1945 
Australian Labor Party 
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Prime Minister and Minister for Francis Michael Forde  6/7/45 - 13/7/45 
the Army     
Treasurer   J.B. Chifley   6/7/45 - 13/7/45 
Minister for the Interior  J.S. Collings   6/7/45 - 13/7/45 
 
27. CHIFLEY MINISTRY 13 July 1945 to 1 November 1946 
Australian Labor Party 
Prime Minister   Joseph Benedict Chifley  13/7/45 - 1/11/46 
and Treasurer    
Minister for the Interior  Herbert Victor Johnson  13/7/45 - 1/11/46 
and assisting Works and Housing 
Minister for Works and Housing* Hubert Peter Lazzarini  13/7/45 - 1/11/46  
*Secretary to Department of Works and Housing;   Sir Louis F Loder 13/7/45 - 4/6/52 
 
28. CHIFLEY MINISTRY 1 November 1946 to 19 December 1949 
Australian Labor Party 
Prime Minister and Treasurer J.B. Chifley   1/11/46 – 19/12/49 
Attorney-General   Herbert Vere Evatt  1/11/46 – 19/12/49 
Postmaster General  Donald Cameron   1/11/46 – 19/12/49 
Post-War Reconstruction  J.J. Dedman    1/11/46 – 19/12/49 
Minister for the Interior*  Herbert Victor Johnson  1/11/46 – 19/12/49 
Minister for Health  N.E. McKenna   1/11/46 – 19/12/49 
Minister for Works and Housing Nelson Lemmon   1/11/46 - 19/12/49 
*Secretary to the Department of the Interior; W A McLaren 2/5/49 - 7/5/63 
 
29. MENZIES MINISTRY  19 December 1949 to 11 May 1951 
Liberal Party 
Prime Minister   Robert G. Menzies  19/12/49 - 11/5/51 
Treasurer   Arthur William Fadden  19/12/49 - 11/5/51 
Minister for the Interior  Philip A.M. McBride  19/12/49 - 24/10/50 
    Eric John Harrison  24/10/50 - 11/5/51 
Minister for Health  Sir E.C. Grafton   24/10/50 - 11/5/51 
Minister for Works and Housing Richard Gardiner Casey  19/12/49 - 11/5/51 
 
30. MENZIES MINISTRY  11 May 1951 to 11 January 1956 
Liberal Party 
Prime Minister   Robert G. Menzies  11/5/51 - 11/1/56 
Treasurer   ArthurWilliam Fadden  11/5/51 - 11/1/56 
Minister for the Interior and  
Minister for Works and Housing Wilfred Selwyn Kent-Hughes 11/5/51 - 4/6/52 
The Department of Works and Housing  abolished and the Department of Works established on 4 
June 1952. 
Minister for Works  W.S. Kent Hughes   4/6/52 - 11/1/56 
Director-General of Works; Sir Louis F Loder  6/6/52 - 12/61 
 
31. MENZIES MINISTRY  11 January 1956 to 10 December 1958 
Liberal Party 
Prime Minister   Robert G. Menzies  11/1/56 - 10/12/58 
Treasurer   Sir Arthur William Fadden 11/1/56 - 10/12/58 
Minister for the Interior and Allen Fairhall   11/1/56 - 10/12/58 
Minister for Works 
 
32. MENZIES MINISTRY  10 December 1958 to 18 December 1963 
Liberal Party 
Prime Minister   Now Sir Robert Gordon Menzies 10/12/58 - 18/12/63 
Treasurer   Harold Edward Holt  10/12/58 - 18/12/63 
Minister for the Interior and Gordon Freeth    10/12/58 - 18/12/63 
Minister for Works   
 
Secretary to the Department of the Interior;  R Kingsland 8/5/63 - 22/7/70 
Director-General of Works;   R B Lewis 30/12/61 - 26/2/64 
      G D B Maunder 26/2/64 - 28/8/67  
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Secretary to the Cabinet    EJ Bunting From 1962 
 
33. MENZIES MINISTRY  18 December 1963 to 26 January 1966 
Liberal Party 
Prime Minister   Sir Robert Gordon Menzies 18/12/63 - 26/1/66 
Treasurer   Harold E. Holt   18/12/63 - 26/1/66 
Minister for the Interior  John Grey Gorton   18/12/63 - 4/3/64 
    John Douglas Anthony  4/3/64 - 26/1/66 
Minister for Health  Harrie Wade   18/12/63 - 18/11/64 
    R.W. Colin   21/11/64 - 26/1/66 
Minister for Works  J.C. Gorton   18/12/63 - 26/1/66 
 
 
 
DEPARTMENTAL STRUCTURE 
1901   Department of Home Affairs 1901-1916 was responsible for Federal Capital works. The Public 
Works Branch was established within the Department of Home Affairs on 1 October 1901 with the 
appointment of a Superintendent of Works with effect from that date.  
1904 On 29 Jan 1904 an Inspector-General of Works was appointed. The Public Works Branch, 
responsible for public works dates from this time. (1904-1917)  
1909 Change of title to Director-General of Works. The position continued under the Department of 
Works and Railways created in 1916. The Branch continued until 1932. 
1911  Surveying was undertaken by the Lands and Survey Branch, Canberra 1911-1925 and then from 
1911-1932. 
1912 On 3 October 1912 the Secretary of the Department of Home Affairs commenced duty as 
Administrator of the Federal Capital Territory. In January 1916 owing to the absence of the Secretary on 
military matters the position of Administrator was assumed by the Minister for Home Affairs. The 
Administrative Offices were closed in 1916. Works Branch, FCT 1912-1925, was in charge of Works, 
the FCT Administrative Offices 1912-1916 were responsible for Administration. 
1913 Federal Capital Office (1913-1921) was responsible for the design of Canberra. 
1916 Department of Works and Railways created. (1916-1928) It became responsible for 
construction. The Department of Home and Territories replaced the Department of Home Affairs (1916-
1928) and became responsible for the Seat of Government. 
1921 Federal Capital Advisory Committee (1921-1925) was responsible for construction. 
1925 Federal Capital Commission (1925-1930) was responsible for land and construction. 
1928 Canberra National Memorials Committee (also known as the Nationals Memorials Committee) 
was formed within the Department of the Interior. The Committee was established to deal with the 
character and location of national memorials and the nomenclature of divisions of and public places in 
the ACT. The Committee consists of the Prime Minister (Chairman), the Minister responsible, the Leader 
of the  Government in the Senate, the Leader of the Opposition in the Senate, the Leader of the 
Opposition in the House of Representatives, the Secretary of the Department responsible, an officer 
appointed by the Minister and two other members to be appointed by the Governor-General from 
amongst persons who are residents of the ACT. 
1930 ACT Advisory Council (1930-1974) was responsible for development and legislation. 
1932 The Department of the Interior replaced the Department of Home and Territories (1932-1939) in 
charge of Administration and the Civic Administration Branch was established (1932-1951). 
1933  Property and Survey Branch (1933-1951) was in charge of surveying. 
1938 Federal Capital Territory became the Australian Capital Territory. Canberra Service Branch 
(1938-1951) was responsible for Works. The National Capital Planning and Development Committee 
(1938-1957) was responsible for urban development. 
1939  Reform of administration within the Department of the Interior (1939-1972). 
1945 The Department of Works and Housing was established on 13 July 1945 replacing the 
Department of Works. Its functions involved the design, estimate of costs, supervision and execution of 
all architectural and engineering works for the Commonwealth Government. It was also concerned with 
the formulation of town planning proposals and the coordination of proposals between two or more 
Departments. 
1949 In December 1949 Robert Menzies’ Liberal Party defeated Joseph Chifley’s Australian Labor 
Party. 
1951 In 1951 the Australian Capital Territory Planning and Development Branch was formed within 
the Department of the Interior (1951-1957) and was responsible for urban development. Certain town 
planning functions were transferred from the Director of Works ACT as was responsibility for surveys 
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together with Parks and Gardens. The ACT Services Branch was responsible for Works 1951-1964. 
1952 4 June 1952 the Department of Works and Housing was abolished and its title reverted to the 
Department of Works. It assumed all functions carried out by the abolished Department 
1956 Parliamentary Joint Committee on the ACT was formed to deal with Canberra plan variations. 
1957 Planning, development and construction of the National Capital transferred to the National 
Capital Development Commission. 
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A 4   LAKE BURLEY GRIFFIN STATISTICS 
 
 
Elevation 555.93 metres above sea level.  

(Maximum drop of 0.5 m during low river flows) 
Length   9 km (approximately) 
Width   0.3 - 1.2 km 
Total Surface Area 664 ha 
Shoreline Length  40.5 km 
Islands   6 (3 main, 3 small) 
 
 
WATER AREA AND SHORELINE  Area (ha) Shoreline (m) 
Central Basin     103    4,850 
East Basin       92    4,200 
West Basin       46    2,230 
Molonglo/Jerrabomberra Reaches     30    7,200 
West Lake     237    8,980 
Yarramundi and Tarcoola Reaches   156  13,040 
Total      664 ha  40,500 m 
(The Molonglo River backs up a distance of 7.5 km) 
 
 
SHORELINE TREATMENTS   Length (m) 
Formal concrete walls     2,665 
Stone pitching      7,750 
Embankment         825 
Beaches       4,260 
Wharves          165 
Natural shoreline     24,835 
Total      40,500 m  or  40.5 km 
 
 
FORESHORE LANDSCAPES   Area (ha) 
The Basins     162 
Molonglo Flood Plain    178 
West Lake     128 
Yarramundi Reach (including Royal   375 
Canberra Golf Course, Westbourne Woods) 
Total      843 ha 2 
 
 
COST        $ 
Dam:  Construction        2,944,503 
  Crest Gates           589,808 
  Control building and ancillary services         128,320 
 
Other:  East Basin relocation of power lines         61,810 
  Southern Wall Construction        166,392 
  Central Lake works         395,652 
  Eastern Lake works         282,418 
  Western Lake works         291,390 
  Eastern, Central, Western Lakes tree removals      122,782 
  Sundry works            55,975 
           5,039,050 
 

                                                           
2National Capital Development Commission, The Lake News, NCDC, Canberra, June 1986, p.2. 
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